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This evening I'd like to explore with you some of the ways in which the public learns about 

the histories of transport and travel. In particular I want to look at the role of displays put on 

by museums such as this one and by what I call heritage transport attractions - organisations 

such as steam railways, paddleboat shipping companies, vintage bus and tram operators, and 

so on, which operate obsolete vehicles for the public's benefit. My basic argument is very 

simple. I believe that visitors can learn a lot about the past from transport museums and from 

heritage transport attractions, but equally I want to argue that these institutions could do more 

to engage their visitors' attention and open up opportunities for informal learning about 

transport and travel.  

Many of the points that I should like to make will be familiar, at least in their fundamentals, 

to those of you who visit, or work in, other kinds of museums or heritage attractions. 

Transport museums and heritage transport in this country tend to be rather isolated from 

wider discussions about the purposes and practices of public exhibitions. Of course, there is 

debate and discussion within the transport world, but it needs, I believe, to relate much more 

to the mainstream if public displays of transport are to realise their full potential as windows 

on the past.  

Before going any further I need to give you a better indication of the geographical reach and 

modal scope of what I'm covering tonight. A sense of pragmatism and indeed my own history 

set some limits to my talk. Much of what I have to say stems from research for a book I'm 

writing with my colleague, Andrew Scott, the head of this museum. Over the last 30 years or 

so we have, between us, been fortunate enough to get to know a wide range of heritage 

transport and transport museums in Australia, Europe, North America, parts of Asia and the 

Indian sub-continent. But we are, of course, most familiar with developments in Britain. This 

inevitably colours my comments here. So too does the fact that Andrew and I share a chief 

interest in railways - including street and other tramways - and a weaker, but still strong, 

concern for other modes of urban public transport, inland waterways, and commercial and 

private road transport. So tonight I shall concentrate on railways, for the most part in Britain. 

But I should like you to bear in mind that much of what I have to say can be applied to other 

modes of transport as well, and to other countries. 



To the substance of my argument. First I shall briefly indicate why I believe that transport 

museums and heritage transport attractions are - or potentially are - important vehicles for 

conveying a sense of transport's history. Then I want to move on to a more detailed look at 

the ways in which visitors might make use of transport museums and heritage transport 

attractions as sites of informal learning. Having done so, I shall turn to the kinds of historical 

myths, stories or narratives that transport museums and heritage transport attractions focus on 

today. Finally I'll make some brief suggestions about approaches to display that might be 

used in the future. 

 

Are transport exhibitions important? Visitors and "learning" 

 

Let me turn first then to the basic question, "Why should we take transport displays 

seriously?" My argument here is simple but not, I hope, simplistic. Public displays of 

transport do matter - potentially at any rate - as a means of accessing the past because there 

are a lot of museums and heritage transport attractions. These are, moreover, popular places 

to visit. For the purposes of our discussion tonight I'd like you to understand the term 

"exhibition" quite widely. I'm using the term, of course, to refer to the kind of traditional, 

mostly static displays of vehicles, other objects and so on that predominate in museums such 

as this. But there is mileage too in also including the kind of package of experiences offered 

by many heritage transport attractions. Why not think of the Keighley and Worth Valley 

Railway, for example, as an exhibition which happens to be five miles long?  

Now estimates of numbers - of sites and of visitors - are a little tricky, partly because it's 

difficult to be precise about just what we mean by a transport museum or heritage transport 

attraction. For instance, should we count all heritage railways and steam centres, whether or 

not they claim to have educational aims? A case can be made for saying "yes". Even those 

handful of heritage railways that are organised primarily as commercial, profit-making 

concerns - the Paignton & Dartmouth in Devon, for example - surely generate some of their 

appeal through the historical associations of their traction, rolling stock, infrastructure and 

route. In any case, there are currently 108 operating railways and 60 steam centres in this 

country. If we look more widely, at traditional transport museums, the numbers are equally 

impressive. Perhaps a little under 10% of all the museums in Britain are either dedicated to 

transport or have significant transport-related collections. This makes a total of nearly 200 

museums in all - although admittedly, there is an element of double-counting going on here 

with regard to heritage transport attractions. 

So there are then lots of places were one can see transport publically on show. And people do 

visit these attractions in considerable numbers. The conventional museum - places like the 

NRM - are certainly very popular. Something over 420,000 people come through the doors 

here every year, and about the same number go to the National Motor Museum in Beaulieu, 

Hampshire. These figures become all the more impressive when we consider displays of 

heritage transport, where the primary attraction is a ride. The total number of visitors to those 

108 operating railways in Britain approaches 8 million annually. One local railway, the North 

Yorkshire Moors, is currently top of the league with a shade under 300,000 visitors. 



Clearly then transport museums and heritage transport attractions are seen by many people as 

having something of value to offer. The key question, of course, is what this "something" is. 

Does it have anything to do with history? How many people visit transport museums, 

heritage railways or whatever with the intention of finding out about transport and travel in 

the past? What, if anything, do they "learn" from their visits?  

