
The Great Junction: Jubbulpore and the Long Arc of Connection (1865–67) 

“Every stone we lay on the Railway increases our influence and consolidates our power” 

In the grand theatre of 19th-century Indian railways, the Jubbulpore Line emerged as a vital 

hinge between two colonial presidencies — Calcutta and Bombay — embodying a vision first 

articulated by Lord Dalhousie in his famous 1853 Railway Minute. What had started as a bold 

dream to weld the vast subcontinent into a seamless commercial and military grid was now 

unfolding in iron and stone. 

The East Indian Railway (EIR) and Great Indian Peninsula Railway (GIPR), emerging 

respectively from Calcutta and Bombay, were destined to meet. Yet that destiny had remained 

elusive, even tragically so, as the events of 1857 had shown. During the Sepoy Rebellion, 

reinforcements from the Bombay Presidency had been stalled, unable to reach Allahabad in time. 

It was a logistical failure with national consequences — one that lent urgency to a line through 

Jubbulpore. 

As early as 1856, the East India Company had formally offered EIR the task of constructing the 

Mirzapore–Jubbulpore segment, the eastern arm of this strategic junction. The terms mirrored 

those for the Calcutta–Delhi line. EIR's directors and engineers took to the task with a 

characteristic blend of ambition and anxiety. 

Mirzapore, in those days, was a humming entrepôt of trade — a town of ghats, riverfront 

warehouses, and inland caravans — and thus was initially considered the ideal terminus. Mr. 

Berkeley of the Western India Peninsular Great Railway had endorsed Mirzapore’s commercial 

allure, while his surveyor Mr. Graham reinforced the choice with maps and field observations. 

Yet behind the scenes, another possibility was brewing — Allahabad. 

But first came the geography. The Kymore Hills, the Soane Valley, and the stubborn tableland of 

Rewah all stood in the way of progress. Berkeley’s alignment, with its steep Hatta incline, 

seemed technically daunting. The engineers of EIR, led by Mr. Purser, were tasked with finding 

an easier ascent. Their fieldwork, carried out during the working season of 1855–56, was an 

expedition in itself — moving through valleys, escarpments, and jungled ridgelines, their eyes 

fixed on gradients and cost estimates. 

Purser’s team found salvation in the valley of the Adh River — a natural corridor between the 

Kymore Hills and the escarpment to the south. Here, the dreaded ghats were gentler; the incline 

reduced to a manageable 2.5 miles. The gradients, though sharp at times (1 in 50), were 

preferable to Berkeley’s. Better yet, the engineers would not need to cut tunnels or erect massive 

viaducts. 

A clearer picture began to emerge: a 250-mile line, commercially viable, and geographically 

sound. It promised not just connectivity but profit — “a traffic which cannot fail to be largely 

remunerative,” the report declared. 



But tragedy lurked in the shadows of this progress. On 26 March 1859, in the heart of Rewah 

territory, Mr. William Evans, Chief Engineer of the Jubbulpore branch, met a violent end. Out on 

survey duty with his staff — Limnell, Campbell, Strong, and Heywood — and guarded by forty-

eight sepoys, the party was attacked by a thousand armed freedom fighters. Mr. Evans hesitated, 

refusing to clear the line of fire for the guards. In the confusion, he was unhorsed, speared, and 

finally beheaded. His companions scattered; only Campbell escaped. The incident sent 

shockwaves through the Company — a grim reminder that laying tracks in India was never 

merely an engineering feat, but a fraught venture into the political and social heart of a restive 

land. 

In the aftermath, the route alignment saw renewed scrutiny. Ultimately, Allahabad — with its 

gentler gradients and easier access — gained preference over Mirzapore. The decision was not 

merely technical. Political influence, administrative ease, and strategic connectivity all played 

roles. Lord Canning himself endorsed the shift. By 1858, it was settled: the Jubbulpore line 

would run from Allahabad. 

Yet financial constraints — many a legacy of the 1857 uprising — delayed construction. It 

wasn't until October 1862 that Messrs. Waring and Hunt were awarded the contract. Work began 

in earnest by February 1863. 

The railway was divided into two major divisions: the 68-mile Jubbulpore Division and the 154-

mile Allahabad Division. The terrain shifted dramatically between them. In the south, the railway 

crossed tributaries of the Nerbudda — the rivers Huron and Newar, among others — requiring 

iron-spanned viaducts, masonry abutments, and deep well-foundations. Embankments and rock 

cuttings were massive — 1272 million cubic feet of earth moved, 87 million of rock, and over 3 

million cubic feet of stonework laid. 

Further north, as the railway left the Nerbudda basin and climbed into the Kymore hills, the 

gradient remained forgiving — 1 in 166 at its steepest. The Allahabad Division featured minor 

bridges — over 100 in total — and some 259 million cubic feet of earthwork. The entire line was 

laid with heavy rails weighing 74 lbs per yard, testament to its importance. 

And yet the railway’s role as builder of empire extended beyond bridges and embankments. 

Along the line, history itself began to reveal its buried layers. Near Jubbulpore, Assistant 

Engineer J. Lewis uncovered a massive iron relic beneath a ruined temple — a feature so unusual 

that some speculated it might have served as a counterweight in ancient construction, or even as 

a base for coin punching. Coins, stone lintels, and temple fragments were scattered throughout 

the site, suggesting an ancient city — now forgotten — had once stood here. 

Further discoveries followed. Lieutenant J.D. Swiney, Deputy Consulting Engineer for Railways, 

Central India, began collecting flint and stone implements near the Nerbudda. His finds — 

hundreds of arrowheads, barbed tips, oval axes, and triangular blades — rivalled those described 

by Sir Charles Lyell in Europe. Some bore marks as if made by an English punch; others were 

bleached white by time, hinting at ages far beyond colonial memory. These artefacts, later sent to 

Britain for scientific examination, whispered of Stone Age hunters long before the East India 

Company had drawn its first survey lines. 



