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In the late 1960s an aging scion of the European haute bourgeoisie recalled a fantasy from his 

privileged childhood at the dawn of the twentieth century. It was a fantasy in which the boy's 

dreams of global dominion, his conviction of European cultural supremacy, and his 

fascination with the technology of the rail formed an intoxicating, even seductive cocktail: 

As a boy of fifteen (Eric Veen's age of florescence) he had studied with a poet's passion the time-table of three 

great.... transcontinental trains that one day he would take - not alone (now alone). From Manhattan, via 

Mephisto, El Paso, Meksikansk and the Panama Chunnel, the dark-red New World Express reached Brazilia and 

Witch (or Viedma, founded by a Russian admiral). There it split into two parts, the eastern one continuing to 

Grant's Horn, and the western returning north through Valparaiso and Bogota. On alternate days the fabulous 

journey began in Yukonsk, a two-way section going to the Atlantic seaboard, while another, via California and 

Central America, roared into Uruguay. The dark blue African Express began in London and reached the Cape by 

three different routes, through Nigero, Rodosia or Ephiopia. Finally, the brown Orient Express joined London to 

Ceylon and Sydney, via Turkey and several Chunnels.  

Those three admirable trains included at least two carriages in which a fastidious traveler could rent a bedroom 

with bath and water closet, and a drawing room with a piano or a harp. The length of the journey varied 

according to Van's predormient mood when at Eric's age he imagined the landscapes unfolding all along his 

comfortable, too comfortable, fauteuil. Through rain forests and mountain canyons and other fascinating places 

(oh, name them! Can't - falling asleep), the room moved as slowly as fifteen miles per hour but across 

desertorum or agricultural drearies it attained seventy, ninety-seven night-nine, one hund, red dog - [1]  

The continental quality of this vision is perhaps the result of the fact that it comes from the 

mind of a Russian, Vladimir Nabokov. The author's imagination also gives the vision an 

extraordinary intensity, but the idea of dominating, enjoying and transforming the world with 

rails of steel and the power of steam was widespread, even commonplace in the half century 

or so before 1914. Moreover, although this distinctively Western idea initially was rejected 

by most peoples who were colonised, it soon came to be embraced by Asian modernisers as 

well. 

During the last years of the nineteenth century, the railway was the chosen tool of European 

empire-builders in Asia. It was at this time that the European empires acquired their final 

boundaries, and the role of railways in that process was critical. Thus, on China's northern 



2 

 

frontier Russian Finance Minister Sergius Witte both consolidated the Russian Far Eastern 

Empire and laid the abortive foundations of another in Manchuria with the building of the 

Transiberian and Chinese Eastern railways. At the same time, on China's southern frontier 

both British and French adventurers staked out imperial claims with railway proposals which 

were sometimes as fanciful as those of Nabokov's adolescent hero. The earliest proposal 

dated from 1866 and envisaged the connection of the British Burmese port of Moulmein with 

Simao in Yunnan through Chiang Mai. At that time the concept of a frontier scarcely existed 

on the upper Salween or Mekong, but clearly this would anticipate British domination of both 

northern Siam and part of Yunnan. By the early 1880s two energetic British imperial 

publicists, Holt Hallett and Archibald Colquhoun, were identified with the scheme which 

became known as 'the overland to China.' The prospect of penetrating and exploiting the 

putative wealth of southwestern China from Britain's Indian empire even excited as 

phlegmatic a politician as Lord Salisbury, and only a railway could make it possible.[2] The 

political chaos and terrible topography, which made for grand adventures and fine scenery 

but very expensive railways, scarcely discouraged late Victorian enthusiasts from such 

schemes. 

Even more quixotic was the first French plan to build a railway in the area. This came from 

the feverish imagination of Frédéric Haas, one of France's most enthusiastic and long serving 

but least prudent consuls in China and southeast Asia. In 1885 he represented the Republic in 

Mandalay during the last months of Burmese independence. He sought to win the Ava 

monarchy over to alliance with France, and offered as a sweetener the construction of a 

railway from Haiphong to Mandalay. The line would pass through the same inhospitable 

country as the Hallett-Colquhoun scheme, with even less economic purpose. The government 

in Paris quickly disavowed Haas' proposed treaty and railway, and his career thereafter did 

not prosper.[3] 

It was a real railway, the line from Rangoon to Toungoo which had opened early in 1885, 

which helped determine the fate of Burma much more than any imaginary ones. British 

troops invading the kingdom were able to begin their journey by train. A quarter of a century 

later a French railway did actually penetrate Yunnan from Haiphong, but a British line from 

Burma, either through northern Siam at the Shan states of Burma (British territory after 1885) 

was never built. Strangely enough it was Curzon, a figure normally associated with imperial 

overreach, who recognised the limits of railways as a tool of empire. In 1901 he derided 

dreams of linking India and China by rail as phantasms, engineering and financial 

impossibilities: 'Were a bonfire made tomorrow,' he declaimed, in Rangoon of all places, 'of 

the prolific literature to which it [the Burma-China railway] has given birth, I do not think 

anyone in the world would be the loser.'[4] At a time when imperialist expectations of 

railway construction were very high, Curzon's bleak realism was a rare commodity indeed. 