The problem is, we have very little idea. To state the obvious, people visit museums and 

heritage transport for all sorts of reasons, many of which have little, or nothing, to do with a 

desire to find about the past. Of course, there is nothing wrong with this. Travelling on a 

steam train, perhaps to see the countryside from a new angle, strikes me as a perfectly 

sensible and enjoyable way of spending one's leisure time. Yet even if a vivid and interesting 

experience is enough to entertain (again, nothing wrong with that), it is not in itself sufficient 

to educate. I hope we can agree that it would be a pity if none of the efforts of those working 

in transport museums and heritage transport attractions led to a greater sense of the past 

among at least a proportion of visitors. Indeed, there is a practical imperative here too. At 

least in this country, the charitable status of many museums, and of the trusts that run some 

heritage transport attractions, turns partly on an explicit mission to educate. To succeed in 

this aim visitors' experiences must be vivid and interesting, yes, but they must also be 

arranged so that they are, in some degree, integrated and allow each visitor to incorporate 

novel elements into her or his appreciation of the past. And it might be that for all the 

impressive visitor statistics, public displays actually achieve very little when it comes to 

developing an appreciation of transport's history. 

Now this would be far too pessimistic a conclusion for such an early stage of my talk, so 

allow me to backtrack a little. There are two points that I want to emphasise here. First our 

profound ignorance about visitors suggests that it is crucial that we do a lot more research on 

what people take away, cognitively and affectively, from their visits to transport museums 

and heritage transport attractions. Elsewhere in the museum world this kind of research - 

visitor studies, visitor research, call it what you will - is not exactly new. In the last 20 years 

or so it has become commonplace in the United States, and even in this country it is no longer 

particularly rare outside the transport sector. But within the world of transport that sense of 

professional and intellectual isolation I referred to a few moments ago seems to encourage an 

almost wilful ignorance of visitor research, at least of the kind I'm talking about. There are 

one or two, highly suggestive studies - including some very good work on the NRM - but 

nowhere near enough for us to say with any confidence just what the role of transport 

exhibitions is in expanding people's appreciation of the past. What we do have in some 

profusion is market research, on the demographic profile of visitors and their very general 

reactions to visits, exhibitions and other museum facilities - restaurants, lavatories etc. Some 

of this information will be very useful when it comes to finding out about the educational 

effectiveness of transport museums and heritage transport attractions. But it's no substitute for 

research that is directed at this aim. 

My second point derives, ironically, from the very visitor studies that the world of transport 

has so far largely ignored. These suggest that we shouldn't be too pessimistic about the 

"educational" potential of transport museums and their ilk. People can "learn" in museums. 

Much, it is true, turns on what we mean by terms such as "education", "learning" and so on. I 

keep putting these terms in scare quotes because they often have unhelpful connotations of 

the sort of formal pedagogic methods that many of us experienced at school and, perhaps, at 

university. Museum "learning" is clearly informal learning if it is anything at all. It is 



voluntary and, largely, self-directed. These points are absolutely crucial. Visitors are in a real 

sense in the driving seat - the personal agenda that they bring with them to a museum, or 

heritage attraction, plays a part - perhaps quite a large part - in what they will attend to during 

their visit. Visitors' attitudes, emotions, knowledge and sense of intellectual confidence, all of 

these inform the ways in which visitors approach displays and exhibitions. Their sense of 

intellectual competence and control, even their physical comfort and security, these too help 

to shape the understanding and feelings - the "knowledge", if you like - that visitors take 

away with them. Visitors will only connect with an exhibition if they can first recognise 

elements of what they already know, understand, and feel. Only then will there be any chance 

of them experiencing the "shock of the new" in a positive way, of them reaching out to 

expand their understanding, perhaps even changing their attitudes and feelings, about some 

aspect of the past.  

This is an important lesson for those of us with any responsibility for transport displays. What 

is very familiar to us - and perhaps was as well to an earlier generation of visitors - might not 

be so to the people who visit (or perhaps don't visit) museums today. What proportion of 

today's population travels at all by train, for instance? It's the car and not the inside of a 

railway carriage, tramcar or even a bus which is familiar to many, perhaps most, of today's 

children and even adults. That might be good news for the motor museums, but it's not so 

encouraging for the rest of us! Of course, we can only really find out what is familiar with 

our visitors by asking them. As one recent book on learning in museums suggests, "It is a 

good rule of thumb to assume that you know less about your visitors than you think you do". 

So visitor research, visitor studies, need not just be a retrospective activity, finding out about 

what visitors have in fact learnt. It can also be a tool for developing exhibitions that will 

better meet the wants and desires of visitors - and those of would-be visitors who don't turn 

up as things presently stand because they're not sure they'll like, or understand, what they'll 

see.  