Thus, while iron rails cut through forests and hills, they also peeled back the layers of a land rich 

in antiquity — a country whose pasts were many, layered, and deep. 

The Jubbulpore line was not merely a technical feat. It was a line drawn between presidencies 

and empires, between the past and future, between the power of capital and the resistance of a 

people. It was a promise made of steel, laid upon earth soaked in both ambition and blood 

The Iron Veins of Jubbulpore 

It was the winter of 1864, when frost still curled across the jungles of Bijoragogurh, that Henry 

Le Mesurier — Chief Engineer of the Allahabad and Jubbulpore Railway and Deputy Consulting 

Engineer to the Government — set out not in pursuit of steel, but of something more primal: 

timber. He was searching the thick woods and river valleys of the Mahanuddee for sleepers—

those vital bones of the track—but what he stumbled upon was altogether more combustible. 

Along the banks of the Omrar, Dungara, and Mahanuddee Rivers, Le Mesurier noticed thick 

belts of black shale, interspersed with veins of coal — thin, but persistent. The engineer's 

instincts were sharp. He recommended an immediate geological survey and deep borings along 

the valley. The proximity of the fields to the railway, he argued, could render even mediocre coal 

economically significant. 

The geologist Medlicott, with less optimism, had earlier dismissed the area as unpromising. But 

the railway men, ever hungry for power beneath their wheels, believed further exploration 

worthwhile. In the empire's hunger for rail connectivity, even the rocks seemed to whisper of 

possibility. 

It was not just coal that the land offered. For years, one Mr. Olpherts — a district engineer of the 

East Indian Railway — had been working the iron and manganese seams near Gosulpur with 

quiet perseverance. His reward was a government-sanctioned lease of ten years, at a modest Rs. 

2,003 per annum for the first five, followed by a 5% royalty on output. The manganese he 

discovered was of exceptional purity, nearly untouched by iron — a rare and valuable find. 

The Making of a Line 

By the mid-1850s, the East Indian Railway had grown ambitious. The proprietors, with visions 

of steam crossing the belly of the subcontinent, approved a bold expansion. The Jubbulpore line 

— 225 miles from Allahabad — was to be carved through forests, rivers, and stubborn rock. 

At a meeting in 1856, the directors agreed that the Jubbulpore line’s finances would remain 

distinct from the Delhi mainline, ensuring the original shareholders’ returns were protected. 

Capital of £2,000,000 was to be raised under a 5% guaranteed interest — a sum both substantial 

and, as events would show, insufficient. When £819,975 was paid to the East India Company for 

the Jubbulpore works, it exceeded the required deposit by over £300,000. Yet when the board 

sought to divert this surplus to the mainline, the Council of India declined. 



Funds dried. The Secretary of State made inquiries to Calcutta. No reply came. Impatient and 

faced with contractors awaiting payment, the directors exercised their borrowing powers, raising 

£1.5 million on non-convertible debentures. Shareholders were summoned to pay call money — 

£5 per share — with stern warnings about interest penalties and forfeiture. 

Construction had already been marked by violence. The line had barely begun when, in 1859, an 

attack claimed the lives of engineers Evans and Limmel. Work halted. When it resumed, it did so 

under military escort. Le Mesurier, assisted by Strong, Anley, Heywood, Kelsey, and Campbell, 

led the engineering revival with stoic resolve. 

By 1862, the government decided that the northern segment of the Bombay Junction line — 

running through North-Western Provinces territory — would also be undertaken by the East 

Indian Railway. That same year, the contract for the Jubbulpore section was awarded to Waring 

Brothers & Hunt. 

The Empire Builders 

The Waring Brothers were sons of Britain’s railway revolution. Charles, William, and Henry 

Waring, sons of the renowned contractor John Waring of York, had already carved iron paths 

across South America and Eastern Europe. Their Indian venture was overseen by Mark William 

Carr, with James Hunt — experienced in past EIR projects — acting as their anchor to Calcutta. 

They began laying track not just across India, but into its very heart. By 1867, a second line was 

being readied between Luckeeserai and Allahabad. Orders had been dispatched from England. 

One-third of the permanent way materials was to arrive immediately, another in six months, and 

the rest by early 1868. 

The contract was comprehensive. It covered earthwork, bridges, stations, telegraphs, and a year's 

maintenance. Rolling stock and ironwork came from England; but carriages were to be 

assembled in India — pattern-built at Howrah, with locomotive shops humming in Jumalpore 

and Allahabad. Only in emergencies could English-made goods be purchased in India; otherwise, 

local procurement was preferred. 

Engineering the Land 

The engineering specifications read like a military manifesto. Earth embankments were layered 

in 2-foot increments, concave in the center, with a 1/6 deduction assumed in monthly 

measurements to account for subsidence. Ballast — 158,400 cubic feet per mile — was to 

consist of crushed stone, gravel, brick, or hardened clay. Rails, weighing 73 lbs. per yard, were 

to be laid with Indian wood sleepers, unless supply failed — in which case creosoted fir would 

be shipped in. 

Every curve demanded precise outer rail elevation; every twisted rail was to be straightened by 

hammer or machine. Six sets of points and crossings per station were to be included, with rail 

joints left wide enough for expansion in the Indian heat. 



Stonework, too, was executed with a mason’s pride. Ashlar blocks — tooled, broached, or rock-

faced — were to be carefully laid, headers at least 18 inches longer than the course width. 

Hollow joints were forbidden. In oblique arches, beds were to be wind-cut and finished by hand, 

with the key stone hammered into place with timber beaters. 