On the whole, both ambitious railway schemes and more solid railway building in Asia were 

the products of Western imperialists. However, three traditional Asian states, Japan, China 

and Siam, retained some degree of sovereignty during the late nineteenth century including 

some control over railway policy. The development of railways in the two continental states, 

Siam and China, was influenced both by competing world views within the traditional elites 

and by Western imperial aspirations for which the term 'informal' seems a little too modest. 

They are stories rich in drama and irony in which ignorance and idealism, greed and 

arrogance are constantly at play.[5] 
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Although the Self-Strengthening Movement (1861-1894) saw Chinese provincial authorities 

implement significant programs of economic and military modernisation, railways were not 

adopted in any significant way at this time. This was not due to any lack of awareness of the 

importance of railways on the part of the self-strengtheners in the Chinese elite. As early as 

1867, for example, Shen Baozhen (Shen Pao-chen), son-in-law of the celebrated opponent of 

opium and Confucian moralist Lin Zixu (Lin Tze-hsü), had raised the matter. His view, 

typically Confucian, looked to the long term: 

What shall we do about telegraphs and railroads? The Qin (Ch'in) dynasty built the Great Wall, and at the time it 

was considered a calamity, but later generations relied on it. If telegraphs and railroads are built, China will 

likewise enjoy great benefits from them in the future.... However, although the foreigners plead with the Court 

to conclude a formal treaty permitting them to begin this work, this absolutely must not be done.[6]  

A decade later Shen had the opportunity to be true to his word, when, as governor-general in 

Nanjing, he bought and then ordered the demolition of China's first railway. This line, from 

Shanghai to Wusong, was only 16 kilometres long and built to light and cheap engineering 

standards. It had been funded by British merchants and was totally unauthorised when opened 

in July 1877. The official Shen sent to do the job was, ironically enough, the young Sheng 

Xuanhuai (Sheng Hsüan-huai), a future director of the Chinese Imperial Railways 

Administration. Sheng performed his destructive task with the same efficiency and 

commercial aptitude which were to bring him later both so much wealth and so brilliant an 

official career, but also, he later claimed, with a heavy heart.[7] 

Why did the self-strengtheners build steamships, arsenals and telegraphs, adopt Western 

military technology and employ Western experts with such enthusiasm, but not embrace 

railway construction, even within their own satrapies? The answer lies, I think, partly in their 

awareness that the railway was far more universal and pervasive than the technology and 

practices they did adopt. Unlike them, the railway would penetrate down to village level and 

directly affect, for good or ill and with consequences that could only be guessed, the lives of 

many millions of Chinese. The railway could have a negative impact on both Chinese cultural 

values, through the destruction of graves and villages, and on employment in traditional 

transport industries such as porterage and inland shipping. Having just suppressed the 

Taiping Rebellion, using conservative ideological weapons, if rather innovative financing and 

firepower, the self-strengtheners had good cause to fear the effects of such changes on the 

people.  

Moreover the railway was beyond their control in other ways as well. The self-strengtheners 

were content to employ foreign experts in high positions, but the railway is a vastly 

decentralised operation, involving the employment of large numbers of people in responsible 

positions in remote locations. Stationmasters, engine drivers, and engineers maintaining track 

and rolling stock could constitute a class the like of which had never been seen in China 

before. Far more than officers in a semi-Westernised army, its members would need to have 

foreign education if the railway were to work effectively. Its business and technical 

operations would have to be thoroughly Western, not semi-Western like most self-

strengthening projects, if the railway were to operate safely and return the profits needed to 

cover the cost of construction. And that was another problem. Railways were enormously 

expensive. The self-strengtheners avoided dependence on foreign loans with great success 

right up to 1895. However, because China did not have any modern commercial legislation 

until after the Boxer Rebellion it would be almost impossible to mobilise the large sums of 

capital required from wealthy Chinese merchants or gentry. There was simply no guarantee 
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they would ever see their money again. Zhang Zhidong's (Chang Chih-tung's) attempt to 

build the Beijing-Hankou line after 1889 using Chinese capital failed for this reason.  

