[image: image1.jpg]acid accumulators beneath the passenger seats (there were no Health and Safety rules at that time).

Although never satisfactory, and despite frequent proposals to install overhead wires, the poten-
tially lethal battery-electric cars continued to run on the Bristol Road for a further ten years ten
years, largely because the City Council would not agree to overhead wires.

The 1890s - Horse bus services
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1897 - 1901: Conduit or Overhead?

In 1896 various independent bus companies were merged to form the Birmingham & District
Omnibus Co, while the City of Birmingham Tramways Co Ltd. (CoBT) was formed by Ross and
Mackenzie, directors of the Toronto and Montreal tramways respectively, to take over the
Birmingham Central Tramway Company, inject some badly needed capital and, in their words,
“wake things up a bit". The new company offered to reconstruct and electrify existing steam
routes and build new electric lines in return for a 21 year lease, rather than the existing leases
which were mainly due to expire in 1906. The Council formally approved the offer (after an
amendment in favour of full municipalisation was defeated by 33 votes to 23) in July 1986 and
the company sought to obtain the necessary parliamentary powers.

From 1897 the CoBT was locked in dispute with City Council, who insisted on the expensive
and technically problematical underground conduit system rather than straightforward overhead
wires, although the South Staffordshire Tramways Company had successfully opened its own pio-
neer line between Wednesbury and Walsall on 1 January 1893. By 1900 the company finally won
agreement to erect wires on the Bristol Road route. with the proviso that the Council would pur-
chase the company on the expiry of its lease in 1911. Birmingham’s first overhead electric tram
service was opened on 14 May 1901 along the Bristol Road. From then onwards the future of the
overhead wire system was assured.

1896 - 1902: Enter the British Electric Traction Co Ltd

In 1896 the high-powered British Electric Traction Co Ltd, had been set up to acquire private
tramway systems with a view to electrifying them, and soon entered negotiations with the local
authorities, while buying up bus and tram operators. The first purchase was the bankrupt
Birmingham & District Omnibus Co., which it reorganised, renamed Birmingham General
Omnibus Company, and re-equipped with new buses which were painted red - the very first
“Midland Red” buses, albeit horse-drawn. Over the next five years all tramway operators in
Birmingham and the Black Country were taken over by the BET, starting with the South Staffs
Company in 1897and finishing with the City of Birmingham Tramways Company in June 1902.
The following year the BET enlarged the scope of the existing Birmingham & Midland Tramways
Company by transferring to it the capital of all the BET-held companies in the area, although they
kept their old names. The governing body was known as the Birmingham and Midland Tramways
Joint Committee, although it was in effect a single company.

1903 - Origin of the “Midland Red”

While by this time there was only one horse tram route (Albert Street - Nechells), about 100
horse buses formerly operated by the BET-owned Birmingham General Omnibus Company had
been taken over by the CoBT Company on routes where the trams did not reach. An independent
company, the Birmingham Motor Express Company was formed privately in 1903 and described
at the time by Commercial Motor as “the first attempt at a regular public service of motor vehi-
cles worthy of the name”, pre-dating any London companies. The company was registered on 26
November 1904 as the Birmingham & Midland Motor Omnibus Company Ltd., with some fund-
ing from the BET. In order to compete with the new upstart, the CoBT acquired four motor buses
for its Harborne routes. The operation was not successful, and the BET took complete control on
1 June 1905, transferring 100 or so horse buses and 1000 horses to it from the CoBT company. A
new depot was built at Bearwood in 1906. he motor buses were not reliable, and maintenance of
the motor buses proved uneconomic, even after new vehicles were obtained in 1906, and they
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