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Shattered Minds: Madmen on the Railways, 1860-80
Amy Milne-Smith

In 1863, the London Review published a lengthy article on what it proclaimed was
a dangerous new reality. “Travelling express with madmen is, unfortunately, not an
improbable circumstance of real life. And if there be any tendency to mania, the excite-
ment of the rapid transit through the air is the very thing to bring it on." This author not
only warned certified lunatics were getting on trains, he also cautioned that travelling
by rail could make a seemingly sane man go mad. This was not an ofthand or isolated
remark. The 1860s were awash with fears about violence and danger on the railway.*
Doctors warned that the intense vibrations of the railway carriage, the speed of travel,
and the danger of traumatic accidents could unsettle both people’s physical and mental
health.” As Peter Bailey notes, the railway galvanized incipient fears about modernity,
social interactions, and crime.’ Yet there was even more for the Victorian man to fear
on the railway; not only might you be attacked by a madman on a railway journey - you
might become one.

Madmen on the railway offered ideal material for a moral panic. The classic features
of a moral panic include: apprehension; consensus; antagonism; disproportionality; and
instability.” David Garland has recently added that the moral panic also must touch on
an issue that typifies larger social anxieties and invoke moral reflection.’ Fears of mad-
men on the railway demonstrate all of these qualities as a unified voice called out the
potential threat of the issue, highlighting larger fears of technology, failed masculinity,
and increasing rates of madness. While the sociological concept of moral panic is typi-
cally used to understand contemporary events, recent scholarship suggests the term can
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usefully be pushed back to include nineteenth-century topics.” The classic moral panic,
drawing on latent fears and triggered by sensational events, lasts only a few months.®
Yet in this case, because there were so many underlying issues at play, and because
there seemed no easy solution to the problem, the panic cycle spread over two decades.
A flurry of articles appeared across the daily and weekly papers of seemingly sane men
being driven mad by railway travel, rising as a topic in the 1860s, peaking in the 1870s, and
then virtually disappearing. The alarm was widespread, as evidenced by the broad range
of local and national newspapers covering such stories, and yet the crisis was certainly
overblown in proportion to the number of actual attacks.” Unlike many railway panics
that focused on anxieties about technology and danger, the piquancy of these articles
came from the combination of technological progress and failed masculinity." It was the
spectacle of male minds breaking down that fuelled this news cycle. The aim of this article
is to consider the rise and fall of the railway madman as a figure of particular anxiety.
Apprehensions of a growing epidemic of madness rose steeply in the 1860s. The
number of certified lunatics under asylum care greatly outstripped the rising general
population, and the problem seemed to increase every year. Many worried if madness
was curable at all." While the scholarship on nineteenth-century asylums and psychi-
atry is a well-established field, the study of lay attitudes towards insanity is an area of
relatively recent research.' It is only since the late 1990s that scholars have turned an
increasing amount of attention to representations of madness in popular culture through
art, literature, popular medicine, and within the family." To understand popular ideas of
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Madness in Visual Representation, Feminist Studies, 20.3 (1994), 507-35; Valerie Pedlar, ‘The
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madness is to look beyond explicit conversations about asylum reform or the evolution
of the psychiatric profession.

In addition, despite Elaine Showalter’s claims, there was an equal concern about
male and female lunatics." A nuanced understanding of the total numbers of asylum
inmates shows a parity of male and female inmates.”” More importantly, madness was
not exceptionally imagined as female in popular culture; recent scholarship has revealed
that the problems of male lunacy were also at the top of people’s minds." Men were
particularly vulnerable to external pressures ranging from overwork, sunstroke, a life
of excess, or industrialized life writ large."” While there is a healthy body of work that
examines the experience of madness and the importance of gender, there is a strong
need for additional research that further explores popular ideas of masculinity and
mental illness."

This particular railway panic was about mad men. The threat of the railway seemed
particularly troubling to men’s mental health, as there is not a single report of a woman
losing her mind on the railway."” The implications of lunacy were highly gendered
over the first half of the nineteenth century; augmented gender hierarchies stressed
reason as a fundamental quality of manhood.™ As Sheila Sullivan has demonstrated,
mid-Victorian sensational tales of male failure were part of a larger process to firm up
new models of gendered authority.* For men, the loss of their wits could represent the
loss of their manhood: it entailed a loss of control over themselves, their families, and
their participation in the state. The potential physical power of a man out of his mind
was also a real threat, and this physicality emphasized that a man without a mind was
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little more than a beast.” Male targets of railway lunatics also had their masculinity
challenged: the confines of the railway carriage placed men in essentially powerless and
even emasculating positions as victims.

Victorians had a complex relationship with their railways; they were simultaneously
the ultimate symbols of progress and technological triumph and a focus for the anxiety
and horrors of modern life.” The expansion of railway traffic around the mid-century
is staggering: in 1850 the railways carried over 64 million passengers a year, rising to
320 million by 1871.* Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s masterful The Railway Journey demon-
strated how the railway shaped almost all aspects of life across Europe in the nineteenth
century.” It was a disruptive innovation that transformed how people lived, establishing
modern patterns of urban and suburban life.** From the establishment of standardized
time to disrupted social interactions or the legislation of limited liability joint stock
companies, few areas of life were untouched by the railway.” And yet the mid-Victorian
railway had a bad reputation, riddled with safety concerns and accusations of corruption
and collusion at the highest levels.” This status persisted into the 1870s despite the fact
that the actual safety records were strong, and continued to improve throughout the
century.” Scholars have highlighted this dark side of the railway, tracing how tales of
massive railway fires, derailments, and collisions with their large-scale destruction and
high mortality rates were a staple of newspaper coverage from the earliest days of the
railways." The railways thus added new concerns to everyday life, and they could also
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