This model of how visitors use exhibitions to "learn" echoes wider theories that stress the 

idea that all education is about socially-situated learning. Learning, in other words, is not 

about adding impersonal concepts, facts and so on into a sort of mental data bank. Rather it 

involves the transformation of an individual's existing "map" of the world through her or his 

participation with the "maps" of others, allowing the learner to incorporate and make sense of 

new phenomena. Exhibitions, it seems, are pretty poor vehicles for the first sort of learning 

(if, indeed, we should call it that) but quite effective at the latter. And it's no coincidence that 

most people visit museums in groups and not on their own. Learning in this sort of situation 

is as much about learning from one another as it about learning from the "authors" of an 

exhibition or display. Of course, there are limits to what can be achieved. If you want to study 

a subject in depth, don't rely on a visit to a museum or heritage attraction. Just think about 

your own experience - apart from anything else, it's just too tiring! No, the place for in-depth 

study of history, or whatever, is the library, the seminar room, just perhaps the lecture theatre, 

or - much better - with one's books in front of the fire with a glass of malt and the cats!  

But recent research suggests that, at their best, exhibitions can excite people's curiosity, 

intrigue and challenge them, and help them make startling connections between what they 

already "know" and what is contained in the displays. It's particularly pleasing to be able to 

report that a study of visitors to the NRM, carried out a year or two ago by Helen 

Edmondson, a graduate student at - well, let's just say another Yorkshire university! - 

concluded that the exhibitions here do change many visitors' perceptions of the railway's past. 

And this need not be a passing phenomenon, something which is forgotten as soon as one 



gets home. Visitors do seem to retain, and often for a long time, vivid memories of their 

visits. Perhaps not surprisingly, such memories are most long-lasting when they relate to 

personal experience rather than recollections of formal, codified knowledge. 

Now this is a particularly interesting finding because it takes us in the direction of a whole 

raft of current, very lively debates to do with the social role of "history" in museums and 

other forms of public display. What significance does people's understanding of the past have 

for them? How do visitors' memories intersect with academic accounts of the past? 

Memory, of course, is how we connect with our personal pasts - in this way it helps to shape 

our own individual sense of who we are, our sense of identity. And as we all know, if we are 

honest with ourselves, personal memory is highly selective - it's a power that "deliberately 

arranges and wisely excludes". Now, transfer this kind of thinking to museums and heritage 

attractions. These are places where objects of cultural significance are put on display for 

visitors to experience and think about. The idea that they are thus places of "collective 

memories" is a pretty familiar one - although there again, in the world of transport I don't 

think that it enjoys the sort of currency that it deserves. We go to history museums and 

heritage attractions, partly at any rate, in order to acknowledge, mark, commemorate or 

perhaps even celebrate our membership of a collective, a group. Museums and heritage 

attractions are some of the places where personal and collective memories can come together, 

where we make and reproduce the shared identities that help to define us all as social beings. 

This museum, for example, is sometimes visited by small groups of local railway workers 

who are retired but who wish to retain a sense of what they shared together during their 

working lives. 

Now there is an up and a down side to all of this. Many writers make the analogy between the 

selective nature of personal and collective memories. Why should this selectivity be so 

important? Our sense of collective identity, of belonging to a group - whether this be a 

workforce, a family, a local or regional community, a nation, or whatever - derives in part 

from a sense that we share certain characteristics with others in the group. It derives equally 

from a sense that we are different from those who are not members of the group. In brief, 

identity and inclusion necessarily involves difference and exclusion. Now these, inter-related, 

senses of collective identity and difference themselves turn partly on us buying into the 

shared collective "memory". This "memory" is most effective when it offers a selective 

version of the group's past, one which emphasises shared characteristics and plays up 

differences from other groups. These ideas have recently come together in debates about that 

much abused term "heritage". Professor David Lowenthal, for example, has recently 

suggested that the present day usage of the term "now mainly denotes what belongs to and 

certifies us as communal members... [it] passes on exclusive myths of origin and continuance, 

endowing a select group of people with prestige and common purpose". In short, myths about 

the past - "heritage", if you prefer - play an important part in shaping our present-day sense of 

collective identity.  

This might all seem an awful long way away from transport, but I want to suggest to you that, 

at least some of the time, transport museums and heritage transport attractions alike are in the 

business of peddling historical myths. Insisting that we were the first, or the best, in some 

particular facet of transport is one way in which we forge, shape and share local, regional and 

national identities with our visitors. It was, for example, the English nationalist historian G. 

M. Trevelyan who said that "Railways were England's gift to the world", and, for better or 



worse, displays of transport often consist of little more that trophies and icons symbolising 

such historically selective sentiments. I'll return to this line of argument shortly. 

Before I do so I want to sound a note of caution though, about the role of academic historians 

in all of this. It's very tempting for those of us who are fortunate enough to earn our livings 

from historical inquiry to think of heritage as "bad history", a distorted account of the past, 

and to reach the conclusion that if only we were allowed to put together historically accurate 

exhibitions, the world would be a better place. Now I don't want to argue that historians have 

nothing useful to contribute to the making of better exhibitions. As Eric Hobsbawm once 

remarked, historians can be "the professional remembrancers of what their fellow-citizens 

wish to forget". Injecting a note of "reality" into the historically myopic stories of transport 

displays could well be a good thing. But unless historians bear in mind the reasons why most 

people visit museums, and in particular the connections between personal and collective 

memories and identities, then such lessons in academic history are likely to be quickly 

forgotten or ignored entirely. A historically accurate and worthy exhibition that engages none 

but the tiniest minority of visitors is not good public history.  

