
THE FIRST MONARCHS OF THE RICHMOND ROADS 

by Fred Windsor 

My earliest experience of Richmond's public transport system was distinctly unpromising. It 
was in 1918 , when I was four years old. In those days there stood in the Kew Road, a few 
yards south of Shaftesbury Road, the long disused depot of the horse tram service that had 
formerly operated between St. John's Church and Kew Bridge. (The depot later became a fIre 
station, and it now houses the art annexe of the Adult and Community College.) Then two 
lines of track set into cobbles curved out from the old depot across the pavement, and it was 
into one of these tramlines that on one occasion the wheels of my pushchair became caught. I 
was shot out head fIrst, the chair having folded up in the process. At that particular moment 
Dr. Goldney, our family doctor, was passing by. According to my mother, who used to tell 
the tale against herself, his comments were pretty strong. The long term effect on me, 
however, seems to have been to inculcate a lifelong devotion to the great trams and buses that 
dominated the streets of Richmond for the first three decades of this century. 

The Richmond-Kew Bridge Horse Tram at the Kew Road Tram Depot 



THE TRAMS 

Sadly I was born too late to see the Kew Road trams in action, as this little line was abandoned 
in 1912. My father used to tell of how in the early days of the tram service the cars had been 
hauled by a single horse, but on some occasions, such as a summer Sunday or a Bank 
Holiday, larger cars drawn by two horses were put in use having been brought over Kew 
Bridge from the Brentford side. This must have played havoc with the road surface on the 
bridge. In later years the cars all seem to have been hauled by two horses. My sister, who 
was some eleven years older than I, told me of going to school in Kew on the trams. The fare 
was a halfpenny, and on boarding the vehicle you put the fare into a glazed box. The driver 
counted the passengers who had just got on against the coinage in the box, and if all was in 
order pulled a lever which allowed to money to drop into a box beneath, and the journey 
continued. 

This route was inaugurated in 1883, Richmond being far in advance of most of the local 
authorities in having such a service. However, that was as far as Richmond was prepared to 
go. It never accepted the next development in public transport - Electric Trams. The first 
electric trams in the London area were introduced by London United Tramways in 1901 on 
their line from Kew Bridge to Shepherd's Bush. (Some delay in the inauguration was 
experienced, because the Kew Observatory authorities thought that 'earth return' on the 
electricity supply through the track would affect their instruments.) 

In 1898 LUT proposed to extend the Electric Tramway system from Brentford over Kew 
Bridge and along Sandycombe Road and Manor Road to Richmond Park Gate and thence to 
Kingston and Hampton Court. Tremendous, and ultimately effective, opposition was raised 
against the idea of trams running up and over Richmond Hill, although it was admitted that 
those who would have used the vehicles for getting to work were pretty much in favour of the 
scheme. Instead, in 1902 LUT opened an Electric Tramway system from Richmond Bridge to 
Twickenham; it was then extended to Hampton Court and Kingston. The Richmond Bridge 
tenninus was a short distance from the bridge approach in Richmond Road. The cars on this 
route were blue and white at the start, but in the 1920s I remember the cars being repainted 
with red side panels and white upper and lower works. They looked very smart. 

In 1923 plans were made to convert the Richmond Bridgeffwickenham tramline to Trolley 
B3 working, with 'Trackless Trams' developed by Trackless Cars of Leeds. The Trolley 
B .es were to have turned in quiet roads near Richmond Bridge, but this idea not surprisingly 
:-:- ught about so much opposition that it was dropped, and the tram route to Twickenham was 
..c:"  abandoned in 1924, the service being taken over by buses. 



/  

An Electric Tram at Richmond Bridge Terminus, opposite the Gaiety Cinema 

THE BONESHAKERS 

The earliest buses in Richmond were of course horse drawn, and it was not until 1905 that the 
New London & Suburban Co. fIrst introduced motor buses on to their Richmond - Surbiton 
route, and at the same time extended the route to Kew Bridge. Soon there was a service to 
Surbiton from Richmond Station, on the present 65 route, at twenty minute intervals between, 
9.30 am and 9.10 pm. The fare to the Dysart Arms was 2d, and that to Kingston Market 5d. 

There were also services, run by various companies, to Surbiton via Twickenham, to 
Isleworth, to Putney, and to Hampton Court. Richmond residents in those days were more 
fortunate than we were in the 1920s and 1930s, as buses ran up to the Star and Garter about 
every hour. Indeed for some reason it was not until after the Second World War that a service 
to the top of the Hill was reinstated. 

