
 
 

How the Canadian-built EMD Class 66 completely changed the face of British railfreight 
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They Came, They Saw, They Conquered 
 
In 1996, as part of the privatisation of British Rail (BR), the different BR freight sectors were sold off to 
various bidders. The vast majority of the sectors were purchased by Wisconsin Central (WC) and merged 
under the branding of English, Welsh and Scottish Railway (EWS). One of the first issues that EWS 
needed to address was the ageing motive power (about 900 locomotives) they had inherited. Most BR 
freight diesels were wearing out and many were approaching their 40th birthday. Add to this the fact that 
there were nine different types of locomotive for the crews to learn and the varied maintenance each type 
required meant that this was a pressing problem. WC was confronted with two choices: either refurbish 
existing locomotives, gaining a few more years of running; or order new, more powerful and reliable 
locomotives that would run for decades. They decided to order new locomotives to reinvigorate rail freight 
(at that time it made up a measly 6% of the UK freight market). 
 
Before privatisation, the last new locomotives on BR were the 100-strong fleet of class 60 heavy freight 
diesels, rated at just over 2400hp. However these diesels, less than a decade old, were already starting 
to show reliability problems and their top speed of 60 mph was too slow. 
 
Inspiration for EWS’s new locomotives came from the North American-built class 59s, a joint project 
between Foster-Yeoman and the British Railways Board during the mid 1980s. At the time, no British-built 
locomotive was powerful enough for Foster-Yeoman’s heavy stone trains.  A “super” locomotive was built, 
combining the restricted British loading gauge with the reliable power of GM diesels. Along with the GM 
class 59s, Foster-Yeoman had also imported a SW1001 switcher to work at their Merehead Quarry, the 
switcher being much more powerful than British shunters.   
 
The loading gauge in Britain is much more restricted than in North America, making any locomotive 
design more challenging. Using the class 59 design as a starting point was ideal because the loading 
gauge problem was already solved. WC already had a history of purchasing EMD locomotives so the 
builder seemed the ideal candidate for the contract. The proposed design was very similar to the 59s, but 
with improvements such as a microprocessor control system, a similar power unit to the SD70 (although 
only 12 cylinder) and radial steering bogies - ideal for reducing rail wear that can occur on the tight curves 
of the network. 
 
Stunning the railway world, EWS placed an order for 250 of these new locomotives, at a cost of £375 
million (about $750 million CAD) in mid-1996. The locomotives were to be known as class 66 
(locomotives in the UK are grouped into classes to simplify the computerised classification system).  
 
The first arrived on British soil (No. 66001) in April 1998. 66001 was essentially the demonstrator. Once in 
the UK, 66001 was tested at Toton depot and at the Engineering Research Centre at Derby. 66002 was 
initially sent to the Transportation Technology Centre in Pueblo, Colorado for extensive testing; especially 
the radial steering bogie system. With the first two locomotives passing all tests, more 66s began arriving 
in the UK every month. 
 



The first Canadian connection to the class 66s is the most obvious. EMD built all of the new locomotives 
at their plant in London, Ontario – with power plants from LaGrange. Due the huge size of the order, 
some manufacturing was outsourced to various local businesses (such as cab construction), but the 
assembly and extensive testing took place at EMD London. Testing for the 66s was more complicated 
than most locomotives as each locomotive had two cabs, meaning that two sets of controls needed to be 
tested. Perhaps most appropriately for use in the UK, each locomotive was tested to be sure it was fully 
waterproof!  
 
As each batch of locomotives passed the rigorous EMD testing programme, they were shipped east in 
convoys on the Goderich and Exeter and Canadian National (CN) to Halifax, Montreal or Toronto for 
shipping across the Atlantic on one of Jumbo Shipping’s vessels. Apart from 66001, which arrived at 
Immingham Port in Lincolnshire, all 66s were unloaded at Newport Docks in Wales.  
 