The Launching of Girders 

Among the most daring feats was the erection of twenty bridge spans — fourteen of 110 feet and 

six of 70 — over the seven major rivers: Semroul, Sutna, Roharee, Kutnee, Newar, Hiran, and 

Pareyet. 

Lattice girders, each weighing nearly 97 tons, were designed by Mr. Rendell. Plate girders of 43 

tons spanned the smaller gaps. The launching contract, taken up by Waring Brothers in 1866, 

was not part of their original deal — but with the deadline fast approaching, they had no time to 

waste. 

Rejecting cranes and river-spanning stages, the engineers devised a novel solution: pre-

assembled girders were built on dry land behind the abutments and then launched across the gap 

using traversing platforms — a method both efficient and, in its way, poetic. One by one, these 

vast iron limbs slid into place, bridging rivers that had once been the frontiers of empire. 

Costs and Calculations 

Le Mesurier revised his estimate in 1865. Higher embankments were needed, deeper bridge 

foundations demanded. The revised cost was Rs. 15.25 million — a 16% increase. Still, the line 

was expected to cost £14,884 per mile (single line), with possible reductions if single-line girders 

were used throughout. 

The meticulous rate schedules—Rs. 8-4 annas per 1000 cubic feet for embankments, Rs. 50 for 

rock cuttings—reflected the fiscal precision of the railway age. Every trench, every arch stone, 

every mile of rail was quantified, priced, and executed with the deliberate pace of industrial 

conquest. 

Thus, the Jubbulpore line rose — from forests full of iron and coal, from the heat-hazed rivers 

and the violence of early setbacks, born of British steel and Indian stone, engineered by men like 

Le Mesurier and launched across the subcontinent by the likes of Waring and Carr. It was not 

just a railway, but a statement — that no river was too wide, no jungle too thick, and no 

mountain too proud to resist the will of the Empire on wheels 

Land, Steel, and Sovereignty – The Making of the Jubbulpore Railhead 

In the simmering heat of Central India, as 1864 wore on, the railway lines of empire crept 

steadily through jungle, plain, and princely territory. Yet even as iron was being laid from 

Allahabad to Jubbulpore, the ground beneath the rails remained a matter of negotiation, 

diplomacy, and imperial assertion. 



The East India Railway, like a cautious trespasser in a half-welcoming land, had begun laying 

tracks through Native States—under the watchful approval of local rulers—but without formal 

title. Not until 1864 did the British Government take the decisive step of completing the cession 

of land through legislative enactment. For the territories like Bundelkhand, still nominally under 

the Bengal Presidency, the process was straightforward. But when the rail pierced the dominions 

of sovereign rulers like Rewah or Punnah, a new legal architecture had to be constructed—an act 

of Parliament to ensure that British law held sway over the newly claimed railway strip. 

The first to step forward was the Maharajah of Rewah. In 1859, years before sleepers were laid, 

he had offered his land and his assent—but not blindly. Tanks, temples, and sacred sites were not 

to be touched. With that one condition, he became the first ruler in the princely states to not only 

offer land for the railway, but to relinquish full jurisdiction over it. The Maharajah Scindia 

followed, then the Rajahs of Punnah, Berouda, Nagode, and the minor sovereigns of Kotee, 

Sohawul, and the youthful Chief of Myhere. 

Each agreement bore a familiar clause: land given in perpetuity, jurisdiction handed over 

entirely, and all who dwelled within—subject of crown or crownless—fell under the authority of 

the East Indian Railway’s officers. Any disputes spilling beyond the railway's iron borders were 

to be adjudicated by the Political Agents of the Raj. 

The Great Advance 

The line from Allahabad to Jubbulpore surged forward with a zeal that seemed almost feverish. 

In February 1863, Waring Brothers and Hunt broke ground across the 221-mile stretch. 

Overseeing their operations was H.P. Le Mesurier, the steely-eyed Chief Engineer of the East 

India Railway, whose earlier exploits had uncovered the coal and mineral wealth buried in the 

heartland. Now, he commanded a workforce that flowed into the project like a tide—coolies by 

the thousand, and skilled labourers imported from distant districts. 

The land gave grain and corn generously—enough to feed the army of workers—but prices 

began to rise. Progress, though, was relentless. Two-thirds of the earthworks were completed, 

half of the bridge foundations laid, and rock and gravel cuttings advanced rapidly. Ballast had 

been stacked along the line, and over four hundred miles of rails transported from Mirzapore via 

the Great Deccan Road had already been deposited at intervals. 

Even the Maharajah of Rewah waived the usual transit duties on goods traversing his land—a 

gesture rare and revealing of the prestige railway construction had begun to command. 

The Challenge of Water and Stone 

Yet nature was rarely cooperative. The hills flanking the rail’s path were bare and steep. When 

monsoons arrived, the runoff was sudden and violent—great sheets of water raced down the 

slopes, swelling dry streams into raging torrents. The earlier bridge estimates, made by cautious 

engineers, were now proven naive. 



Revised plans were drawn. It was decided to replace the original stone arches with iron girders 

across the Sutna, Roharee, Kutna, Newar, Hiran, and Pureyut Rivers—allowing the unimpeded 

passage of floodwaters. The design was commissioned in England, with a critical caveat from the 

Government: the cost of these new iron bridges must not exceed that of the original stone 

proposals. For now, a single road girder would suffice—double tracks could wait. 

Land, Law, and the Temple of Rails 

The railway was not only a technological conquest—it was a matter of governance. The question 

of who controlled the land, who could be judged under which law, and which ruler had the right 

to collect taxes, became more critical with every furlong of rail. The formal jurisdiction of the 

railway—across lands of British India and princely dominions alike—was treated as one 

continuous legal entity, with the railway officers acting as magistrates in steel. 