There were, then, four reasons why the self-strengtheners were hesitant about building 

railways. First, the railway could offend Chinese cultural values. Second, it could create 

unemployment among workers in traditional transport industries. Third, it would involve 

large numbers of Europeans or Westernised Chinese working permanently over a large area. 

Finally, railways would almost certainly require foreign loans. 

Despite those compelling factors, the self-strengtheners did take the first steps to create 

China's railway system. Typically it was Li Hongzhang (Li Hung-chang) who took the first 

initiative. Moreover he did so with the astonishingly successful dissimulation that was the 

wily Viceroy's hallmark. One of Li's modern enterprises was the Kaiping Coal Mines at 

Tangshan, and in 1880 he had its English engineer, C.W. Kinder, build a ten-kilometre mule-

drawn tram line from the mine to navigable water. Kinder built the line to the European 

standard gauge of 1435mm (4ft 8½ in) and to ludicrously high engineering standards for its 

putative purpose. What he had built, in fact, was the first stage of the Beijing to Shenyang 

(Peking-Mukden) line, and after a few months steam traction made its debut. The defeat by 

France in 1885 tipped sentiment at Court in Beijing in favour of further modernisation, and 

railway construction found a champion in the form of the new Admiralty Board. This Board 

was intimately tied to Li, and was responsible for the Port Arthur naval base and the creation 

of the superficially impressive Beiyang fleet over the next decade. It soon authorised 

extensions to the railway essentially for military reasons. With no need for further 

dissembling, by 1894 it reached south to Tianjin and north to just beyond the Great Wall at 

Shanhaiguan. Its aim was to assist in the defence of Manchuria. The railway proved no more 

effective in this role than any other of Li Hongzhang's tools such as the Beiyang fleet or the 

Port Arthur base when war with Japan did break out in 1894. 

Li was not the only provincial governor who saw railways as an essential part of self-

strengthening. Liu Mingchuan (Liu Ming-ch'uan) actually managed to build a short line on 

Taiwan. More significantly, in 1889 Zhang Zhidong, newly installed as Viceroy at Wuchang, 

successfully memorialised the Court urging construction of China's first great main line from 

Hankou on the Yangzi to Beijing. He proposed to use Chinese capital and even Chinese 

materials as much as possible. To this second end he established the massive Hanyang Iron 

Works in 1890. Together with its associated mines, this formed the beginnings of modern 

industrialisation in central China. Despite initial promises of financial support from Beijing, 

support lost partly because the Shanhaiguan line had greater immediate military significance 

and partly because his rival Li had more influence at Court, Zhang was unable to since the 

necessary capital from either official or private sources. The railway project, but not the 

ironworks, remained dormant until after the defeat by Japan, when the Court, shocked by the 

war, authorised construction. Shortly after Zhang sold both to Sheng Xuanhuai, desperate for 

a career change after the collapse of his patron, Li Hongzhang's military and industrial 

complex in north China. Sheng, the man who had arranged the destruction of the Wusong 

railway, was initially determined to continue Zhang's policy of using Chinese capital and 

material, even if that delayed the railway's completion. Western observers, now much more 

powerful than before 1895, naturally wanted some of these profits, and deprecated reliance 

on 'that gigantic white elephant, the Hanyang Ironworks', as one English writer described 

China's most serious attempt at industrialisation.[8] The same writer later analysed the 

differences between Western imperialist and Chinese reformist ideas on railway construction: 
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Ten years would not seem to China a long time for the completion of the Peking-Hankow line, although foreign 

engineers and foreign capital might complete it in a year. She believes that she can wait and gradually do this 

work in small pieces. This is the foundation of her confidence in the sufficiency of native capital, and we must 

confess that it has some grounds. From our point of view, an immediate opening up of the whole country, the 

employment of the idle class in the construction of useful railways, and the free use of modern methods of 

civilised life, would bring new prosperity and revive the dying embers of national life. But it must always be 

remembered in all these matters that China is still in control of her own country, and the only way we can safely 

surmise as to what she will do, is to regard events from her own viewpoint. She is in no hurry for railroads and 

is determined that they shall be build according to her own ideas.[9]  

Two years later, China was clearly no longer 'in control' of her railway policy, or indeed of 

many other things, as the Western powers bullied a desperately weak and drifting Qing court 

into granting all manner of railway and other economic concessions. These concessions fell 

into three categories. First were the railways originally planned by the self-strengtheners with 

the aim of enhancing China's economic and military integration. Under the changed 

circumstances of the late 1890s China could no longer either afford delay in their 

construction nor resist foreign importunities, so they were now built with foreign capital and 

wider foreign supervision. These lines wee the Beijing-Hankou, now to be built with Franco-

Belgian funds; the Kaifeng-Luoyang, similarly Franco-Belgian; the Tianjin-Pukou (near 

Nanjing), which was Anglo-German; and completion of the Beijing-Shenyang using British 

capital.  