As historians we also need to be cautious about appearing to claim too much for our own 

grasp of the past. Is our knowledge so free from bias, from selective readings of the past, that 

we can hold it up as a reliable and wholly objective touchstone against which to judge and 

"correct" the myths of heritage? No, of course not - few historians today would make this sort 

of claim. As a profession we are, on the whole, more modest in our claims to "know the 

past", more sensitive to the possibility of other readings that conflict with our own. So the 

distinction between "history" and "heritage" is a blurred one. But, as I suggested a few 

moments ago, we don't have to dissolve it altogether. Although I have no time to justify the 

claim tonight, I believe that the historian's craft and methods do give us some critical 

purchase on the highly selective accounts of the past that inform our collective identities. We 

can, and should, entertain the possibility of a dialogue between historians and the necessary 

myths that sustain our collective sense of being.  

At this point I'd like to return to the public history of transport, and in particular the sort of 

historical myths, stories or narratives that are bound up with displays of transport. For reasons 

that will be now be tediously obvious to you, I can't really say very much in detail about how 

visitors interact with the contents of transport exhibitions. So instead I'm going to concentrate 

on the kind of understanding of the past that curators, designers, volunteers and all those 

others responsible for public displays of transport bring to their job. For if we are to develop 

transport exhibitions so that they give visitors a better sense of the past, then we need to give 

a good deal of attention to understanding what these displays are already trying to achieve. 

 

The enthusiasts' agenda  

 

Let me start this task by turning to the influence of one particular group which is often both 

the author of, and a significant audience for, transport exhibitions. For good and ill, public 

displays of transport of all kinds, not just railways, have largely been shaped and informed by 

a particular kind of popular culture, namely the interests and concerns of "enthusiasts", "fans" 

or whatever you care to call people who share a passionate interest in a subject.  



Now I might be on dangerous ground here, for terms like "enthusiast" have quite literally had 

a rather bad press for some years now, particularly when they are used in relation to those 

whose interests lie with railways. So let me make it clear that I think that a good deal of this 

press criticism is ill-informed and tells us more about the prejudices of certain kinds of 

journalists than it does about enthusiasts and their interests. And it is also clear that the public 

history of transport would be very, very much the poorer without the efforts made by 

amateurs and volunteers over the last 50 years or so. They have rescued vehicles and other 

artefacts from scrapping, restored many of them, rehabilitated infrastructure, and put a 

considerable proportion of all of this on public show - and all at a good deal of personal, and 

very little public, expense. Railways are perhaps the chief beneficiary of this kind of 

enthusiasm, but other modes of transport have benefited as well. Trams, trolleybuses, motor 

buses, cars, commercial vehicles, narrowboats, paddle steamers, sailing ships, aircraft - the 

list goes on and on. But our gratitude for all of this must not blind us to the ways in which 

things might change, and perhaps for the better. 

Simply put, I want to suggest that for many years the enthusiast agenda has tended (and I 

stress "tended" - there are no absolutes here), tended to hold to a rather narrow understanding 

of what transport is all about - namely, movement and its corollary, operating vehicles. 

Operating is great fun - I've helped with the job myself. And it very probably overlaps to a 

marked degree with what most visitors expect of transport displays. The experience of 

movement - and particularly the journey - certainly has a place to play in engaging visitors' 

interest. The NRM operates locomotives and gives short train rides, and quite rightly too in 

my opinion. But of course it's heritage transport that excels at this sort of interpretation. A 

journey on a tramcar at the National Tramway Museum, or along a restored branch line like 

the Worth Valley or the Swanage Railway is not only a delight for the senses, it can be an 

effective way of broadening the appeal of other aspects of the historical railway environment 

- station architecture, for instance. Of course, this kind of "living history" or "time travel", the 

attempt to recreate the past, is always - and necessarily - subject to compromises, 

anachronisms and shortcomings. We're all familiar, for instance, with the branch-line railway 

operating main-line locomotives and coaches. In some critics' eyes "living history" is always 

a fundamentally misguided endeavour, an inevitably doomed effort to produce in visitors' 

minds the same experiences and outlook that their historical counterparts would have had. I 

don't want to enter this debate here, partly because I suspect that it doesn't credit visitors with 

enough awareness of the artifice involved in "living history", and partly because this is one 

area of discussion that has been quite widely aired in the transport sector in recent years. I 

want to fasten instead on the simple point that a focus on history-as-operation, or history-as-

the-journey, can lead to other important aspects of transport's past being ignored. 

What do I mean by this? There is sometimes, I feel, a tendency to take movement or the 

operation of vehicles as the touchstone by which all displays of transport should be judged. 