EMD technicians were sent to the UK in case of any problems, but improvements in reliability and 
maintenance were immediately apparent as more 66s entered service. EWS locomotive reliability shot up 
to over 90% with the new 66s compared to 60%-70% with the old BR diesels. 
  
Freightliner, the only large part of BR rail freight not purchased by EWS, had its own problems with 
ageing motive power. It initially opted to refurbish 12 of the best class 47s by replacing the ageing Brush 
diesel-electric engines with new GM ones, these 12 locomotives were re-classified as class 57s.  
However, this project was delayed and once the EWS 66s began running, Freightliner was very 
impressed and ordered five 66s, built to slightly different specifications for their needs. So successful 
were the initial five that the Freightliner 66 fleet is now over 100 units. 
 
By now, the UK railfreight market was steadily growing as more and more operators entered the market. 
First Group (known in Canada for purchasing Laidlaw, now called First Student Canada), ordered class 
66s for their Great Britain Rail Freight (First GBRF) operations. Direct Rail Services (DRS) ordered 66s 
for its new intermodal business. 
 
The second Canadian connection was the 2001 acquisition of Wisconsin Central by (CN).  EWS was a 
British company, funded by WC.  Since WC was now part of CN, the company now had “Canadian” 
money behind it.  Various North American railway ideas have been tried, such as running longer trains 
with multiple locomotives.  In Britain, a long freight is 30-40 wagons long! Because most sidings in the UK 
are quite short, the practice of longer trains is still not commonplace. 
 
A decade after the initial order, class 66s could be found all over the network. So successful is this design 
that most older freight locomotives have being stored or scrapped. Nearly the entire fleet of 100 British-
built class 60s, less than ten years old, were stored as the 66 could do most of their work. Class 31 and 
33 locomotives have disappeared virtually altogether and the once popular workhorses 37s and 47s are 
now rare. Such homogeneity on the network has understandably annoyed rail enthusiasts, but for 
operators the class 66 has been invaluable.   
 
In the last few years, more new operators have begun to look at the class 66.  Jarvis FastLine ordered 5 
class 66s for their coal traffic operations. Late in 2008, CN sold EWS to DB Schenker, meaning that the 
UK’s largest rail freight company is now German! To date, only one 66 has been repainted into the 
Deutsche Bahn red. In 2009, Advenza Freight acquired four class 66s that were superfluous to DRS. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Today, the class 66 fleet in the UK totals around 450 locomotives, divided into various sub-classes. The 
basic design does not change. The class 66 is just over 70’ long and weighs about 130 tonnes. The 
subclasses use the basic 66 design with various modifications (such as headlights, gearing and top 
speed) to better suit the customer. The sub-classes are: 
 
66/0 – 66001-66250:  
The original batch ordered by EWS.  This initial design has a top speed of 75 mph and 3000 hp. 
 
66/3 – 66301-66305:  
Ordered by Jarvis FastLine for hauling coal. 
 
66/4 – 66411-66434:  
Ordered by DRS for their intermodal business. They are also sometimes found on nuclear flask transport 
trains.  
 
66/5 – 66501-66599:  
Ordered by Freightliner, mostly for their intermodal business. 
 
66/6 – 66601-66625:  
Ordered by Freightliner. A low-geared model with a slower top speed (65 mph), used for very heavy loads 
such as aggregate. 
 
66/7 – 66701-66732:  
Ordered by GBRF for their intermodal and coal businesses. These locomotives can also be seen on 
maintenance trains on the London Underground. 
 
66/8 – 66841-66844:  
Acquired from DRS by Advenza Freight for their scrap metal and gypsum trains. Numbering began in the 
840’s because 801-804 had already taken in the computer system by other stock. In October 2009, 
Advenza was dissolved and the 66s returned to the leasing company. Two of these units have now been 
leased by Colas, a company which picked up much of the traffic affected by the demise of Advenza.  The 
other two have been taken by GBRF. 
 