By 30 June 1864, work to the tune of Rs. 41,62,794 had already been executed—nearly one-third 

of the total contract value. Yet the real triumph lay not in rupees or miles, but in the surmounting 

of both geographical and diplomatic mountains. 

A Terminal in Dispute 

But what of Jubbulpore itself—the meeting point of the East Indian Railway and the Great 

Indian Peninsular Railway? Here, the story took a curious detour, winding not along tracks but 

through power corridors. 

Years earlier, when Lord Canning visited Central India, he was taken to a vast expanse of paddy 

fields to the north of the city. “This,” declared his guide, “shall be the railway station—open 

land, unfenced and unclaimed.” But Canning’s eyes narrowed. “And where,” he asked, “are the 

European cantonments?” The answer: four miles away. 

“Impossible,” he snapped. “The Government of India will never sanction a central railway 

terminus—magazine to two great lines—so far removed from its own garrison, with a native city 

and a range of hills between.” 

His verdict hung in the air like a final edict. For years, engineers muttered about “insurmountable 

difficulties” and planned to circumvent the issue with a branch line to the cantonment—a 

bureaucratic sleight of hand. But their compromise did not impress the Government. 

So a new engineer, the man who had laid the great station at Allahabad, was sent to inspect. He 

saw not obstruction but opportunity. His report was emphatic: the line could, and should, run 

between the civil and military stations. “It would act,” he wrote, “like the heart and lungs of the 

human body, circulating air and life through the ill-designed hamlet of Jubbulpore.” 

In May 1864, a grand committee assembled—military officers, civil administrators, railway 

engineers—all converging at Jubbulpore to settle the matter. The new site was chosen: a 

compromise in geography but a victory in vision. It served the military and civil stations well, 

even if it pulled the railway further from the city itself. 



So the line pressed onward—not just through valleys and rivers, but through treaties, temples, 

cantonments, and the sovereign pride of princely India. What the railway laid down in steel, it 

also laid down in law and in legacy, leaving behind a geography not just reshaped—but 

reimagined. 

The March to Jubbulpore — Sleepers, Stations, and Steam 

In the soft golden light of a North Indian morning, as bullock carts jostled along dust-laden roads 

and temple bells echoed across small towns, the East Indian Railway surged ahead—quietly 

reshaping the landscape, town by town, sleeper by sleeper. 

By 1864, with the main line from Allahabad pushing southward, a crucial logistical decision was 

taken: the chief engine-changing station—where puffing iron beasts would swap places—would 

be placed at a halfway mark between Allahabad and Jubbulpore. The chosen name was 

Burdudee, though the final alignment would hinge on the course of another imperial artery—the 

proposed Trunk Road from Rewah to Jhansi. 

Stations along the route had now been fixed with the consent of local officials. A string of 

outposts, destined to become bustling junctions of commerce and mobility, were taking shape. 

But even as maps were drawn and sites surveyed, a far humbler item brought this march of 

progress to a crawl: the wooden sleeper. 

Sleeper Crisis 

To bind the rails with firmness and fidelity, the Jubbulpore line needed 450,000 sleepers. Of the 

2 million originally expected from the forests of the Mahanadi valley and Bijeragagur district, 

barely one-fourth could be counted on with confidence. 

Urgent orders were issued. 175,000 seasoned sleepers were sanctioned for local procurement—

carved from Indian timbers like sal, teak, jamun, saj, tendoo, kowah, babool, and mowab. One-

third were to be of teak or sal, not less than 10" x 10" x 5" in size—timber strong enough to bear 

the weight of empire. 

To feed the plate-laying work from Nainee Junction, 100,000 sleepers were dispatched from 

Bengal. But that still left a shortfall of 125,000, which officials hoped to procure from the forests 

of Kumaon and Garhwal—if the question of price could be resolved. 

Wires and Weather 

Beyond iron and timber, another essential sinew of colonial infrastructure lagged behind: the 

telegraph. The contract demanded the installation of a two-line electric telegraph, mounted on sal 

wood standards, to be completed within eighteen months. Materials had reportedly been shipped 

from England, but delays persisted—perhaps becalmed in Calcutta’s port, perhaps forgotten in 

bureaucratic fog. 



Meanwhile, progress along the Ghāts—the hilly spine of this central Indian terrain—faced a 

different enemy: disease. 

Some stretches of the line were so infected by malarious airs that European engineers were 

forbidden from residing nearby. Fever, cholera, and smallpox ravaged the native workforce. In 

1864 alone, 43 deaths from cholera were recorded among the labourers, especially near Sutna, 

Myhere, and along the riverbeds of the Ghāts. Four medical officers, assigned to the railway, 

fought to contain the epidemics—often with greater success than nearby towns or government 

works. 

Accidents and Accounts 

Progress, though glorious, was not without casualties. Thirteen construction accidents were 

reported in the year—four of them fatal. But the financial lifeblood flowed unabated. In the fiscal 

year ending 30th June 1864, a substantial sum—Rs. 35,41,736—was expended in India under the 

capital account of the Jubbulpore Extension Railway. Steel, stone, and wages all demanded their 

share of empire’s purse. 

A Railway Tiffin to Remember 

Then, on the 1st of December 1866, the clang of tools gave way to the chime of glasses and 

laughter. 

Sixty-seven miles south of Allahabad, near the newly finished portion of the Jubbulpore line, an 

excursion was arranged—a celebratory tiffin, hosted by the engineering staff of the Allahabad 

district. Forty to fifty guests, most linked to the project, gathered beneath canvas awnings. 

Among them: the unflappable Chief Engineer H.P. Le Mesurier and the district Commissioner 

Mr. Court. Many arrived by special train, a novelty still exciting enough to be noted. 

