
O.S. Nock and the Chippenham Connection 
 

Oswald Stevens Nock (1905-1994) was indeed probably the world’s most 

prolific railway author and journalist.  That he wrote over 140 books on 

railway topics and was regarded as one of the most eminent experts on 

locomotive performance in the 20th century is only part of the story.  His 

long and distinguished career in railway signalling is also one which 

covered the years when Britain’s railways moved from mechanical to 

electrical signalling.  Much of that work was carried out in Chippenham at 

the Westinghouse works and O.S. Nock was very much a part of that 

technological development.  

Although based in the London offices of Westinghouse, Nock was moved 

temporarily to Chippenham in June 1926 just after the General Strike in 

May of that year.  In his autobiography (‘Line Clear Ahead’ Published in 1982) he comments that the 

General Strike did not affect Westinghouse seriously.  While the London works came out on strike, at 

Chippenham, ‘the entire work-force remained loyal and carried on normally throughout the period 

of national emergency’.1   This partly reinforces the notion that the West Country has never been a 

particular Labour stronghold. 

Nock came to Chippenham to complete an intensive training course at Westinghouse during June, 

July and August 1926.  Being an avid cyclist, he was able to make the most of the long summer 

evenings and weekends to explore the area.2   One can imagine the idyllic rides he must have had, 

gently swooping through the country lanes around Chippenham with little fear of meeting motorised 

traffic. 

The training course at Chippenham took him through the Westinghouse foundry, pattern shop, 

smithy and machine shops and then finally to the electrical signalling and testing departments.  His 

supervisors considered this whirlwind indoctrination was less than adequate, but Nock himself felt it 

gave him the breadth of knowledge needed for his more specialised work in signalling that followed 

later.3 

During his training, Nock lodged in Chippenham with one of the die-sinkers from the Westinghouse 

factory.4  He describes them as a pleasant couple, he an old servant of the company, and she a good 

house keeper, though unhappily childless.5  Where his lodgings were, he does not record, but he 

describes them as congenial, and one can assume it must have been close to the works in one of the 

many terraced homes which workers from the factory typically occupied.  Nock relates that during 

his time in Chippenham, coal was still in short supply because of the continuing General Strike and 

consequently train travel was affected because of the use of inferior, imported coal6.  

During the years that led up to the outbreak of war in 1939, Nock continued to visit the Chippenham 

works to liaise with the signalling departments, but by 1935 the service from Paddington had begun 

to deteriorate, and on the 9.15am train he was resigned to a slow journey at an average speed of 



42.7 mph including a 10 minute stop at Swindon to allow the faster ‘Bristolian’ express to make a 

non-stop run through to Bristol!7 

The Move to Chippenham 
When war was declared in 1939 the London head office of Westinghouse decided to move the 

engineering department and all their drawings to Chippenham to prevent any damage from air 

attack.  This was a major upheaval for the majority of the staff who felt that moving to the provinces 

was unthinkable.  Nock relates that many of his London-born colleagues had an inherent disdain for 

‘country dwellers’, and during the first weeks of the war when air strikes failed to materialise, some 

felt it was worth risking their lives by staying in London, rather than move to Chippenham! 

Nock did move to Chippenham however.  He and his wife Olivia, where able to purchase what Nock 

called a 2 ½ bedroom detached house on a new estate.8  It was unfinished when they first came to 

Chippenham; consequently they took up digs with a colleague from Westinghouse while waiting for 

the house to be finished.   

During those early days of war and with the nightly black-out conditions then in-force, Nock and 

Olivia spent two miserable months with his work colleague and wife.  In Nock’s words; 

 ‘He was a man with whom I had always got on extremely well; but at home, his wife’s 

outlook  was unbelievably bounded by even less than the parish limits, and Olivia frequently 

found things difficult, to put it mildly.  There were times when it was inferred, not only by my 

colleague’s wife, but by others that the war was the Londoner’s business, not theirs.”  9 

Was Chippenham indeed parochial in the mid 1930’s?  That much is not clear. It was still very much a 

small market town, albeit with a rail link to London.  Nock’s  personal experience of evacuation to 

Chippenham may have been typical of the stress people felt  as the war begins to bring uncertainty 

to a nation not long recovering from recession and a previous war.  Many other Westinghouse 

families were similarly affected, often sharing houses with other families in what Nock called the 

‘spirit of making do’10. 

Nock and his family eventually moved into their 

new house at 20 Yewstock Crescent East, 

Chippenham and spent the war years there 

while working with other exiles from London in 

the Chippenham Westinghouse Works. 

In his later biographical work, Nock often 

expresses forthright opinions about people, 

whether it is about the management within 

Westinghouse, or the great names in 

locomotive engineering whom he came to 

know, such as Thompson and Bulleid.  What is 

clear however was that Nock moved among the 

higher echelons of railway celebrities as his 

fame within the railway industry grew. 



During this time, the General Manager of Westinghouse, W.H. Powell also came to live in 

Chippenham and would preside over the daily meetings in the works.   The then Chief Mechanical 

Engineer of Chippenham, A.G. Kershaw would seldom attend these meetings.   A rift soon developed 

between senior managers from London, and Kershaw and his resident staff from Chippenham.  Nock 

believes this was partly due to the difficult nature of Mr Kershaw, and partly due to the bias of Mr 

Powell, who favoured the London staff.  Additionally, at the lower levels, the tightly-knit works staff 

from Chippenham was increasingly fostering stronger relationships in outside activities such as the 

Home Guard and Civil Defence11.  The tension between the local Chippenham work force and the 

London management did not improve until Mr Powell retired in 1942 and the new group Chief 

Engineer, Major Peter took up a position as head of Westinghouse.    

At the end of the war, many of the London staff returned to London.  This included Nock and his 

family who moved back to Bushey and sold their house in Yewstock Crescent12.   He continued to 

visit Chippenham on a weekly basis, lodging at a small private hotel beside Chippenham Station. This 

must have been close to the line as he remarks that he awoke one morning during the winter of 

1946/47 to see the Penzance Sleeper standing in Chippenham Station.  It had left Paddington at 

9.50pm the previous night and had only just arrived at Chippenham 10 hours later13.  

Within the same year, a major upheaval occurred at the senior managerial levels in Westinghouse.  

The outcome was a reversal of the decision to return the engineering staff to the London office.  

Nock found himself transferred once more to the Chippenham office as the engineering office 

relocated yet again.  This time, Nock did not look to live in Chippenham, but bought a large 3 story, 

Georgian house in Bath at 20 Sion Hill.  This he claimed was almost as cheap as buying a modern 

house built just before the war 14.  How times have changed! 
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