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1731 - The first stage carriages

Over 250 years, Birmingham has seen almost every mode of public transport, on water, road and
rail and in the air, propelled by horse, steam, cable, electricity and internal combustion, diesel and
jet engine. In the first 100 years, Birmingham was not big enough to need any internal transport but,
as the town grew in size, importance and wealth, demand for links with the capital and other cen-
tres grew.

‘The first commercial stage carriage service to Birmingham was advertised as early as 1731 from
London via Warwick, Banbury and Aylesbury. The journey took two and a half days, and the serv-
ice ran every week, “Performed if God permit by Nicholas Rothwell*, Speeds improved as roads
were improved and traffic grew. The opening of canals from 1769 enabled heavy goods to be moved
cheaply and safely, but journey speed were not high because of the number of locks which had to
be negotiated in the hilly West Midlands, quite apart from the difficulty of controlling horses at any
speed while steering a boat along a very narrow canal.. As a result passenger traffic did not devel-
op to any extent on canals, although there was a regular service to Wolverhampton back until the
railways came.

Even in the 17th century, the number of coaches in London was a serious problem, and severe
restrictions were imposed against stopping in the street to load or waiting for business. A sensible
solution was to use inn yards, where stabling for the horses, and accommodation and food for pas-
sengers was readily available, and it became common practice for coaches (both long- and short-
distance, but also for freight wagons) to start and finish their journeys in inn yards. In old
Birmingham it was not so simple because there were not enough pub yards. The first Royal Mail
coach ran to Birmingham in 1783 and by 1800 there were seven daily services, to London, Bristol,
Coventry, Lichfield, Walsall and Shrewsbury. In 1803, two coaches were allowed to wait in the
street outside the “Rose” in Bull Street, two by Warren’s Auction Rooms in the High Street, four by
the Free School in New Street (near today’s Rotunda), two by the “Rose” in Paradise Street, one by
the “Mitre” in Newhall Street and one by the “White Hart” in Deritend.

1775 - Hackney carriages

Although it was not really until the early 19th century that Birmingham was large enough to have
much call for public transport within the town, although there was one hackney coach (the horse-
drawn forerunner of the taxi) in use as early as 1775, and by 1819 there were 30 offering o take
people or goods (o a destination of the passenger's choosing. Meanwhile the horse-bus, which ran
on a fixed route at fixed times, had been introduced - in Paris in 1819 (where a rival company first
used the word ‘omnibus’ to point out that they were for everybody) and in London by George
Shillibeer in 1829.

1833 - Long-distance steam carriages

By 1833 steam-powered buses were running in London, and a prototype drove through from
Oxford to Birmingham on September 1, 1833. The London and Birmingham Steam Carriage
Company was set up in the same year, but no one could produce a steam carriage capable of run-
ning that distance on the road, and the company was finally wound up in 1837. The number of
coaches continued to grow until the railways reached Birmingham from Newton, Lancs (for
Birkenhead and Liverpool), in 1837 and London in 1838, In the next four years railways were built
to Gloucester (1840) Derby and Manchester (1842), and long distance coaches soon lost their
importance.
1834 - The first horse buses

On 15 May 1834 the "Birmingham Advertiser” reported that “An omnibus has commenced run-
ning for the first time in this town, on [last] Monday se'night. Its route is from the ‘Swan’, Snow
Hill through the town by the way of Bull Street, High Street, Worcester Street, Smallbrook Street
and along the Bristol Road as far as the first turnpike gate. It performs four journeys to and fro in
the course of the day”. The single fare was 6d for the whole journey - too much for most people.
Nevertheless two other operators started a few weeks later, running from Steelhouse Lane to the
Plough and Harrow*, Edsbaston and the Beehive. Handsworth. By the end of 1834 horse buses