Though the sixty-seven miles of continuous rail were proudly showcased, insiders knew the story 

was broader: another sixty or seventy miles had already been completed in detached fragments 

further south—a mosaic of progress that would soon become a seamless artery. 

The Pioneer, reporting the event in Allen’s Mail, praised the “gratifying” speed of progress, 

lauded the contractors’ tireless effort, and called upon the public to grant due recognition to the 

engineers and labourers alike. 

As the guests clinked glasses and toasted the future, what they celebrated was more than a stretch 

of track. It was the forging of a path—carved through forest and fever, financed by imperial will, 

and laid down with Indian hands—that would, in time, connect Allahabad to the very heart of 

Central India. 

The Last Spike – Linking Calcutta to Bombay through Jubbulpore  

On a warm monsoon morning, the 1st of August 1867, a rumble of iron wheels echoed through 

the dense teakwood forests and undulating hills of Central India. The Jubbulpore Extension of 



the East Indian Railway had officially opened, completing a vital stretch that brought the British 

dream of an all-India railway network one step closer to reality. 

At long last, the cities of Calcutta and Bombay—the twin capitals of British commerce on the 

Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea—were poised to be linked not just by sea, but by land. The 

Allahabad to Jubbulpore line, stretching 225 miles, marked a monumental achievement in this 

vision. It was the East Indian Railway Company's crowning contribution to what was fast 

becoming the spinal cord of colonial India's transport system. 

The First Train & A Toast at Jubbulpore 

On May 2, 1867, the first train steamed into Jubbulpore, carrying with it not just passengers and 

cargo, but the weight of five years of engineering ambition. The project had begun in September 

1862, when the contract was awarded to the indefatigable Waring Brothers and Hunt. By all 

accounts—The Times, Herapath’s Railway Journal, and Allen’s Mail—they had completed their 

task with rare punctuality and energy. 

To commemorate the milestone, on May 7, Mr. Nicoll of Waring Brothers hosted a celebratory 

dinner in Jubbulpore. Among the guests was Colonel Spence, the Commissioner, who declared 

that “never had a railway in India been completed with such rapidity.” 

Chief Engineer Mr. H.P. Le Mesurier, in his celebratory toast, captured the immense scale of the 

railway construction between Nynee Junction and Jubbulpore, spanning 223 miles. The project 

involved moving a staggering 405 million cubic feet of earth—enough to cover 16 square miles 

one foot deep—alongside 20 million cubic feet each of cuttings and gravel, 11 million cubic feet 

of masonry, and 50 million cubic feet of ballast. To support the infrastructure, 50,000 tons of 

iron were forged into roads and bridges, reflecting a feat of engineering that reshaped the 

landscape and marked a triumph of industrial ambition. 

Even as festivities swirled around clinking glasses and lamps glowing late into the evening, 

workers were still toiling to finish the Jubbulpore terminal platform, constructed by Messrs. 

Thomas and Hoyle. 

A Journey of Four Days and Twenty Hours 

By October 1, 1867, a groundbreaking announcement rippled through colonial India: for the first 

time, travelers could journey overland from Calcutta to Bombay in just 116 hours, bypassing the 

long voyage by sea.  

This ambitious route combined rail and road in a seamless relay—starting with a 31-hour train 

ride from Calcutta to Allahabad, followed by a 17-hour rail leg to Jubbulpore. From there, 

passengers boarded a dák gharry for a rugged 36-hour journey to Nagpore, before completing the 

final 32-hour stretch to Bombay by train.  

First-class fares totaled ₹231 2A 6P, while second-class passengers paid ₹165 9A 3P, marking a 

new era of speed, connectivity, and imperial infrastructure across the subcontinent.  



It was not yet the effortless express journey the Empire dreamed of. The 180-mile gap between 

Jubbulpore and Nagpore had to be traversed in a dák gharry, an ox-drawn or horse-drawn mail 

cart. Passengers, especially those bound for England, balked at the limited luggage allowance—

80 pounds was hardly enough for a man shipping out for the continent. Proposals were floated 

for better baggage arrangements, but for now, the journey belonged to the hardy and the light-

packed.  

A Patchwork in Motion 

Even as the East Indian Railway toasted its success, it was clear that the full promise of the line 

would not be realized until the Great Indian Peninsular Railway (GIPR) completed its portion—

stretching up from Bombay to Nagpore and onward to meet the EIR at Jubbulpore. 

At the 20th half-yearly general meeting of the EIR held on December 31, 1867, the Chairman 

acknowledged the slow progress of the GIPR with some frustration, but remained hopeful that 

Mr. Childers, the newly appointed head of the GIPR, would inject some urgency into the project. 

Meanwhile, the railway operated as a system of intermediate solutions. Private agencies had 

sprung up to ferry passengers across the unlinked segments, while Mails were being routed along 

this hybrid route 

Rolling stock from EIR was proposed to be used temporarily on the first 80 miles of GIPR line, 

still under construction, to accelerate connectivity. 

It was, in the Chairman’s words, a period of "temporary modes of communication"—stopgaps 

that nonetheless hinted at the power of what was coming. 

The Country the Railway Crossed 

The line from Allahabad to Jubbulpore threaded through a diverse geography and political 

terrain. From the grain-rich districts of the Central Provinces to the hilly, sparsely populated 

jungles of Rewah and Myhere, the railway bisected Native States and British dominions alike. 

Myhere, a station 96 miles from Jubbulpore, stood almost equidistant from Bombay and 

Calcutta, symbolizing its strategic centrality. The northwest regions of Kirwee and Banda 

contributed premium cotton to the North-Western Provinces’ economy, while the surrounding 

hills, though devoid of urban centers, offered lush pasturage and jungle produce that fed markets 

like Mirzapore.  