The second group was the lines draining the hinterland of treaty ports dominated by either 

Britain or Germany. The sole German line was in Shandong from the German leased port of 

Qingdao to Jinan. The British lines were the Shanghai-Nanjing, Ningbo-Suzhou and 

Kowloon to Guangzhou (Canton). Although these lines were hardly in China's military or 

political interests, they would have some economic value to China and at least were built to 

the same gauge and technical standards which Kinder had established as the Chinese 

standard. 

By contrast, railways in the third category positively threatened China's sovereignty and 

political integrity. These were the railways of penetration from neighbouring European-

controlled states. Most extensive were the Russian railways, the Chinese Eastern Railway 

which crossed Manchuria to link Vladivostok to Siberia, and the South Manchurian Railway 

which branched southwards from the Chinese Eastern at Harbin and ran south to the twin 

ports of Dalian and Port Arthur. These railways were built to the Russian gauge of 1525mm 

(5 feet) and involved such enormous political and military Russian privileges for their 

'protection' that their concession came close to anticipating a virtual Russian protectorate over 

all of Manchuria. In 1905 Japan inherited these privileges by defeating Russia, and, 

significantly, converted the South Manchurian to the standard gauge of her own railways in 

Korea. In Yunnan, both Britain and France obtained the right to build railways of penetration 

from Burma and Vietnam respectively. All were to be built to the metre gauge of their 

colonial systems. Although neither the British line from Burma, nor the French line through 

Guangxi was ever built, the French railway from Haiphong to Kunming was the most 

spectacular of all the railways of penetration. Many French imperialists, although ultimately 

not the French government, hoped to use this railway as an excuse for annexing Yunnan: as 

high an official as Governor-General Paul Doumer told the French parliament late in 1898 

that, 'The railway is also a military instrument.' His activities in Yunnan left no doubt that he 

meant to use the railway in this way.[10] 

All three types of railway were foreign dominated, and all three were attacked during the 

Boxer Rebellion and Yunnan revolt of 1900: Chinese peasants knew what they disliked and 
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could hardly be expected to differentiate between nation-building railways and railways of 

foreign penetration. The spectacular failure of the Boxer Rebellion, however, changed 

attitudes to railway construction at all levels of Chinese society. The qualified support of the 

self-strengtheners, the grudging acquiescence of the Court, and the open hostility of the 

people, were all replaced by a massive enthusiasm which has never really died. The last Qing 

officials and the provincial gentry, republican revolutionaries and warlords, Guomindang and 

Communists; all have been fanatical railway builders. The Chinese people, moreover, as soon 

as the lines opened flocked to the stations to buy tickets and consign goods. The twentieth 

century, then, has been China's true railway age. 

During the last decade of the Empire (1901-1911) this enthusiasm expressed itself in three 

ways. First, the Government actually funded and undertook the construction of some railways 

itself. These were the ziban (tzu-pan), or self-built railways, the most important of which, 

opened in 1909, ran from Beijing to Kalgan. Significantly its engineer was an American-

educated Chinese, Zhan Tianyou (Chan T'ien-yu or Jeme Tien Yow) and it was funded, at 

Zhili governor general Yuan Shikai's insistence, by the surplus profits of the Beijing-

Shenyang line. This enthusiasm in Beijing marked in a sense the accession to power there, at 

last, of the self-strengtheners. Li Hongzhang had never controlled the imperial government's 

modernisation policies, but within months of his death in 1901 it was his protégés like Yuan 

and Sheng who did. 

Second was the spate of local railway companies established by members of provincial elites. 

Some of these companies were sponsored by the increasingly autonomous provincial 

governments, others were entirely private. Collectively they were known as minye (min-yeh) 

or people's railways. The impulses behind them were genuinely nationalistic, and this meant a 

determination to avoid both foreign loans and foreign management. Unfortunately men like 

Zhan Tianyou were then very rare in China and provincial governments during the twilight of 

Qing rule, although increasingly representative, were often inefficient and corrupt. This 

meant that the real popular enthusiasm of the decade was not matched by achievement. 

