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Your Royal Highness, my lords, ladies and gentlemen, it is a very great privilege to be given the opportunity to say a few words to you tonight.  I do so in my dual role as chairman of the Railway Heritage Committee and as a trustee of the National Museum for Science and Industry.
I warmly congratulate UCL for arranging these celebrations to mark the 200th anniversary of passenger railways, and for assembling such glittering talent from today’s railway industry, the Science Museum, the National Railway Museum and the academic world here this evening.  

If I were to sum up in a very few words what was the significance of Richard Trevithick in the history of our railways, it would be hard to improve on the words of Professor Charles Inglis speaking in 1933 at a lecture to the Institution of Civil Engineers to commemorate the centenary of Trevithick's death.  
He said this: "In the brief period between 1799 and 1808 he totally changed the breed of steam engines.  From an unwieldy giant of limited ability he evolved a prime mover of universal application".

If Trevithick were to come back and look at today’s railway, I wonder what he would make of it all.  He would certainly sympathise with train operators whose services are delayed because of bridge-bashing.  On the day of the trial on the Merthyr Tramway, when Trevithick had to prove that his locomotive could haul a load of 10 tons of iron along the tramway to Abercynon, he struck a low bridge, managing to demolish both it and the locomotive’s chimney.

Undaunted Trevithick cleared the debris himself, repaired the locomotive, and his train then rushed along at five miles an hour, getting to Abercynon without further mishap, winning Mr Samuel Homfray, owner of the Penydarren Iron Works, his 1,000 guineas bet.  
Such was the progress made in the next half century that John Francis, writing A History of the English Railway in 1851 was able to quote an anonymous contributor as saying:

Railways will remain safe in the midst of panic; and though times of pressure, severe, hazardous, ruinous pressure, have been felt in this country, and unfortunately must be felt again, yet it will only prove them to be part and parcel of the genuine sources of wealth and avenues for labour, in which this country lives and moves and has its being.
Trevithick would also be delighted that the railway that he helped create has never ceased to play a vital role in the life of our country – responsible for the standardisation of time, the development of seaside resorts, giving working people the opportunity to take holidays, the invention of commuting, allowing people to live in pleasant suburbs some distance from their places of work and travel in each day, essential logistical support in times of war, the establishment of its own excellent police force, and right up to today when they provide popular and environmentally friendly alternatives to carbon emitting gas guzzling short haul aircraft and unnecessary car driving, and a marvellous new international station at St Pancras, built on time and to budget.
These are all reasons why the railway is such a very special industry – it is indeed the only one whose heritage is statutorily protected.  
The Railway Heritage Committee is one of the smallest non-departmental public bodies – it certainly costs the taxpayer less than any other I know – but as I never tire of telling my friends in the industry, we have authority, influence and power, all flowing from successive Acts of Parliament.  That’s worth much more than a big budget.
I think Richard Trevithick would have approved of that.  Our role is to ensure that the artefacts and records of the nation’s railways are properly looked after and preserved.  What we have today owes their origin to the achievements of the great pioneers, such as Richard Trevithick.  Well done for commemorating him.
