[image: image1.jpg]were running from Birmingham to the “Fountain*, Dudley and the “Pack Horse", Wolverhampton.

Showell’s Commercial Directory for 1837 showed horse bus routes operated by the Midland
Omnibus Company to Wolverhampton (6 daily), Dudley (11 daily), West Bromwich (19 daily),
Stourbridge (2 daily). Edgbaston (6 daily, 5 Sundays).

The Birmingham Omnibus Conveyance Company operated services to Handsworth and West
Bromwich (13 daily), Great Bridge and Dudley (2 daily), Brierley Hill and Sturbridge (2 daily),
‘Wednesbury, Bilston and Wolverhampton (2 daily), Sutton (2 daily) and Bristol Road (8 daily, 4
Sundays). Other proprietors offered less frequent services to Aldridge, Atherstone, Bewdley,
Bromsgrove, Coleshill, Dudley, Leamington, Solihull, Stourbridge, Studley and Tamworth.

As the town continued to grow, Birmingham received its Charter of Incorporation as a Municipal
Borough in 1838. By 1846 local horse bus services were operating to Moseley (6 daily, 4 Sundays),
Spon Lane, Sedgwick (3 daily), Harborne (5 daily, 4 Sundays), Edgbaston (6 daily), Bristol Road
(6 daily, 2 Sundays), “New Inns”, Handsworth via Hunters Road (7 daily).

The early growth of the transport network is summarised in Map |

Map 1: Horse bus routes up to 1853 (based on Jenson)

By 1869 Birmingham's population had risen to nearly 300 000 within the town boundaries, or
400 000 including the neighbouring parishes, and there were 20 horse buses in service on 15 routes,
operated by different proprietors. Wlliam and Daniel Busby had set up a large horse bus compa-
ny in Liverpool, and in May 1869 they proposed “an immediate attempt to introduce into
Birmingham, the Liverpool system of quick and frequent journeys at low fares”. The following
month their new company, the Birmingham Omnibus Company, opened five new routes to
Moseley, Bristol Road (Pebble Mill Lane), Hagley Road (Norfolk Road), Villa Cross and Aston
Park, running at 30-minute intervals using ten horse buses of a new design based on French prac-
tice. Competition between rival operators was fierce, but demand was so great that there was room
for all. In November 1869 the Busby Brothers also proposed horse tramways to Handsworth,
Witton, Kings Heath and Edgbaston (Bristol Road), of which more below.

1871 - Horse trams

As early as 1860, an American named George Francis Train, who had already opened a horse
tramway in Birkenhead and was trying to do o in London, visited Birmingham and entered into
an agreement with the authorities to build and operate a horse tramway from New Street to Five
‘Ways, but nothing came of the Birmingham proposal, and he returned to the USA in 1862.

In those days Birmingham was a very progressive borough and by 1861, its leaders obtained par-
liamentary powers under the latest Birmingham Improvement Act to build tramways, although it
formally rescinded the agreement with Train in 1862 after he left the country. But traffic demand
increased with the dramatic growth of work and population. Over the next few years, local politi-
cians were eager for new tramway proposals. Various proposals were made and deals were done,
but it was not until 1870 that three firm schemes were considered, Among the active promoters
were the Busby brothers, whose new horse bus business was doing well. The Tramways Act 1870
simplified the procedure for promoting, authorising and regulating tramways, and the day after it
came into force two Local Acts received Royal Assent - the Birmingham Suburban Tramways Act
1870 (for various tramways within Birmingham, which would be built by the Borough and leased
to the operating company) and the Birmingham and Staffordshire Tramways Act 1870 (which
would be built by the company to the local authorities” satisfaction) for a line from Hockley Brook
through Handsworth and West Bromwich to Great Bridge and Hill Top.

From these fledgling companies, the Birmingham and District Tramways Co. Ltd was formed
in 1871, to take over and implement the tramway proposals, as well as taking over the business of
the Birmingham Omnibus Company. In November 1871 the company started to build the horse-
drawn line from the Birmingham boundary at Hockley Brook through Handsworth and West
Bromwich to Great Bridge and Hill Top, which was opened on 20 May 1872. To satisfy the Board
of Trade, all the first horse tramways were built to the standard railway gauge of 4ft 8-1/2in. (1435
mm), unlike later tramways in Birmingham and the Black Country, which had a track gauge of 3t
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