This, of course, immediately places the conventional museum at something of a 

disadvantage, a point neatly made nearly 30 years ago by Professor Jack Simmons in his 

pioneering study of transport museums: 

"A museum of transport! The idea is surely a contradiction in terms, an absurdity. For a 

museum seems to most of us to be something static - it freezes and preserves things - whereas 

transport moves, or it is not transport." (Jack Simmons, Transport Museums, George Allen & 

Unwin, London, 1970, p.17) 



As Simmons remarked, this "conflict" between static displays and a sense of movement can 

only be "very incompletely" reconciled in conventional museums. What is occasionally 

referred to in the heritage transport press as the "incarceration" of locos, rolling stock, buses, 

cars and so on in museums becomes, of course, very hard to justify if movement is seen as 

the be-all-and-end-all of transport. In the most extreme cases - and I speak partly from the 

experience of sitting on the committee responsible for the loan of items from the NRM's 

collections - in the most extreme cases, this sort of perspective can lead to the view that 

museums are little more than stores of vehicles to be returned to working order when others 

have worn out. 

This is, let me emphasise, very much the extreme. Yet it lays bare an attitude that is perhaps 

more commonplace than is good for us if we wish transport exhibitions to be as effective as 

they might be in providing a window on the past. For, of course, transport isn't just a matter 

of movement. We can hardly hope to better Jack Simmons' definition of the nature of 

transport: 

"'transport' is a very wide-ranging subject. It comprehends the movement of men and women 

and their goods by all possible means from place to place; and properly considered, it ought 

to take account of the changing demands that affected it and the consequences it produced. It 

is a mere device for serving human needs, and unless those needs are kept in mind the study 

of it loses all touch with reality." (Jack Simmons, Transport Museums, George Allen & 

Unwin, London, 1970, p. 18.) 

 

Here then we have a life-line for the traditional display. Its strengths lie in attending to the 

wider contexts, the human and social needs, desires, and wants, that give and gave meaning 

to the physical transfer of matter that we call "transport". In saying this I don't want to deny a 

similar role for heritage transport attractions - there is, I believe, a huge potential for these to 

introduce visitors to topics such as working conditions, and the wider social and economic 

purposes of transport. But the question is, how good are any of these public displays at 

dealing with the wider context of transport beyond movement itself? 

Displaying transport  

The short answer is that, until quite recently, most transport museums or for that matter 

heritage transport attractions didn't see their job as dealing explicitly with these wider issues. 

Lack of time means I'm going to concentrate here on museums. Their shortcomings, as we 

would now see them, are often understandable in terms of practical constraints, particularly 

when we look at some of the oldest museums. Take, for example, the original railway 

museum in York, opened by the London and North Eastern Railway in the mid 1920s, not 

long after the railway company itself had been formed. To the modern eye, the exhibition of 

locomotives, rolling stock and other items here was rather poor. Objects were crammed in, 

seemingly arranged in a haphazard way, and given little explicit interpretation beyond labels 

that detailed provenance and technical characteristics. But money and space were tight, and 

the curators were men with little or no museums training, feeling their way with little to go on 

by way of precedent. Such problems no doubt had a lot to do with shaping the resulting 

displays. And these constraints continued well into the period after 1945, when most 

transport museums were founded. Displays continued to be cluttered and rather jumbled. 

Take, for instance, the Museum of British Transport, in Clapham, opened in the early 1960s 



and very much my own introduction to transport museums. The practical problems of space 

and money have certainly not disappeared today, and so it's not surprising that this kind of 

confused and confusing exhibition can still occasionally be found. 

At one level such exhibitions seem to have little to say about the history of transport. Indeed 

they have widely been understood by commentators as nothing more than displays of old 

machines. This is too simple however. Bearing in mind what I was saying earlier about the 

importance of museums as places of collective memory, we shouldn't run away with the idea 

that a lack of overt, written interpretation means that visitors will see objects just as lumps of 

metal. Museums are not books. The arrangement of objects in relation to one another, or even 

just their individual appearance, can be enough to imply all sorts of things, if visitors come 

already equipped with an understanding of the "codes" that are being used. Objects can 

function as relics, tangible reminders that, in David Lowenthal's phrase, "light up the past 

only when we already know they belong to it".It's clear that the display of railway objects has 

always been informed by their symbolism beyond the purely technical. It's far too late now to 

know what visitors to the York railway museum made of it, say, between the world wars. But 

it's fairly clear that the London and North Eastern Railway opened the museum partly as 

means of forging a new corporate identity and gaining a favourable public image. It hoped to 

do this by celebrating the company's achievements and those of its predecessors, some of 

which, like the Stockton & Darlington Railway, dated back to the dawn of the mechanically-

worked railway. 

Cluttered jumbles of objects can then say more to visitors that we might at first suspect. So 

too can another, very common, type of arrangement, namely lines of vehicles. Now there are 

often practical reasons for this set up. Curators are always faced with huge problems of 

storage, and the line is an efficient way of using space. The technical characteristics of some 

types of vehicle suit them to this arrangement. Railway vehicles, for instance, fit very nicely 

into exhibition halls converted from old railway buildings; few curators can - quite literally - 

afford to ignore the railway lines that come with such structures. 

But linear arrangements of vehicles are usually more than mere line ups - there is often an 

order to the arrangement. General museums of transport, for example, commonly divide their 

displays of vehicles by mode or technical type. Two typical arrangements are to be found in 

the urban transport museums in London and Copenhagen. Museums of particular modes of 

transport often taken this kind of categorisation and display a step further. Car museums are 

particularly keen on this kind of approach. They commonly order vehicles in rows according 

to one, or more, of all sorts of criteria - chronology, usage, make, model and so on. 

