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Working conditions for the horses themselves must have been cruelly hard on the buses and
especially the trams, with heavy loads, steep hills and little resting time. A horse on the trams had
an average working life of 4 years, after which it was fit only for the knocker’s yard. As a result
there was much public concern about the treatment of horses, and some pressure to look for a
mechanical substitute. Among the early pioneers was John Downes, of the “Red Lion”, Soho
Road, Handsworth who, in 1873, took out a patent for “improvements in locomotive and station-
ary steam engines®, and in 1875 had a steam tram locomotive built by Henry Hughes of
Loughborough. After display outside the pub it was put on the tram tracks and towed to the West
Bromwich depot at Tildasley Street, and demonstrated within West Bromwich in early 1876.
Although not well received locally, the Hughes tram locomotives were supplied to Bristol, Govan,
Swansea, Wantage and Lille, and the factory in Loughborough was greatly enlarged in 1878 to
build steam trams and passenger cars. On 2 July 1880 a trial run in a horse car conveying town
councillors and company directors was hauled by a Hughes steam loco from the company offices
in Colmore Row to the “Bournbrook Hotel”. However the company decided to continue with
horse traction.
As with the original horse tram service, the first move for steam trams came from the Black
Country, when the South Staffordshire and Birmingham District Steam Tramways Co Ltd was
formed in 1882, and started to operate a new service from Handsworth, “New Inns” to West
Bromwich, Wednesbury and Darlaston in 16 July 1883, and Dudley in in the following year.
Unlike the previous generation of tramways, which used the standard railway track gauge of 4ft
8-1/2in (1435 mm), this time a narrower gauge of 3ft 6in (1076mm) was adopted, partly because
of the narrow streets, partly because sharper curves could be negotiated and, more importantly
because it was favoured by thy Board of Trade.

1882 - Steam takes over in Birmingham

The first working steam tramway ran mainly outside the town. The Birmingham and Aston
Tramways Co Ltd (B&AT) opened a service between Wition in the Parish of Aston Manor and the
Old Square via Aston Cross on 26 December 1882. The Birmingham boundary was on the Aston
Road just north of Aston Brook Street, The depot and adjoining coke yard at Witton was leased
from the Local Board of Aston Manor, which became an Urban District and a Borough in 1903.

The depot and all the street tracks outside Birmingham were owned by the Borough of Aston
Manor, but leased to the B&AT. Part of the original proposals was a loop round the Lower
Grounds, from Aston Church along Trinity Road, Bevington Road and Witton Lane, which was
opened for occasional service for special events in 1884,

In 1883 two new companies were set up - the Birmingham Central Tramways Co Ltd, to oper-
ate steam trams in suburbs to the north and south of the town, while the Birmingham & Midland
Tramways Co Ltd was to operate steam trams to Dudley via Dudley Road, Smethwick and
Oldbury. For its part, Birmingham Corporation was generally willing and already had the powers
to build the tracks and lease them to the companies. Outside Birmingham, the South Staffordshire
and Birmingham District Steam Tramways Co Ltd opened a steam tram service from Handsworth

New Inns” to West Bromwich and Darlaston on 16 July 1884, operating a half-hourly service
with ten tram engines and 28 double-deck trailers. A network of steam tramways was soon to
develop over the Black Country, linking Smethwick, West Bromwich and Walsall with
Wolverhampton, Dudley, Kingswinford and Stourbridge.

By 1884 things were happening in Birmingham - The Birmingham Tramways and Omnibus Co
Ltd applied in 1884 for parliamentary powers to lay tramways in Alma Street, Guest Street,
Summer Lane and Villa Street, while the Council applied for powers to reconstruct the existing
tramways to 3t 6in gauge without specifying the means of traction.

‘The Birmingham Central Tramways Company opened its first tram route on 11 November 1884
from Albert Street to Nechells Park Road / Needham Street via Curzon Street and Bloomsbury