The formation of minye companies was first authorised in 1903 and about twenty were 

eventually formed. The projects were often extremely long term. Han Suyin, for instance, 

writes about her Sichuanese father's education as a railway engineer in Belgium: the 

Sichuanese wanted to build a railway, so first they sent some sons of the local elite to what 

they naively imagined was an industrialised but not imperialist country, Belgium, to acquire 

the necessary expertise.[11] In the case of Han's father, that's what happened, although the 

Belgian wife and Eurasian children were not part of the script. It was a very nationalistic, but 

rather regionalist and also very slow way to build a railway. For although Sichuan's first 

minye railway company was formed in 1903, the first locomotive to steam into the province 

was adorned with a portrait of Chairman Mao Zedong. Other factors besides the failings of 

the minye companies were of course responsible for the half-century delay, but the 

companies' failure to capitalise on real popular enthusiasm is astonishing. For just five years 

after the Boxers were demolishing railways in northern China, the North China Herald 

reported the response to the formation of a minye company in Guangdong: 

Not only are the moneyed class rushing to buy the shares, but the poorest of the poor and even those who are 

supposed of no cash to spare and hardly enough to keep body and soul together are buying up one or more 

shares. The accounts are very graphic, detailing as they do nuns, chair coolies, and even blind musicians, 

coming forward and securing a share or two in the enterprise.[12]  
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The third way in which China's new enthusiasm for railways was expressed was in the 

redemption of three important railway loans during 1908. Under three separate agreements 

the Beijing-Hankou, Tianjin-Pukou and Beijing-Shenyang loans were renegotiated. Foreign 

investment remained, but no longer foreign control or foreign appropriation of profits beyond 

those needed to service the loans. Control shifted to Sheng Xuanhuai's Imperial Railway 

Administration. These changes were the product of greater confidence on Sheng's and his 

political masters' part in their ability to build and run railways. This confidence was shared by 

Western bankers, who after 1908 no longer demanded control over railways as a condition 

for lending the funds required for their construction. It was a remarkable change in attitudes 

on the part of all concerned from those at the time of the scramble for concessions, just a 

decade earlier. 

The success of the redemptions of 1908, and the large profits which then flowed to Beijing as 

a result, prompted Sheng to push for the transformation of the minye lines into government 

railways funded with foreign loans. In May 1911 he secured an imperial edict authorising 

such nationalisation, and signed an agreement with a four-power consortium to borrow £6 

million to build the two most important minye proposals, from Hankou to Guangzhou and 

into Sichuan. The response was first protest, then rebellion, and finally revolution, led in 

Sichuan by the Sichuan Railway Protection League. Far more than either the radical 

revolutionaries led by Sun Yatsen or the military rebels in Wuhan, it was the provincial 

railway-builders who brought down the Qing. Not even Sheng's dismissal could save the 

dynasty, and his career ended as it began with the purchase of a railway. The differences, 

however, were enormous. In 1877 he had bought a railway in order to demolish it, while in 

1911 his aim was to build it more quickly and integrate it into a national system; in 1877 the 

reluctant vendors had been British merchants while in 1911 they were the vanguard of the 

nationalist Chinese bourgeoisie. 

The importance of railways in the Revolution was emphasised by the nature of the new order. 

The leading surviving self-strengthener, Yuan Shikai, became president of the new republic, 

while the other contender for the position, Sun Yatsen, contented himself with becoming 

Director-General of National Railways. In any other country it would have been an unlikely 

career move for a revolutionary hero either real or mythological. In China it showed just how 

important railways or the lack of them, had become to national political life. Railway 

building, moreover, gave Sun just as many opportunities for speculative philosophy as had 

revolution.[13] A new era of railway construction, nationalist, ambitious and cerebral, 

appeared to have arrived.  

 

_________________ 

 

 

 

Like China, Siam found that railways could be built either to establish and reinforce or to 

threaten her sovereignty. As in China, it was the simultaneous British and French annexations 

of 1885 that stimulated Siamese concern. Fortunately for the monarchy in Bangkok, this 

coincided with the beginning of a period of political stability, as King Chulalongkorn 

established his authority in the court and ensured his control of foreign relations by the 
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appointment of his loyal lieutenant, Prince Devawongse, as Foreign Minister in 1885. 

Devawongse rightly felt that the greatest threats to Siamese autonomy came from French 

political pressure in the east and British economic penetration in the north. To the east, 

France had already usurped Siamese claims to suzerainty over Cambodia, and after 1885 

seemed to have similarly acquisitive attitudes towards Siam's tributary Lao states. In the 

north, around Chiang Mai, the Indian rupee quickly became the favoured currency and trade 

was increasingly conducted through Moulmein, a British port which enjoyed the geographical 

advantage of being much closer than Bangkok. In the south, Penang exercised a similar 

economic attraction over Siam's southern Malay dependencies. This meant that, while the 

French threat was more overt and more political, the British threat, based as it was on the 

compelling economic logic of the theory of each port having its natural hinterland, was more 

profound. 