What are we to make of such serried ranks of vehicles? At the most straightfoward level, we 

can understand them as a kind of "visual catalogue", an arrangement that reflects curators' 

semi-formal categorisations of the objects that have come into their care. The whole question 

of classification deserves much more attention than I can give it here this evening. Let me 

just say that classificatory schemes are, more often than not, very closely related to those of 

the transport industries from which the objects originally came. As a consequence, they are 

strongly technical and functional in character. But again, there is often more to ranked 

displays of vehicles than might be thought. 

I suggest that such exhibitions can imply, or connote, one type of historical narrative in 

particular. Beautifully restored vehicles can - perhaps should - be admired for their aesthetic 

glories. But both individually and en masse, this very splendour is a kind of visual code that 



can convey certain messages about the past, the present and the future to some visitors. 

Serried ranks can have very powerful connotations, particularly when the ranking includes an 

element of chronological ordering. The popular "time line" of vehicles is just one of several 

ways of suggesting a story of progress - at the most obvious level, of technical improvement, 

but at another level, of social betterment. To put the same point in a slightly different way, a 

belief in such "progress" can form an important element of our collective sense of identity. It 

might, for example, encourage us to see ourselves as members of a nation that has been 

shaped by industrial achievements.  

Now I don't suggest that technical progress is altogether an illusion. We can probably agree 

that in narrowly technical terms, most forms of transport have got better over the years. Yet 

even at this level not everything is sound in the world of transport displays. The historical 

path of technical change is not usually as smooth as is suggested in most museums - technical 

failures are often left out of the picture. Indeed, a lot of the technical "history" in transport 

museums is a kind of whiggish history - in other words, it selects from the messy complexity 

of the past in order to present modern achievements as the more or less inevitable outcome of 

earlier "successes". But let us ignore such shortcomings. The real problem comes, I suggest, 

if we - as curators or as visitors - confuse "progress" in these very narrowly defined terms 

with "progress" more generally - that is, movement towards a "better" society.<!-- 

Now let me repeat that I don't know that this is what goes on in visitors' minds. We need to 

find out. Equally, not all curators intend their exhibitions to suggest a link between technical 

and social progress. Not so long ago the assumption of this kind of a link was so deeply 

rooted in the cultures of most industrialised countries that it would have taken an 

exceptionally self-aware and critical curator to have avoided suggesting the connection. 

That's partly changed now, because some technologies have so patently failed to deliver the 

social benefits that were promised of them. In the contemporary world of transport, we're 

beginning as a society to question the balance of costs and benefits to be had from the 

unrestricted growth of roads and road transport. But this kind of debate has scarcely started in 

the realm of air transport - we all want our cheap holidays in the sun it seems - and nor do 

transport museums seem to be facing up to the challenge of how to interpret the past in ways 

that don't tend to assume that more technology is automatically a "Good Thing".  

Time is rather short, so rather than trying to give you a rushed account of all the ways in 

which displays of objects can imply this kind of technological utopianism, let me just focus 

on couple of examples from the NRM.  

Generally speaking,the Great Hall of this museum stands squarely within the curatorial 

tradition that values transport artefacts primarily as technical objects but which is also 

mindful of their wider symbolism. The main floor of the Hall is perhaps rather a jumble, but 

it's dominated by beautiful pieces of "engineering sculpture" - the locomotives and carriages. 

Their sheer bulk and high quality finish are almost certainly more important for the 

production and communication of historical meaning than the labels intended (for the most 

part) to convey technical information.Aesthetic splendour combines with a display of 

continuing progress in engineering excellence - "From Rocket to Eurostar" as a recent 

photographic essay on the NRM aptly puts it. These two facets of the exhibition come 

together to symbolise and celebrate the wider triumphs of Britain's railways. But such 

triumphs are sometimes more imagined that real - more "myth" than "history".  



We can see this particularly with "Mallard", arguably the NRM's most famous icon. 

"Mallard", of course, is the world's fastest steam locomotive (if only just so!). Restored in the 

1960s to her record-breaking condition, the locomotive is undeniably an impressive object. I 

suspect that for most visitors these aesthetic glories tend to overwhelm any but the most 

obvious of story lines about "Mallard" - that is, her world speed record. The supporting 

textual and graphic panels reinforce this story, celebrating Mallard's technical achievement. 

But although the speed record was - and is - real enough, the wider significance that is now 

placed on it is out of all proportion to the historical reality. This is Britain's National Railway 

Museum, and what I think we are being offered with "Mallard" is a "patriotic" view of 

technology, a view that almost certainly contributes in some degree to the making of a 

modern-day sense of our national identity based upon past industrial triumphs. This only 

works if we ignore certain facts about "Mallard" and her 125 plus miles per hour. Both were 

atypical of the struggling railways of the 1930s, and particularly of the very impoverished 

London & North Eastern Railway, her owners. The Museum's explicit interpretation of 

"Mallard" gives no clues about the unfavourable business and political circumstances that 

made the achievement of the world steam record such an important event for the LNER. So 

there is a more complex and - I'd argue - more interesting story to be told here.  