Yet, the arid plains posed a challenge—water scarcity forced engineers to deepen wells, sink new 

ones, and deploy auxiliary tenders alongside locomotives to keep the iron beasts steaming 

forward across the thirsty terrain. 

 

 



A Railborne Nation in the Making 

Though the grand opening had occurred, the full torrent of traffic had yet to pour in. The 

Chairman, with some candour, admitted that the bulk of the trade still awaited the final GIPR 

connection. 

“The traffic heretofore taken has been inconsiderable,” he observed, “but is increasing. We 

cannot expect the great amount of traffic which we have long looked for until the Bombay 

branch is completed.” 

Still, optimism reigned. A route once trodden by camel, cart, and boat could now be traversed in 

under five days—by train, gharry, and steam again. And in that transformation lay the heart of 

the British project in India: not just to rule, but to connect. 

From Calcutta’s docks to Bombay’s harbour, the iron road now lay half-paved—awaiting only 

the final touch, the last sleeper, the last girder. 

The Journey from Allahabad to Bombay (1868) 

In the autumn of 1868, with the monsoons gone and a crispness in the air, a new rhythm had 

begun to shape the subcontinent’s interior—a rhythm measured not by bullock carts or 

palanquins, but by the metallic clatter of wheels on rails. From the ancient city of Allahabad to 

the mercantile pulse of Bombay, a journey of nearly 900 miles could now be undertaken in a way 

that defied all former expectations—by a combination of train and dāk carriage. 

It began in the early hours. At precisely 6:15 AM, the train departed Allahabad, thundering 

southward on the recently opened Jubbulpore Extension of the East Indian Railway. The journey 

was still slow by European standards—over thirteen hours to Jubbulpore, including a scheduled 

twenty-minute refreshment stop at Sutna, the halfway station. Yet it was a marvel of planning 

and precision. With only a single line of rails in place, trains had to wait at designated sidings for 

their northbound counterparts to pass. The route, 227 miles in length, was traversed with a 

deliberate grace that marked the infancy of Indian rail travel. 

Jubbulpore—an emerging town in the Central Provinces—served as the terminus of this steel 

artery. A decent hotel had been established there: the Residency Hotel, modest in its 

appointments but serviceable, with courteous staff and reasonable tariffs. But the rail journey 

ended there. The line to Nagpore remained incomplete, two years from its expected finish. So, 

for those heading westward to Bombay, the only option was to descend from the rails and ascend 

into carriages drawn by ponies—or, for the less fortunate, bullocks. 

The road from Jubbulpore to Nagpore, though devoid of rails, had been laid with imperial 

efficiency. Macadamised and bridged in nearly all places, it cut through a rugged and 

occasionally unforgiving landscape. At the Nerbudda River near Jubbulpore and again at 

Kamptee near Nagpore, one encountered the two main exceptions to modernity—both river 

crossings lacked permanent bridges. But in the dry winter season, the water ran shallow, and 

ghauts had been constructed to facilitate a swift crossing. 



Carriages, provided by Messrs. Howard, could be booked with ten days’ notice. A full carriage—

licensed to carry two passengers inside and two out—cost Rs. 160 for the journey. This included 

two ponies per stage and a pace of six to seven miles per hour, punctuated by 33 change stations 

placed at roughly five-mile intervals. These rest points were marked by well-maintained dāk 

bungalows—simple but essential shelters where one could find refreshments, a cot, and shade 

from the punishing Indian sun. 

The route wound through Dhoona, Chuppra, Seonee, Korye, Deolapar, and Kamptee before 

finally reaching Nagpore, 161 miles from Jubbulpore. Along the way, travellers passed through 

hills and high passes that had been sliced and shaped by considerable engineering feats. The 

Selwa Pass demanded a tough ascent between the 25th and 27th miles; the Guneshgunge Pass 

offered a sudden drop between the 53rd and 54th; and the Ghoonga and Korye passes followed 

in similar dramatic fashion. Massive cuttings of rose-coloured quartz and trap rock had been 

made to ease gradients and improve safety. 

But it was not just road and rock that impressed. Thanks to the efforts of Mr. G. Campbell and 

the civil authorities of the Central Provinces, each bungalow had servants stationed within, a 

welcome touch for European families travelling with children and baggage. The practice was to 

halt during the day’s heat and journey through the night. In this way, the crossing could be made 

in two days—long by modern reckoning, but far superior to the weeks formerly required. 

At last, from the rising plateaus of Nagpore, one rejoined the railway. The Great Indian 

Peninsula Railway (GIPR) had advanced its line here, and trains departed at 7:45 in the morning, 

pausing for half an hour at Bhosawul for dinner, and arriving in Bombay by 11 the next morning. 

A journey of 519 miles, cutting across mountain ranges with bridges and tunnels that rivalled any 

in the Western world. 

By late 1868, this route—though patchy and still incomplete—offered a glimpse of the 

connected India that British engineers and administrators envisioned. In sheer distance, it 

spanned 907 miles from Allahabad to Bombay. For context: Allahabad to Delhi was 389 miles; 

Allahabad to Calcutta 629 miles. Yet this journey—combining steam, steel, horse, and grit—was 

one of the most adventurous and dignified passages across the Indian subcontinent 

The Junction at Jubbulpore — Bridging the Peninsula 

On the 7th of March, 1870, history turned a corner on the dust-blown plains of Jubbulpore. 

Beneath the cautious eye of royalty and administrators alike, two mighty arteries of iron—one 

threading in from the East, the other winding from the West—finally touched at the heart of the 

Indian subcontinent. The East Indian Railway, advancing from Calcutta, met the Great Indian 

Peninsula Railway stretching from Bombay. With this union, a monumental feat had been 

achieved: a continuous railway link now spanned India’s breadth, uniting not just cities, but 

empires of trade, power, and governance. 