In the early days, experiments with many types of vehicles were carried out. Most of 
these were petrol driven, but one type which proved most satisfactory was the petro-electric 
vehicle which later was to be developed and extensively used by the Tilling Company right up 
into the 1930s. A feature of this vehicle was its smooth running, since traction was by electric 
motor supplied by the petrol-driven generator. Other makes of early vehicles included 
Bussings, Strakers and DeDion. To help with maintenance the London General Omnibus Co. 
based various makes in specific depots, and Mortlake garage became the home of the DeDions. 



Of course the petrol engine was then still very much in its infancy, and there were those 
who considered that steam power was the answer. Foremost amongst these was Thomas 
Clarkson. He built a fleet of paraffm-fuelled steam buses in a handsome white livery, entitled 
NationaL Locally they ran on a route from Peckham to Petersham. Passengers liked them 
because of their smooth and relatively silent running However in 1913 the route became part 
of the London General Omnibus Co.'s sphere of influence, and the National steamers 
disappeared from the streets at the end of 1919, to be replaced by General motorbuses. I can 
remember travelling on them to Putney in what must have been their last years. 

Throughout these early days there were many separate operating companies, many 
failures and many amalgamations. Perhaps the most important was the absorption in 1908 of 
Vanguard, which then had a fleet of some 390 buses, by the London General Omnibus Co., 
which ran about 240. The new company pushed ahead in the search for improved vehicles, 
undoubtedly with the idea of producing some kind of standard. Thus it was that in 1909 the X 
type was built to the design of its chief engineer, Mr Frank Searle. This had seating for sixteen 
downstairs, and eighteen on top. It was followed by an improved version, the B type (see 
picture on front cover), which was to be a familiar sight on the Richmond streets up to the 
1920s. (In the First World War, which brought to a stop any further bus development, some 
1300 B type buses were sent to France as troop carriers, many of which never came back.) 

The B type bus body bore a strong resemblance to its ancestor the horse bus. On the 
lower deck sixteen passengers sat facing each other, eight a side or vo padded seats which 
ran from front to rear of the saloon. For some years a fare board wa . attached to the centre of 
the front bulkhead. To attract the driver's attention in order to stop the bus, a cord was looped 
along the ceiling and attached to a mechanically operated bell close to the driver's ear. 
Apparently the constant clanging of this instrument was more than most drivers could bear, 
because I never rode on a bus that had not had something inserted into the mechanism - by the 
driver, I imagine - which reduced the bell's 'ding' to aloud 'click'. 

On the upper deck eighteen passengers could be accommodated on wooden slatted 
transverse seats for two. To the back of each seat a waterproof tarpaulin was attached. In wet 
weather these could be brought over the knees to give some protection, or across the 
unoccupied seats in order to keep them reasonably dry. To ring the driver's bell from the top 
deck there was a large brass knob at the top of the stairs bearing the legend 'Strike once only'. 

Collecting the fares on the top deck on a cold winter's night was pretty miserable for the 
conductor, and it is small wonder that he made every effort to deter us small boys from getting 
up there on such occasions. Rain or shine, that's where we wanted to be, and a spot of rain 
didn't put us off -after all there was always the tarpaulin to get under. 



The K Type Bus of the General Bus Co. by the King's Head, Twickenham 

Despite the fact that the ride on these solid-tyred vehicles was pretty bumpy to say the 
least, bus trips, particularly on Summer Sundays, were a popular pastime. At times we would 
as a family take day trips to places like Chertsey or Windsor and the bus journey would take up 
quite a bit of the time, as the speed was unlikely to exceed 12 mph. On one occasion we had 
gone to Windsor, probably on a Bank Holiday, changing buses at Hounslow. A great many 
other people had had the same idea, so that when we returned in the late afternoon to the bus 
terminal we were somewhat staggered by the size of the crowd gathered there who also wanted 
to make the trip horne. As each bus came along there was a mad rush for it with much pushing 
and shoving, since there were no queues in those days and it was really a case of every man for 
himself, and never mind about women and children first. After several buses had come and 
gone and many of the first arrivals in the crowd had still not managed to get on one, tempers 
were beginning to run a little high. Eventually several men exerted some kind of order and a 
queue was organised - it must have one the first bus queues ever. But this kind of chaotic 
behaviour at bus stops was pretty general right up to the Second Wodd War. 