Now as I said earlier, transport museums rarely deal explicitly with the themes of social 

history. In recent years however some of the better ones have started to use various, often 

quite simple, display techniques to gesture in the direction of the wider context of transport. 

They often hint, for instance, at working conditions, and/or the social and economic purposes 

of transport. Some museums seem to be going down the road of attempting ever more 

"realistic" depictions of these topics, further blurring the differences between "traditional" 

museums and heritage transport attractions. But, welcome though these effort are in many 

ways, there is still usually more "myth" than "history" in the results. Again let me use the 

NRM as my main example. In the Station Hall there is a recently refurbished exhibition, 

"Royal Palaces on Wheels". The display is a striking and important one. Visitors are 

encouraged to enter at one end, pass by a set of graphic panels setting out the historical 

background to royal travelling by train, and then to contemplate the royal vehicles and 

associated locomotives that have been arranged in roughly chronological order. All of this 

offers some sense of historical change, finishing, more or less, in the present day. The 

exhibition is attractive and appealing - a red carpet runs throughout, there's a mock triumphal 

arch, and a sound loop of cheering crowds. All of this is intended to imbue visitors with the 

sense of a royal visit. Good lighting highlights the superb workmanship and luxurious 

appointments of the carriages, and sound cones, activated when visitors step within their 

circumference, give potted accounts of each vehicle's history and use, as do the graphic 

panels. But in my view, taken as a whole the exhibition portrays the royal vehicles as 

symbols of a monarchy, and thus of a nation, whose identity was - and is - unproblematic, 

uncontested, and permanent. The opportunity to say to visitors, "look, the past was more 

complicated than that" has been missed. In the nineteenth century railways, and royal travel 

by train, played an important part in creating the popular institution of monarchy in 

something like the form that we now know it. Little of this comes over in the exhibition as it 

presently stands. 

The kind of critical remarks that I've been levelling at the NRM can be repeated in their 

essentials with regard to pretty well every transport museum in the world with which I'm 

familiar. I think that they are true of many heritage transport attractions as well. Indeed, as I 

said earlier, from my point of view here the similarities between transport museums and 

heritage transport attractions are far more important than the differences between them - 



although this is something of a back-handed compliment! At their best, both kinds of 

institution employ comparable levels of care, research and scholarship in the conservation 

and restoration of individual objects and in the mounting of their "exhibitions", whether these 

be largely static, in the case of the conventional museum, or moving, as with heritage 

transport attractions. But creating public displays of transport in either kind of institution 

always involve choices - of artefacts, topics or subjects, and their interpretation. Usually these 

choices place transport, its associated uses, users and supporting institutions, in the most 

favourable light. Transport museums and heritage transport attractions, in other words, do 

end up being more concerned with myth than historical "reality". But this isn't my chief 

complaint, since, as I've said, any display, even the historically most well-informed, must be 

selective. No, the worse crime, in my book, is presenting what is necessarily a selective 

account as something that is absolute and objective. 

 

The future of transport displays  

Where does all this leave us as far as the future of transport displays is concerned? There are 

two extremes that we must avoid. One is to argue that since most visitors probably don't care 

very much about transport history as it is understood by academics, that therefore we 

shouldn't worry too much about the historical content of exhibitions. The other extreme is to 

say that if museums and heritage transport attractions are truly to become places of learning 

about the past, then all we have to do is put on much more comprehensive and historically 

accurate displays.  

Now the whole thrust of my talk this evening has been, of course, that we should take visitors 

seriously. Both of the positions I've just outlined can be understood in ways that grant the 

public certain rights with regard to exhibitions. The first might be interpreted as saying that 

visitors have "a right to be entertained", or perhaps "a right to have one's prejudices 

confirmed". The second stance might be taken as offering "a right to be instructed".  

In either case, curators and others with a responsibility for mounting exhibitions 

(understanding that term in its broadest sense) have, in a manner of speaking, an easy time of 

it. Offering visitors the right to be entertained means that no-one, least of all curators, has to 

question the habitual modes of thinking about the past that we all acquire simply by living in 

a particular culture. No-one has to break through the historical myths that inform our sense of 

collective being and which we are therefore, quite understandably, reluctant to discard. Yet 

saying that transport displays should be about the historical "truth", is also in a way a too-

easy option. Let's leave to one side a problem that I've already touched upon, namely that 

most historians are reluctant to make strong claims for the objectivity of their inquiries. Even 

if this were not an issue, seeing exhibitions as being about "the truth" perhaps makes it too 

easy for curators to ignore the needs and wants of the public that the museum is supposed to 

be serving. If visitors don't understand or connect with an exhibition, then, so the argument 

might run, so much the worse for them. If we went down this road, we might find displays of 

transport becoming more like those in many art museums and galleries. Although I am of 

course exaggerating to make the point, curators in these institutions are rarely interested in 

addressing the interests of that great majority of the public who, for perfectly good reasons, 

are ignorant of the aesthetic and other codes that allow meaning to be taken from visual art.  



