Tramways in Handsworth 

Public transport services, which are taken so much for granted today, as part of the pattern of urban life, were unknown little more than a century ago. Regular long distance mail and passenger coaches were well established, but one travelled only if one must. 

Handsworth was self-sufficient and was separated from Birmingham and West Bromwich by open country. However there was enough demand for Mr. W. Doughty to set up a horse-bus service in the summer of 1834 from the Beehive Inn near Handsworth to the White Horse, Steelhouse Lane, Birmingham. This was only 2 months after the first established service in Birmingham. 

In 1836, the Birmingham Omnibus Conveyance Co., began services to West Bromwich, extended later to Wolverhampton and Dudley. 


These early horse-bus services operated, between public houses as, being "short stage carriages" they were not allowed to stand on the streets. 

Wrighteon & Webb's Directory 1846 lists the "Handsworth Omnibus through Hunter's Lane from the Rose and Punch Bowl, Bull Street, Birmingham, to the Frighted Horse and New Inns seven times daily." 

In the 1850's, William Mayner, both father and son, were running services in Handsworth and Lozells on the same routes in opposition to each other. These local services, operated by individuals apparently sufficed, and not until 1869 did the Birmingham Omnibus Co. appear with office and waiting-room at 53, High Street, serving Handsworth among other places. 
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A local event in 1872 was the opening of the tram route from Hockley Brook to West Bromwich and Dudley Port. This inaugurated by the Birmingham & District Tramways Co. Ltd., was extended into Birmingham in 1873. Financially the tramway was not a success, probably due to the competition from the existing omnibuses, so that within four years a new company had taken over both services and W. Mayner became the manager. There was a line down Villa Road to Villa Cross with a depot in Lozells Road. Birmingham and the Black Country were later to see the largest network of narrow-gauge tramways in the country (3' 6" gauge), but the two original horse tramways were laid to the standard 4' 8½" gauge. In Handsworth as in Birmingham. the local authority was the owner of the tracks and the Company a lessee operator. 


In 1876 the tramway beyond the New Inns was abandoned owing to financial difficulties. Mechanical traction was developed during the 1880's and steam tram routes were opened by the Birmingham Central Tramways Co. Ltd., including one to Perry Barr, from the Old Square, Birmingham. 

In 1883, South Staffs Steam Tramways Co. Ltd. operated steam trams through West Bromwich to meet existing horse drawn trams from Birmingham at the New Inns, Handsworth. In 1885 it was decided to reconstruct the Handsworth tramway to the 316 gauge using cable traction rather than steam. A large winding depot was built in Whitmore Street, Hockley with two steam winding engines for the two cables, Hockley - Colmore Row, and Hockley - New Inns. The cars, open-top vehicles on two four-wheel bogies with the drivers' platforms un-canopied started running in 1888. The cars gripped the moving cable which ran in a slot between the running rails, and was controlled by means of a lever on the platform, the cable running at a speed of 9 m.p.h. Some single-deck bogie cars with open sides and cross-bench "toast-rack" seating were quite unsuited to the route and were transferred to the Kinver Light Railway. At the New Inns the cable trams connected with the South Staffordshire steam trams. (From "Handsworth Magazine" 1899, "Uniform 1d fare introduced on Cable Route. Colmore Row to New Inns for ld. service of one car every 11 minutes). 
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