66/9 – 66951-66957:  
The latest 66s ordered by Freightliner.  These are low-emissions locomotives. 
 
Several class 66/5s currently operate in Poland for the Freightliner subsidiary Freightliner PL. Several 
66/0s have been modified to allow them to run in France for the DB Schenker subsidiary Euro Cargo Rail. 
To date, the only 66 disposal has been 66521, a write-off after the horrific Great Heck accident in 2001. 
 
Like in North America, operators sometimes lease locomotives to each other when traffic is heavy. First 
GBRF has leased former DRS 66s and DRS has leased locomotives from Freightliner in the past. 
  
The class 66s can be found in virtually every corner of Great Britain on freights, inspection trains, works 
trains, nuclear flask trains, the occasional passenger charter, rescuing failed passenger trains and the 
ever-popular Rail Head Treatment Trains (leaf removal). 
 
Clearly, the locomotives from London, Ontario have had a huge impact in the UK, all over Europe and 
now even Africa!  However, competition is on the horizon as Freightliner have started taking delivery of an 
order of 30 new locomotives from GE in the United States (these locomotives are now known as class 
70). This is GE’s first entry into the UK diesel market. With a more ergonomic cab and built-in air 
conditioning (a complaint on the 66s which do not have any), the class 70 may prove to be attractive to 



the industry. Clearly the sheer number of class 66s means they will be seen on the rails for decades to 
come, but their monopoly may not be as secure as it once was. 
 
Sources and Further Reading: 
 

 Anglia-GEN (http://finance.groups.yahoo.com/group/anglia-gen/) 

 “Class 66 – The First Decade”, The Railway Magazine, June 2008 

 “EWS – The First Ten Years (Part 1)”, The Railway Magazine, May 2006 

 “EWS – The First Ten Years (Part 2)”, The Railway Magazine, June 2006 

 “Freightliner – Ten Years in the Private Sector”, The Railway Magazine, July 2006 

 “The Class 66 Story”, CineRail DVD 

 Wikepedia 

 http://www.thejunction.org.uk/cl66.html 
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The class 66 pioneer, number 66001, was delivered to EWS in 1998.  A further 249 locomotives were 
delivered to the company, completing the first order.  Here, 66001 is seen at Cambridge with an 
intermodal service on 8 June 2006.  Note how the EWS livery is similar to that of Wisconsin Central. 
 



 
 
One of the more interesting jobs for the class 66s are the annual Rail Head Treatment Trains (RHTTs).  From 
October through December, RHTTs run all over the UK blasting the rails with an oil-coated sand to improve traction 
and prevent falling leaves from causing problems.  EWS 66s 66043 and 66070 are seen on train number 3S81 at 
Cambridge on 13 November 2008. 

 

 
 
In 2009, EWS was purchased by the German operator DB Schenker.  To date, only one class 66 has been painted 
into the DB livery, number 66152.  66152 is seen at Peterborough on 7 February 2009. 



 

 
The old and the new.  47370 sits at Ipswich waiting to be taken to the scrap yard, while 66532 is tested before its 
next assignment.  The 40-year-old class 47s once numbered over 500 units, but the reliability of the class 66s has 
made most of them obsolete.  Both locomotives were seen at Ipswich on 16 May 2009.  47370 was sent to the 
scrap heap less than two weeks after the photo was taken. 

 

 
First GBRF's original livery still graces 66713, named "Forest City" in honour of the city that built it: London, 
Ontario.  The locomotive was named by Anne Marie de Cicco, mayoress of London.  The locomotive was seen at 
Peterborough on 31 May 2008. 



 

 
First GBRF were awarded the maintenance contract to assist Metronet in maintaining the London Underground.  
66721 sports the First GBRF livery used on the locomotives initially ordered for the Metronet contract.  Since then, 
any First GBRF 66 can be seen on underground maintenance trains.  This 66 is far from London, on a ballast train 
at Ely on 23 August 2009. 