It had been a long-awaited meeting. The East Indian Railway had reached Jubbulpore in 1867, 

but completion of the Great Indian Peninsula Railway’s connecting works had languished under 

delay. Spurred by the impending visit of His Royal Highness, the Duke of Edinburgh, the 



engineers rallied. Works were pushed forward with relentless urgency. While some viaducts 

across rivers remained incomplete, temporary diversions were laid, allowing the grand 

ceremonial opening to proceed. The ambition was not merely technical—it was symbolic. 

The moment was momentous enough to warrant the convergence of the British Empire’s most 

glittering figures. From the east, Lord Mayo, Viceroy of India, and his entourage had set out 

from Calcutta in late February. From the west came the Duke of Edinburgh, the first British royal 

to set foot in India. Sir Seymour Fitzgerald, the Governor of Bombay, joined in from Bhosawal, 

and princely India too was represented in full regalia—Maharajas, Rajahs, and Nawabs in silk 

and jewels, their elephants draped in scarlet and gold, punctuating the railway platforms with 

Oriental splendour. 

At precisely half-past three on that March afternoon, the Duke’s train rolled into Jubbulpore. He 

was greeted by a royal salute and an assembly of dignitaries under a sky thick with expectation. 

Children and women waved from atop elephants; European soldiers formed ranks; coolies lit 

torches as dusk approached. The Governor-General’s train, delayed by several hours, arrived 

under torchlight. There, among flickering flames and midnight shadows, the last symbolic key 

was driven into the rails by the Duke, using a silver-plated hammer handed to him by Lord Mayo 

himself. 

"Communication between Calcutta and Bombay is now complete," Lord Mayo declared, his 

voice echoing across the assembled crowd. Cheers erupted. One more for the Sailor Prince. 

Another for the Empire. The iron path between Bombay and Calcutta was now not just a 

technical reality—it was a political and imperial truth. 

That night, the celebratory banquet was held in an unlikely setting: the Jubbulpore School of 

Industry. Originally founded by Colonel Sleeman, famed for his crackdown on the Thugs, the 

school trained former criminals in tent-making and carpet weaving. On this night, it shimmered 

under a thousand lamps. Draperies hung from walls, the piazzas were adorned with antlers and 

shields, and British officers mingled with Indian princes over port and cigars. Mr. Le Mesurier, 

the Agent of the Great Indian Peninsula Railway, presided over the banquet, seated between 

Lord Mayo and the Duke. 

The toasts were grand and unambiguous. Lord Mayo called it the most significant event in Indian 

railway history. “A thousand and seventy miles of the West of India system has been opened. 

Calcutta and Bombay are brought into close connection.” He spoke of twenty-five years of toil, 

of £85 million already spent, and of the future—a network of 15,000 miles soon to stretch across 

the peninsula. 

But it was not just about iron and stone. Mayo pointed out that this was a victory for Mars, 

Plutus, and even Venus. War, commerce, and pleasure all stood to benefit. The Governor of 

Bombay, Sir Seymour Fitzgerald, echoed the sentiment. “It has often been said,” he noted, “that 

when one man gains, another must lose. That is a false principle. Bombay shall rise, not at the 

expense of Calcutta, but alongside it.” 



The Duke himself rose to thank his hosts. “I am proud,” he said, “to be the first member of the 

Royal Family to visit these distant shores. I have come as a naval officer and a prince—and I 

have been welcomed in both capacities.” 

Yet behind the pomp and polished speeches lay a deeper imperial strategy. “Every stone we lay 

on the railway increases our influence,” Mayo reminded his audience. The line wasn’t just about 

convenience. It was about control. It was about permanence. It was about Empire. 

The newspapers too recognised the moment’s gravity. The Times compared it to the opening of 

the Suez Canal. The combined effect, it said, would transform Indian communication forever. 

Twenty-two million pounds had been spent on this line; two million just on overcoming the 

Western Ghats. In the valleys of the Nerbudda, engineers had battled through deadly jungles and 

impenetrable heat. Now, in a single voyage from Southampton to Bombay, and a single train ride 

from Bombay to Calcutta, a traveller could reach the very heart of British India. 

There were still reminders of incompletion. At the Sukkur Viaduct, carriages had to be moved 

one by one; passengers walked across temporary crossings. But these would soon be replaced. 

The age of hoof and palanquin had passed. The iron horse had come. 

Jubbulpore’s stations, like jewels along the new line, had gardens with station names written in 

flowers. They embodied the hybrid beauty of British order and Indian earth. But even these had 

their own idiosyncrasies: “Jubbulpore,” one traveller wrote, “has fifty spellings. I follow the one 

printed at the station, because it looks so fine it must be correct.” 

Thus, at the very centre of the Indian subcontinent, amidst royal salutes, flowing champagne, and 

the pounding of iron keys, a bridge was completed—not just between cities, but between worlds 

The Iron Path to Jubbulpore: Le Mesurier and the March of Progress 

In the mists of 19th-century empire, where the ambitions of industrial Britain collided with the 

sprawling, untamed landscape of India, a young engineer emerged from the Channel Islands. 

Henry Peveril Le Mesurier, born on the rocky island of Alderney on 4th November 1828, was 

the eldest son of Benjamin Le Mesurier, a man of respectable lineage from Wallington, Berks 

and St. Martin’s, Guernsey. By 1853, the tides of empire would carry the young engineer to 

India’s steaming shores, aboard a ship bound for Calcutta with a retinue of engineers led by 

Edward Purser—a voyage that would place him at the heart of a vast and audacious railway 

enterprise. 