Railways, which could help determine a port's hinterland and also move troops, seemed to 

offer a solution to both threats confronting Siam. Because of their semi-Western education, 

members of the Siamese elite like Chulalongkorn and Devawongse were much better 

equipped both to analyse the threats and to manipulate Western rivals than their Chinese 

contemporaries. They therefore adopted a dual policy. Negatively, they refused, delayed or 

imposed impossible conditions on British requests for railway concessions which would link 

Siamese territory with either Moulmein or Prai (in Kedah opposite Penang).[14] More 

positively they encouraged non-French interest, which meant in effect British or German 

interest, in railways terminating in Bangkok. This subtle policy aimed at giving both Britain 

and Germany sufficient real economic interests in Siam for them to resist any serious French 

encroachment, while ensuring that the pattern of railway development enhanced rather than 

threatened Siam's territorial and economic integrity. In addition, the determination to 

encourage both German and British interest would prevent either from becoming too 

dominant. Interestingly, the Qing had attempted to use a similar technique of 'barbarian 

management', as they called it, balancing one Western power's ambitions against another's, 

after the first Anglo-Chinese War. They were not, however, nearly as successful in this as the 

Siamese half a century later. 

By the end of 1889 four serious proposals had been made: two British proposals for a 

Bangkok to Chiang Mai line; a German proposal for a line from Bangkok to Khorat, gateway 

to the northeastern plateau; and a plan from local Europeans for a light railway only 20 

kilometres long from Bangkok to Paknam. Both the third and last proposals were accepted, 

and in 1890 a Royal Railways Department (RRD) was established. Karl Bethge, the German 

who had advised construction of the Khorat line and who had previously represented both 

Krupps and the German government in China, was appointed its director. It would both 

regulate private railways like the Paknam line and operate government lines. Because it was 

so cheap, the Paknam line's capital was soon raised - Chulalongkorn contributed half its 

capital or 200,000 baht (about £20,000) himself - and it opened as Siam's first, albeit very 

modest railway in April 1893. 

The Khorat line was altogether a more serious undertaking, 264 kilometres long and 

estimated to cost up to 16 million baht. The Siamese decided that it would be built and 

operated by a joint government-private company in which foreigners could invest. By the 

time the line was completed, though, the government paid for all of it and the privately-

subscribed capital was never called. Construction would be by a private contractor selected 

after tenders were called. It was clear that only German or British tenders would be 

considered, and in fact only Germans and British submitted bids. As Bethge was a German, 



9 

 

and since Britain had greater interest than Germany in opposing any French moves in Siam, a 

British contractor then working in the Malay states, George Murray Campbell, was selected 

in 1891. In this case, however, the balancing of British and German influences did not work 

effectively.Bethge and Campbell constantly quarrelled, and in 1896 Campbell's contract was 

terminated.The RRD took over construction itself, but the revocation of the contract involved 

litigation and arbitration across Asia and Europe.This revealed just how threatening foreign 

involvement in railway construction could be to national sovereignty, especially as the 

contract was subject to British, not Siamese law. It was for this reason that in February 1898 

the government decided that henceforth the RRD would own, build and operate all main-line 

railways. 

A desire to avoid large foreign loans meant that Chulalongkorn decided to terminate the 

railway at Khorat rather than extend it immediately to the Mekong. Many officials,and 

probably the King himself, wanted such as extension to resist French moves, but he saw debt 

as an even greater threat. Finally the government decided to build the line to the European 

standard gauge of 1435mm (4' 8½") on the totally erroneous advice from Bethge that this was 

the gauge adopted by Siam's neighbours. While it is true that standard gauge had been 

adopted in China, Bethge's previous posting, the British in Malaya and Burma and the French 

in Indo-China were both building their railways to metre gauge. Bethge's and 

Chulalongkorn's ignorance on this point is scarcely credible, although the historian Holm is 

convinced of it.[15] My suspicion is that some dissembling was involved. The result was that 

Siam built a railway system technically incompatible with those of its neighbours. In view of 

the aims of railway construction in the 1890s this was a rational decision, but the evidence 

does not support this line of argument. Certainly in the 1920s, when the political situation 

was far more favourable, Siam converted its standard gauge railways to metre, making 

possible through running to Malaya, Cambodia and (briefly) Burma. 

Construction of the Khorat railway began in March 1892 and the first section to Ayuthaya 

opened almost exactly five years later. The entire railway opened on 21 December 1990. By 

then construction of the branch from Ban Phaji to Lopburi had already begun and this line, 

the first section of the Chiang Mai line, opened in April 1901. By then construction had also 

begun of the southern railway from Thonburi on the western bank of the Choaphya to 

Phetburi. Significantly this railway was built to metre gauge from the beginning. Thus, by the 

first years of the twentieth century Siam had entered its own railway age. Moreover, even 

though dependence on foreign expertise remained until World War I, the railways were being 

built without foreign loans and at a pace and in accordance with policies which the 

government believed were in Siam's national interests. 