The way forward, I believe, is to take seriously the idea that when people visit transport 

museums and heritage transport attractions each of them will actively interpret what they find 

according to their own agenda. Going down this road means moving towards the idea of 

transport displays - both in museums and heritage transport attractions - as a resource that 

should be made available for visitors to use as they will. This might mean that visitors engage 

with displays in ways that we don't particularly like or intend. Of course in a way it's quite 

pointless for us to worry about the uses which people make of exhibitions - they simply lie 

outside of our control. So if someone comes to the NRM to view "Mallard" as a symbol of 

British industrial nationalism, or travels to the Musée de la Voiture in Mulhouse to gaze upon 

a Cadillac as an icon of American culture, well, so be it. Museums are partly about ritual, not 

just intellectual engagement.  

Am I then still advocating an easy life for the curator, dressed up now in the rhetoric of rights 

of public access to transport displays? No, for two reasons. First of all, if we recognise the 

rights of visitors to make active use of the resources of a museum, or heritage transport 

attraction, then, at the very least, we have to find out much more about what it is that they 

want. So we are back again to the necessity for more research on visitors. This becomes even 

more important if we take the next logical step, and try to open up our displays to those 

people who don't presently visit or otherwise make use of displays of transport.  

The second reason why life can never be easy for the custodian of transport collections takes 

me back to an earlier comment I borrowed from Eric Hobsbawm, about the role of historians 

- and here I include public historians - as people who are "professional remembrancers of 

what their fellow-citizens wish to forget". Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that much 

of the time visitors don't so much wish to forget, as come in ignorance of what there is to 

know. How many visitors to the Station Hall of this Museum, for instance, come equipped 

with the knowledge that for much of the so-called "Golden Age" of Britain's railways - say 

the period from around 1870 through to the First World War - the railways were about as 

popular with many sections of the community as Yorkshire Water was with many of us in 

this region a couple of summers ago? We can hardly blame people for failing to break free of 

the myths that make us what we are, if we offer no other ways of understanding the past. 

Once again, we find ourselves back with the need to find out more about our visitors and 

might-be visitors - we can only help them help themselves if we know where they are coming 

from. 

Time is pressing hard now, and I'm keenly aware of two things. First, that much of what I've 

had to say this evening is, if not exactly received wisdom, at least a common language in the 

wider world of museums of social history and ethnology. It increasingly has a place too in the 

world of industrial museums. Secondly, I've offered nothing concrete by way of examples of 

how transport museums and heritage transport attractions might reorientate their displays, and 

indeed their ways of working, so that visitors become even more active participants in the 

making of historical meanings. This last is an absence I particularly regret, but time is 

pressing. Let me wind up my comments then with just one suggestion. Let those of us with 

any interest in the public history of transport spend a little more of our valuable time looking 

at what our colleagues in other kinds of museums are doing, for there are already a lot of 

good ideas out there which could quite easily be adapted for our purposes. Some of the early - 

and experimental! - fruits of this kind of open-mindedness can be seen out in the Great Hall 

here. Judging by what I was hearing at a conference at the Deutsches Museum last autumn, 

our colleagues in Europe and the United States are already taking this course of action.My 

very final words are of thanks, to a number of people who have brought me before you this 



evening as the University's first Professor of Railway Studies. The Institute of Railway 

Studies is a joint endeavour of the National Railway Museum and the University. Who 

originally had the idea of founding it depends on whether you speak to the Vice-Chancellor 

or to Sir Neil Cossons, the Director of the National Museum of Science and Industry, of 

which the NRM is a branch. I've seen some of the files - but they, of course, are 

contradictory! What is undeniable is that without Ron and Neil's enthusiasm for the project, I 

wouldn't be here. At an only marginally less elevated level, the understanding shown by 

Andrew Scott, as Head of the NRM, and by Allen Warren and, before him, Alan Forrest, as 

Heads of the History Department, make it possible for me to run a body that straddles the 

worlds of public and academic history. Similarly, the day-to-day workings of the Institute are 

smoothed by the support of my many colleagues, both here in the Museum, in the History 

Department, and in the Institute itself. On a more personal level, the love and support of my 

partner, Karen Hunt, has helped me in ways that only she knows. Finally there are two other 

people without whom none of this would, quite literally, have been possible - my parents, 

Gwen and Gordon Divall. They probably have as little idea as I do about how I became 

fascinated by railways. It might have had something to do with being taken as a small child in 

the early 1960s to Wimborne station to meet my Dad, coming back from London. Exploring 

that station, which finally lost its residual goods services in 1977, certainly helped shaped my 

enthusiasm for the London and South Western Railway, or perhaps more accurately the 

Western Division of the Southern Region of BR! And then there were the preserved railways, 

as they were then called. I don't think I have anyone but myself to blame for this particular 

pose [as a would-be driver] or the choice of this locomotive [a GWR 14XX] - but then there 

wasn't a lot of choice in 1970! Anyway I survived that brush with the Great Western, and 

even the experience, many years later, of working for the Western Region. So thanks, Mum 

and Dad - nearly 30 years on, at least I've got rid of the anorak. But not much else has 

changed! 

Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for listening. 
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