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BRIGHTON’S TRAMWAYS

By Ian Gledhill

Ian Gledhill first came across trams during his childhood visits to his Grandparents in
Blackpool and these encounters triggered a lifelong love for this mode of transport. He now
regularly drives trams at the Crich Tramway Museum in Derbyshire. Ilan conveyed his
enthusiasm in a talk that was both informative and highly entertaining. Indeed one member on
leaving after the meeting said that “I didn’t realise that trams could be such fun”.

Ian started by giving a brief account of how trams originated as a way of giving smoother travel
on early rough roads. Trams were invented in America and were defined as “rails in the street”.
The first tram (or streetcar) was developed by John Stephenson in 1832. This was the New
York and Harlem Railroad's Fourth Avenue Line which ran along the Bowery and Fourth
Avenue in New York City. Horses were used to haul the cars. In 1860 Birkenhead became the
first town in Britain (and Europe) to operate a street tramway, again using horses as the motive
power. This was built by George Francis Train, another American. When Train tried to follow
this up by laying lines on the top of roads in London, however, he was arrested and fined
because the rails above the surface of the road were considered to be an obstruction. Eventually
this problem was solved by sinking the rails in grooves, thus keeping the road surface smooth.
This was one of the provisions of the Tramways Act of 1870, an important step in the
development of urban transport in Britain.

The first attempt to introduce trams in Brighton was the Brighton and Shoreham Tramway
which started operating in 1884 using steam traction. It ran from Shoreham towards Brighton
but encountered a major obstacle in the shape of Hove. The residents of Hove were appalled
at the thought of a mode of transport that they considered irredeemably working class lowering
the tone of their area. The result was that the tramway was obliged to terminate at the edge of
Hove and consequently never reached Brighton.

Within Brighton itself there were horse drawn buses run by the forerunner of today’s Brighton
bus company, but horse drawn trams were considered impractical because of the hilly
topography of the town. Things changed when an electric tramway system became a viable
proposition following the invention of a spring loaded overhead trolley pole for collecting
electricity from overhead wires. In November of 1898 a Parliamentary bill was prepared
enabling Brighton Corporation to proceed with a tramway system and on 25" November 1901
the first tram route was inaugurated. This ran from ran from what was to become the main
central terminus at the Aquarium (Old Steine, outside Brighton Palace Pier) to Lewes Road, a
major route to the north-east. By 1904 the full system was complete. Owing to Brighton’s
steep and narrow roads a narrow gauge of three foot six inches instead of the more common
four foot eight and a half inches was adopted. One consequence of this decision was that the
Board of Trade decreed that the tram cars had to be open top because of the risk of higher
roofed cars of this gauge being blown over in the event of seaside gales.

The completed system comprised eight routes , each being given a different letter (rather than
a number) to aid identification. These were : Route B (Aquarium - Beaconsfield Road), Route
C (Seven Dials - Lower Rock Gardens), Route D (Aquarium - Ditchling Road), Route E
(Aquarium- Race Hill), Route L (Aquarium - Lewes Road), Route N (Aquarium- Dyke Road),
Route Q (Aquarium- Queen's Park) and Route S (Aquarium -Brighton station). lan gave us a
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fascinating photographic tour of each route and one was struck by the relative emptiness and
elegance of Brighton’s streets compared with those in today’s traffic congested city. He also
gave us some amusing vignettes of Brighton’s social history. For example in Dyke Road, one
of Brighton’s more select streets, it was unthinkable for a domestic servant to share the same
tram as her employer. If by chance both parties met at the same tram stop the first to arrive
would board the tram and the second would wait for the next tram to ensure that social
proprieties were observed.

The first thirty trams were manufactured in Birkenhead but from 1908 trams were built locally.
The locally built trams were famed for the quality of their workmanship and by 1927 all the
trams running on the system had been built in Brighton. The electric trams soon became
popular not least because they helped alleviate a major environmental problem of the time : the
massive deposits of horse manure on roads that resulted from horse transport. However, while
the Brighton system was going from strength to strength the Brighton and Shoreham
Tramway was running into difficulties. Steam operation had proved impractical and its
replacement by horses was not a success. In 1898 operations were taken over by The British
Electric Traction company but it was unable to agree on a strategy for electrification with the
relevant local authorities. Eventually the tramway closed in June 1913.

At their peak Brighton’s trams, of which around 80 were in service, carried 25 million
passengers per year. They were far cheaper than buses most fares being a mere 1d or 2d. Their
technology steadily improved. Initially there was a link between wheel size and attainable
speed but large wheels meant that the step to get onto the tram was inconveniently high. With
a modification in engine design it became possible for trams to have smaller wheels - and hence
lower steps - without compromising speed. Other refinements were the provision of a
windscreen to protect the driver and the redesign of the stairs to the upper deck to give the
driver improved visibility. The tram system also had an impressive safety record. During its
existence it had only one serious accident when a tram slid uncontrollably down a hill due to
slippery leaves on the line, crossed several road junctions and overturned. The only fatality was
an unfortunate passing cyclist.

However, despite the enhancements and its safety record, by the 1930s the tram system found
it increasingly difficult to compete. The open top design had become dated and in inclement
weather many passengers were reluctant to brave the upper deck. Motor buses and trolleybuses
had now evolved to an extent that they now offered better comfort, not least by having an
enclosed warm upper deck. Another factor was that by the mid-1930s Brighton had expanded
considerably and the cost of extending the tram system to serve the new suburbs was considered
to be too expensive. Consequently, in 1939, the decision was made to replace trams
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by trolleybuses and, later, motor buses. The last Brighton tram ran on 1% September 1939
just before the outbreak of World War II.

It is now recognised the wholesale abandonment in many towns and cities of electric non-
polluting (at the site of use) tram systems in favour of polluting cars and diesel buses was a
short sighted mistake and now the same cities and towns are introducing measures to limit car
use and exploring forms of non-polluting public transport. Some have even re-introduced trams
although, in most cases, creating a new tram system ab initio is prohibitively expensive. For
this reason, sadly, Brighton is very unlikely to see trams return to its streets. However, some
relics of the old tram system can still be seen. Distinctive timber shelters were built at many
stops in the early years of the network and several of these are either still standing in their
original positions or are preserved in museums. The former Brighton Corporation Tramways
depot in Lewes Road built in 1901 is now the Brighton Buses depot. Most significantly of all,
a tramcar has survived. Tram number 53 was the last tram built for the system in 1937 and,
after a mere two years in service, had languished in obscurity as a shed for many years before
a preservation society was established to restore it to its former glory. It is hoped that sometime
in the future it will run again, albeit on a limited section of track.

Arthur Dewar
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