The East Indian Railway, barely a decade in conception, had already begun to thrust its steel 

sinews across the Gangetic plains. Between 1854 and 1856, Le Mesurier’s boots trudged across 

dusty stretches from Benares to Cawnpore, his instruments charting lines that would become the 

very spine of India’s inland connectivity. By September 1854, he had already earned the title of 

Resident Engineer, a testament to his precision and drive. It was he who would lay out the 

original traverse between Futtehpore and Cawnpore, and he who staked the centre line from 

Mogul Serai to Allahabad, choosing the site where steel would one day span the sacred Jumna. 



But the railway was not merely an engineering feat—it was a theatre of empire, politics, and 

rebellion. 

By 1856, as construction surged forward towards the River Tonse, Le Mesurier was dispatched 

to the Punjab. His mission: to study the Sutlej River and determine where a railway bridge might 

rise, binding North-Western India ever closer to Calcutta. Yet history had other plans. The 

mutiny of 1857 erupted like wildfire across the Gangetic belt, throwing railways, officers, and 

imperial certainties into disarray. 

Trapped in Ferozepore with no orders from headquarters in Allahabad, Le Mesurier made a bold 

decision. Instead of returning to the vulnerable plains, he journeyed via Loodiana and Kalka to 

Simla, seeking intelligence on timber and building materials vital to the railway’s expansion. It 

was a perilous detour through a turbulent land, yet emblematic of the fortitude that marked the 

man. 

By the end of 1857, as the flames of rebellion receded, Le Mesurier retraced his path. He reached 

Delhi, waited patiently for safe passage, and finally rejoined Purser at Allahabad, where the East 

Indian Railway’s offices had been fortified into a military-style camp. He stayed on until 

September 1858, before setting off once more—this time to survey the line from Allahabad to 

Jubbulpore. 

By 1859, still only thirty years of age, Le Mesurier was confirmed as Chief Engineer of the 

Jubbulpore line. His health briefly faltered, compelling a return to England, where he laboured 

from a small office in Westminster on plans and documentation vital to the line’s progress. By 

July 1863, he had returned to Indian soil, resuming charge of the project that had come to define 

his early career. 

The railways, however, were a ceaseless calling. In 1868, he crossed over to the Great Indian 

Peninsula Railway (GIPR), first as Chief Engineer of its Presidency Division, and then as its 

Agent—a position he held till 1877. In a final imperial chapter, he sailed westward to Egypt, to 

join the Board of Administration for its Railways, Ports, and Telegraphs. There, after the passing 

of General Marriott, he assumed full charge. But time, ever unkind, wore him down. A final 

illness in July 1889 brought the curtain down on a life of honour, service, and steel. 

The Iron Crossroads of Jubbulpore 

Even as Le Mesurier shaped its lines, Jubbulpore—a dusty military outpost nestled amidst the 

jungles of the Central Provinces—was transforming into a commercial fulcrum. Its lush 

surroundings teemed with tigers, leopards, bears, and antelope, luring sportsmen with promises 

of epic hunts. A travel guide of the day noted the "finest shooting in India" thirty miles west of 

Johkye, where deer mingled with quail and partridge. The billiard hall of Kellner’s Hotel, a 

somewhat whimsical structure half a mile from the station, offered rest to officers and aristocrats 

chasing game—or profit. 

The station, too, was no ordinary outpost. Designed to be “one of the handsomest and strongest 

railway edifices in India,” its bricks were laid with a confidence that not even an earthquake or 



bombardment could displace them. As Allen’s Indian Mail reported in September 1870, this was 

no transient project—it was a fortress of steel and stone, a symbol of permanence. 

The administrative churn was just as dramatic. As the EIR linked with the WIPGR, staffing 

grew. Mr. Scott became the new Station Master, replacing Mr. Morton, who had battled 

mounting traffic without adequate help after Mr. Leak’s transfer. Jubbulpore was no longer a 

remote dot on a colonial map—it was a nexus. 

Boom in Traffic, Trade, and Ambition 

The watershed moment came on 8th March 1870, when the Viceroy formally inaugurated 

through communication between Bombay and Calcutta. Freight began flowing on 1st May, and 

though the initial movement was modest—native traders slow to shift habits—the transformation 

was swift. Between May and June alone, EIR delivered 88,563 maunds of goods to the GIPR; in 

return, it received a mere 2,663 maunds. Yet Bombay wasn’t the sole beneficiary. Etarsee, 

Seonee, Hurdah, and Khundwa absorbed tens of thousands of maunds, feeding new markets that 

sprawled beyond the presidency capital. 

The numbers told a thrilling tale: by June 1871, net earnings had doubled, working expenses 

reduced, and profits soared from £8,583 to £19,500 in just one year. Earnings per train mile 

jumped to 1s. 7½d from 8¼d. According to H. Rivett Carnac, Cotton Commissioner, the traffic 

interchange between EIR and GIPR would only grow with time—and it did. By 1872, 

Jubbulpore’s traffic had quadrupled.  

From Steel to Sovereignty 

By now, the Government of India, sensing the surging profitability of its iron arteries, began 

negotiating revised contracts with railway companies. The objective was simple: ensure equal 

division of profits above guaranteed interest. Under prior terms, it could purchase railways after 

25 or 50 years. For the EIR main line, that date was 15 February 1879. For the Jubbulpore line, 

21 April 1883. 

Eventually, in 1925, the Government did just that—taking over both the East Indian Railway and 

the Great Indian Peninsula Railway, transferring the Jubbulpore section from EIR to GIPR. Thus 

came full circle a journey started seventy years earlier, when a young engineer named Le 

Mesurier had first set foot on Indian soil—armed with compass, courage, and the conviction that 

the railway would remake a continent. 
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