1919 saw the arrival of a new type of London General bus on the streets, the K type 
which was to supersede the B model. For the first time the bodywork design lost its similarity 
to that of the horse buses. The driver now sat alongside the engine instead of behind it. The 
whole body was squared off below the waist with the rear wheels in arches within the width of 



the body. This eventually allowed for transverse seating in the lower saloon, although some of 
the early models perpetuated the B type's longitudinal seating. A year later a larger version of 
the K was put on the road, namely the S type. It had fifty-four seats but, with the exception of 
being a little longer, it was in most respects similar to the K. All these types still had solid 
tyres. An experiment was tried with a windscreen in front of the upper deck of an S, but this 
idea does not seem to have been adopted for general use. 

1922 was an important year in the development of London's buses. Following upon a 
shortage of buses after the First World War, production was picking up, and at the time anyone 
who could get a bus licensed could run it Some of the one-man operations were started by ex-
servicemen with their gratuities. A certain amount of chaos ensued, but there were also 
significant advances. 

On August 5th Mr AG.Partridge put the fIrst of his Chocolate Express Omnibus Co. 
vehicles on to route 11 in London. Soon afterwards this new company's buses appeared in 
Richmond on route 33 to Hampton Court, and their immaculate brown and cream livery would 
remain a familiar sight in Richmond for the next ten years. Other similar private bus companies 
shortly became established and soon the streets became enlivened with their varied liveries and 
names. None of the buses was particularly comfortable to ride upon, as they all had solid 
tyres, but most of the Independents' buses were built on Dennis or Leyland chassis, and the 
General's K and S types were no match for them as far as speed was concerned. 

The most popular routes with the Independents were the 33, 37 and 73, coming into 
Richmond on the Upper Richmond Road, although a few did run on the 27 and 291 routes on 
the Kew Road. The largest operator on the latter was the Cambrian Co. with its green buses 
mostly on Straker-Squire chassis. They were very fast vehicles and you always knew when 
one was coming from the high pitched scream from the gearbox. Unfortunately concentration 
on this make was the company's undoing, as there was difficulty over obtaining spares. 

By the end of 1924 there were over 100 different Independent Bus Companies in the 
Greater London Area, some with just a couple of buses, and others with sizable fleets. 
Amongst those in the Richmond area, in addition to the Express and the Cambrian, were the 
Premier, Westminster, City, Birch, Pickup, Claremont, Golden Arrow, Cleveland, Chadwell, 
BBP, and the rather strangely named Shanghai. People generally welcomed the Independents 
and I can remember the commuters at the Sheen Road/Church Road bus stop would let the 
General buses go by and wait for one of the 'Pirates', which would probably get them to 
London quicker and often in more comfort. Of course, in the early days there were a few 
'Cowboys' , often one-man concerns, who at a moment's notice would alter or curtail a journey 



much to the dismay of the passengers, but they soon went out of business. This is not to say 
that all one-man concerns were like this. Many indeed gave good service right up to 1933. 

In 1923 the General Co. introduced an entirely new bus, the NS type. Originally this 52-
seat model was fitted with an open-top body and solid tyres, but in 1925 the upper deck was 
given a covered top, and by 1928 it had pneumatic tyres. Later, when the licensing authorities 
allowed it, it added a windscreen for the driver. It was not a very elegant vehicle, and even in 
its final state didn't come up to the superior buses of the Independents, who started to convert 
their vehicles from solid tyres to pneumatics at the same time, now that the authorities accepted 
such tyres. However, the NS type did have one very important feature, which bus designers 
might do well to follow today. It had a low centre of gravity which allowed for a low entry 
step, much appreciated by those with rheumaticky joints, or with small children or shopping 
bags. 

In 1929 the General Co. introduced another model, the LT, with seats for sixty. In later 
years there were a number of of variations to the body, notably the fitting of an enclosed 
staircase. The flank wall of the earlier enclosed staircases was covered with a large mirror, but 
this feature was shortly discarded as some of the lady passengers caused an amount of 
congestion whilst they adjusted their hats and 'hairdos'! 