 

 
With relatively short freights being the norm in the UK, a triple-header is a rare sight.  Here, 66725, 66719 and 
66723, all in various First GBRF liveries are seen with an intermodal service at Ely on 11 October 2008. 



 

 
66726 (in the latest First GBRF livery) pulls an intermodal service through Ely, UK on 30 May 2009. 

 

 
One of the latest companies to use the class 66 in the UK is the now-defunct Advenza Freight.  They acquired 
three used locomotives from DRS in May 2009.  The locomotives, part of the new class 66/8 subclass, worked for 
Advenza until October 2009 when the company ceased to operate.  66841 is seen on train number 4L72, the West 
Burton to Tilbury fly-ash train as it passes through Cambridge on 3 June 2009. 



 

 
One of Freightliner's latest locomotives, from the class 66/9 subclass is seen at Ipswich on 16 May 2009.  This 
subclass are low-emissions locomotives with an extra door, visible part-way down the side of the locomotive. 

 

 
Two generations of Freightliner-liveried class 66 sit at the Freightliner stabling point at Ipswich on 16 May 2009.  
Note the different subclasses (66/9 next to 66/5) and the different types of headlights. 



 

 
 
No doubt where this locomotive was built.  Freightliner class 66 number 66956 proudly displays the manufacturer's 
label beside the cab door. 

 



 
One of the 66/4 subclass, this unidentified 66 in DRS livery sits on the freight avoiding line at York on 13 June 
2006. 

 

 
Class 66s make for an interesting sight in Canada too.  The units are shipped by rail to either Halifax, Toronto or 
Montreal to be sent across the Ocean.  Here, one of Jarvis Fastline's class 66s, number 66303, is seen en route to  
Toronto Harbour as it passes the VIA Rail TMC on 7 August 2008.  66303 was joined by 66s bound for 
France and Belgium. 
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Bearing a striking resemblance to the class 66, 59201 is in fact a class 59.  This photo demonstrates how similar 
the two types of locomotive are from the outside.  The 66 is, however, more powerful and about 15 years newer. 

 

 
 
DRS 66405 carries the livery of Malcolm logistics, in recognition of the contract between the two companies for 
freight haulage. 

 



 
 
DRS 66411 carries the very popular “Stobart Rail” livery to recognise the haulage contract between DRS and the 
road hauler Eddie Stobart.  Keeping with the tradition of Eddie Stobart trucks being named, 66411 has been named 
“Eddie the Engine”. 

 

 
 
Freightliner’s 66522 carries the hybrid Freightliner/Shanks livery in recognition of the contract between Freightliner 
and Shanks Waste Management. 

 



 
 
GBRf named 66705 'Golden Jubilee' on 20 June 2002 to mark the 50th anniversary of the Queen’s accession to 
the throne. The loco has a distinctive Union Flag on its side. 

 

 
 
Following the demise of Advenza Freight, two of their class 66/8 locomotives were acquired by Colas Rail (the 
company having taken over most of Advenza’s work).  Here 66841 is seen at the Eastleigh works having just been 
repainted into the Colas livery. 
 
 



 
 

 

Captions 
 
Captions to photos of the liveries that we could not find in our own collections: 

 
A photo of the unique Freightliner Bardon Aggregate livery, by Colin J. Marsden: 
http://cjm.fotopic.net/p40321647.html 66623 
 
A photo of the unique GBRF Medite livery, by Colin J. Marsden: 
http://cjm.fotopic.net/p44975719.html 66709 
 
A photo of one of the EWS (now DB Schenker) class 66 locomotives certified to work in France.  Note the 
slightly different livery and additional safety lettering.  Photo by Paul Bigland: 
http://paulbigland.fotopic.net/p35835895.html 
 
A photo of the competition for the class 66.  This is a photo of 70001, the first GE diesel in the UK, by 
Geoff Tibble. 
http://geoffsangliaphotos.fotopic.net/p62479166.html 
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