Whether or not the pattern of railway development was or was not in Siam's interests is a 

matter of some debate. David Feeny, for example, has argued that the capital would have 

been better spent on irrigation.[16] It is perhaps more appropriate, however, to examine how 

effective the railways were in meeting their prime objectives, national integration and 

preservation of sovereignty. In 1893 they failed their first great test. When France seized the 

Lao territories east of the Mekong the Khorat railway was not yet sufficiently advanced to 

enable Siam to despatch troops to the area to contest the French move military. Moreover 

neither the British nor Germans considered their investment in the railway a sufficient ground 

to oppose the French. The subsequent 1896 Anglo-French agreement to respect the 

independence of the Siamese heartland had nothing to do with Siam's railway achievements. 

Nonetheless the fact that Siam retained most of the peninsula and all of the northeastern 

Khorat plateau (or Esarn) was probably influenced by the increasingly tight administration of 
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these regions that the railways made possible. Moreover the railways certainly ensured the 

economic as well as the political integration of the Kingdom, as the replacement of the rupee 

with the baht in the Chiang Mai area during the 1920s proved. All this was achieved without 

seriously compromising sovereignty: foreigners' roles were strictly defined; no foreign loans 

were contracted until 1904, by which time the Anglo-French entente made Siam much more 

secure; and dividends never fell below three per cent for the first thirty years of the twentieth 

century. This meant that it was the users of the Siamese railways who ultimately paid for the 

national political and economic benefits the railways conferred. 

 

__________________ 

 

Railways were not just tools with which imperialist powers imposed their will or traditional 

states defended themselves. For the railway changed the ways in which people lived, thought 

and related to each other. The railway was both a symbol and an agent of modernisation and 

civilisation. In 1890 a French merchant in China and future Minister for Commerce, Auguste 

Issac, said that 'To civilise people in the modern sense of the word is to teach them to work in 

order to acquire, to spend and to trade.'[17] In this process the role of the railway was critical. 

Both friends and enemies of modernisation agreed on this. Thus the Confucian conservative 

scholar, Yen Mao, opposed Chinese railway construction by arguing that Europeans 'lack the 

relationships of prince and minister, father and son, husband and wife.... This is the reason 

why Europe has twice the profits of China and the reason why Europe has more disturbances 

than China. Therefore China should not build railways.'[18] More than half a century later, 

shortly after the colonial power had been driven from his country, the Indonesian writer 

Mochtar Lubis put 'railway equipment' in a central place in a list of modern technology a 

group of intellectuals believed their country needed. He has them acknowledge, though, that 

the items of the list, beginning with nails and ending with atomic energy, 'will certainly 

revolutionize our people's mind and spirit and will shake the very foundations of their 

traditional values.'[19]  

As a symbol of both modernisation and European domination the railway could be 

devastating. This is recognised by another Indonesian novelist, Pramoedya Ananta Toer, who 

has his Dutch Governor General Van Heutsz tell a Western-educated Javanese, 

Yon know it's an out-of-date idea, the idea of fighting the Government. An idea that always leads to disaster. It's 

impossible to win. One million ignorant people cannot drive or move along a train, Sir. But one modern human 

being can do it.[20]  

These words were set in 1908, at the time of the final conquest of Bali which completed the 

Dutch domination of the archipelago. They reflect the military quality of the railway, where 

education and technology can overcome far greater but more elemental forces. In the process 

individuals become industrialised. Pramoedya has van Heutsz contrast one European with a 

million Indonesians. The locomotive is the metaphor, but the modern army for both Van 

Heutsz and the Balinese, was the reality. The connection is real, though, for in both the 

railway and the modern army individuals are mechanised. Army officers and railway 

employees alike control vast forces; while modern infantry and train passengers alike are 

disciplined and industrially processed. Similarly the traditional human, animal, or at best 
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wind-powered transport of Asia stands in relation to the railway much as the chivalrous yet 

tragic Balinese warriors who died in the puputan did to the colonial army.[21] Ironically the 

Balinese certainly experienced a modern army at work, but never enjoyed the supposed 

benefits of the railway construction which represented the other side of the imperial equation. 