___ .. s 
 _._- _--.- _.. .. -.-.- - _.-

The General Co.'s NS Type 



An Independent Bus outside the Queen's Head, Richmond, in 1929 

In 1929 Mr. Partridge was once again to be a pioneer, when he placed in service with his 
Chocolate Express Co. the fITst of the truly excellent Leyland TD types. This was indeed a 
luxury vehicle, a type that was to taken up by many of the other operators, and never matched 
let alone bettered by anything the General Co. were able to put on the road. I remember my 
first sighting of this bus. I had been out for a Sunday afternoon walk with a friend, and as 
usual the buses were pouring through the town, when we saw this new vehicle travelling up 
Hill Street en route to Hampton Court. It was such an impressive looking bus in its 
immaculate brown and cream livery that people just stopped and stared at it. When I got home 
I told my sister and, as a Sunday evening ride to Hampton Court was often one of our 
activities, we thought we would take a walk up the town later and see whether we could get a 
ride on this new bus. We were being a trifle optimistic since, although we didn't know it, 
there was only one such bus running that day. However, we were in luck: as we turned up 
Hill Street, the vehicle passed us and 'running like the wind' we caught up with it at the Talbot 
Kinema bus stop. It really was luxury travel, with some fifty-two upholstered spring back 
seats, fancy lighting fittings, even a clock. We rode to Hampton Court, stayed on the bus and 
returned to Hammersmith. The power of the Leyland Tiger engine was well demonstrated by 
the way we tore up the Richmond approach from St. Margaret's. Our return home from 
Hammersmith, on one of the General's boneshakers, was something of a comedown. 



THE CHARABANGS 

Day trips to the seaside and other places further afield were provided by the motor coaches (or 
chars-a-bancs as they were originally called). The favourite starting place for these day trips 
was alongside the fence in the Kew Road overlooking the New Station, adjacent to the present 
Railway Station. (The New Station was the name given to the District and North London 
Railway's Terminal, to distinguish it from the London and South Western Station which at that 
time was situated on the other (west) side of the Kew Road, by the bridge.) 

Sundays were the most popular days at the time for trips to the coast, and early morning 
would find at least two 'charabangs' here with boards propped against them inviting folk to 
take a day trip to Brighton for '5/- return'. Brighton and Worthing were the most usual 
destinations, being the nearest resorts; for it has to be remembered that the vehicles of that time 
were relatively slow travellers compared with those of today. Starting from Richmond Station 
at 9am, and with a stop en route at probably Crawley or Handcross, we would reach Brighton 
somewhere between 12.30 and 1 pm. 

The vehicles in the early days were of open type, with seats for five across the body, and 
with a door to each row in the side of the body. Sometimes there were doors on both ends of 
the rows, and sometimes on the 'near side' only. If it rained, a large folding canvas hood 
could be drawn over the whole vehicle. Some coaches were also fitted on these occasions with 
celluloid side screens to give further protection. Later models had the seats arranged in pairs, 
with a centre gangway and an entry door at one end. Although still with the folding hood the 
later models had wind-up glass windows. 

Chars-a-banc by Richmond Station in the 1920s 



The major operator of these in Richmond was Joseph Mears, whose company also owned 
a chain of cinemas in the neighbourhood and a large fleet of steamboats on the River. The 
colour scheme of his early coaches was a light tan, and on the external rear panels each vehicle 
had a name displayed such as 'Royalty'. Other coaches bore similar exotic names. Later this 
practice was discontinued and the owner's name was displayed instead. The Vineyard Motor 
Co. also operated motor coaches in Richmond, but it had fewer vehicles than Mears. 

Today, when so many people have cars, the novelty of a day trip to the sea has largely 
worn off, yet what a treat it was for us in those carless days to be told by our parents early on a 
Sunday morning: 'Look sharp, and get ready as we are going down to the station to see if there 
are any seats left on the charabang for Brighton.' My, what excitement, and how enjoyable the 
leisurely run in the open vehicle on a fme day through the more or less unpolluted countryside! 

On one occasion my parents decided that they wanted to pay a first time visit to Southend. 
We went all the way to London, through the City and down through the East End, there being 
no by-passes in those days. It was a trip I never forgot - chiefly I think because I got seated 
next to the driver, who, if his loud remarks were anything to go by, was apparently under the 
impression that all other road users that day were mad. 

Two other operators of motor coaches in the nearby district were Fountain Coaches of 
Twickenham and Sheenway at East Sheen. I travelled on the latter coaches on several 
occasions in the early 1930s on the annual outing of Barnes Council office staff, our one 
Saturday morning off a year. In those days there must have been no restrictions on the hours 
the drivers worked since we usually started from the Derby Arms in the Upper Richmond Road 
at 9 am, and it could be well after 11 pm before we arrived back, having spent the evening at 
some inn in the heart of Sussex. 

However, by then the great days of bus travel were drawing to an end. The coaches of 
Mears and the other operators diminished in number then disappeared, and after the formation 
of the London Passenger Transport Board in 1933 the service buses adopted a standard livery 
and standard types of vehicle. There is now, of course, once again a measure of free enterprise 
in the provision of public transport services, but sadly bus travelling is unlikely to regain the 
liveliness and spice of the fITst three decades of this century with all those varied liveries and 
types of vehicles provided by so many companies in competition. 

An extended version of this article is lodged in Richmond Local Studies Library, under the title 
'Buses & Trams in Richmond' . 