The notion of the railway as modernising and aggressive, trampling over colonised peoples' 

traditions and relationships, was powerful and widespread. In China, railway construction's 

assaults on the rural and urban landscape were invested with a spiritual and cosmological 

significance by traditional belief in fengshui. Thus the disruptions caused by the sudden spate 

of railway construction in northern China between 1897 and 1900 were more than just 

aesthetic and economic. They touched people's souls as well. It is no accident that the Boxer 

Rebellion, in part at least an atavistic response to railways, broke out in Shandong. For two of 

the new railways traversed that province, and both were built by engineers from the power 

with the least experience in colonial or frontier railways, Germany. Railways and their 

personnel, along with churches and Christians, were the main victims of Boxer attacks.[22] 

While the Boxer Rebellion was the most violent response to the railway as an aggressor, a 

similar consciousness existed elsewhere. Y.B. Mangunwijaya, a Western-educated 

Indonesian novelist who fought on the side of the Republic during the Revolution of 1945-9, 

makes much the same point in a recent novel. There the railway intruded into the old and 

spiritually charged landscape of central Java. The narrator, a Javanese officer fighting on the 

side of the Dutch in the colonial army against the new Indonesian Republic, is facing defeat 

and contemplates his future and the wisdom of his choice. The proximity of Borobudur and 

the railway, symbols of the Javanese past and the Dutch-dominated present, of spiritual and 

material values, of the dichotomy which has touched every Asian society and most Asian 

hearts in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, leads the narrator into a reverie:  

A few meters away from where I sat the railway track crossed the road and curved gracefully in a wide arc 

across the embankment which towered above the rice paddies. It looked like a giant python seeking its burrow 

in the Elo River. As it sliced across the rice fields, heedless of the intricately ordered fields that had been built 

through generations of patient toil, the steel python became a menacing intruder from the world of rationality, an 

ominous portent that had come to disturb the natural beauty of the surroundings. Yes, this is a beautiful country, 

I thought. There was no doubt about that. Yet it's a disturbing place, too, because no one can ever really know 

the contents of its heart, even through the force of an aggressor. Aggressor? Atop fertile farmland had been built 

an embankment of so many thousand cubic meters whose sole purpose was to support the gravel, ironwood 

sleepers, and steel rails that make possible the swift journey of another world and a different attitude toward life. 

Why, I wondered, had the term aggressor come to mind?[23]  

Since the Revolution the New Order has closed the railway from Yogyakarta to Ambarawa 

which prompted these reflections. Ironically, though, this occurred not because of this 

railway's imperial role in a nation's spiritual heartland, but because it did not succeed well 

enough on its own terms and no longer paid dividends. 

Mangunwijaya's narrator saw the railway as representing 'the world of rationality' and 'a 

different attitude toward life,' but it is a world and an attitude which both author and narrator 

accepted with greater or lesser reservations. Individuals and societies were transformed by 

imperialism, and in this process the role of the railway was often critical. Its effects in 

industrialising human relations, even down to village level, were almost universal, largely 

because the railway itself became so ubiquitous in early twentieth-century Asia. This 

transformation was naturally welcomed by imperialists for whom it created more efficient 

producers and consumers, but revolutionary and modernising Asians also sought such 
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psychological changes in their compatriots. None, however, was more moralising about the 

impact of railways than Chiang Kai-shek: 

[The] training given on the railways is both easy and natural, because it fits in very nicely with the mode of life 

of the people while travelling; and for this reason, it far surpasses all other forms of propagation., Take for 

instance the purchase of passenger tickets at the stations. Our railway police should give the people proper 

guidance as to the manner in which their tickets should be obtained, see to it that order of precedence is 

observed, and that they must approach the ticket office in single file. This is the most wholesome training that 

can be given the people.[24]  

If Chiang was the most moralistic Asian promoter of railway construction, none however, 

either Western or Asian, can have been more optimistic about the potential of steam and steel 

to transform the human heart than King Chulalongkorn. At a ceremony at Bangkok's 

Hualumpong station to celebrate the completion of the first Siamese main line from Bangkok 

to Khorat, he outlined his aspirations in English, the language of the modern world he was so 

consciously embracing: 

I hope that this Railway Line... will have the same effect on the development of the activity and industry of my 

people as railways had in other countries. I also hope that more frequent intercourse between them will 

strengthen their love for each other and for their country, and thus encourage their king to hasten the extension 

of railways to other parts of Siam.[25]  

Railways may not have been productive of love, but they could certainly contribute mightily 

to national integration. Men as diverse as Chulalongkorn and Sun Yatsen could agree on that. 

Certainly the West brought the railway to Asia as an agent of imperialism, extending the 

economic and political hinterlands of the ports which were always the main centres of 

Western influence. However, like so much of what the West brought to Asia, the railway had 

unintended consequences. This paper, with its emphasis on the geopolitical and psychological 

roles of the railway, discusses only some of those consequences. The role of Asian railways' 

workforces as conduits for modern education and radical ideas is an example of another 

unforeseen consequence which deserves analysis. Certainly by the early twentieth century 

Asians, and not just elites, had began to appropriate this potent tool of empire for their own 

purposes. 
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