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Matlock Cable Tramway Company Limited 1893-1898
Matlock UDC 1898-1927

The Matlock cable tramway was first conceived by Job Smith after visiting San
Francisco in 1862, but it was not until 1890 that the idea became a reality when Sir
George Newnes, himself a native of Matlock Bath, decided to invest in the proposed
tramway.

Job Smith occasionally mentioned the idea in speeches and a report of one speech was
picked up by the engineer G. Croydon Marks who had designed the Lynton Cliff Railway
for Sir George Newnes. At a Local Board Meeting in July 1890 Mr. Smith, by then the
Board's Chairman, read out a letter he had received from Sir George Newnes, who had
been made aware of the proposal for a lift or cable tram between Matlock Bridge and
Matlock Bank by Mr. Marks. Sir George Newnes wrote that had instructed Mr. Marks
to survey the area and report back to him, after which the he would probably be
prepared to submit a scheme for approval.

A survey was arranged and once Sir George Newnes was satisfied he agreed to the
proposed tramway, but felt that local businesses should be involved and a limited
company was formed. Authorised by the Matlock Tramway Order of 1891, the plans
went the Board of Trade later in the year.
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Land had to be bought for the depot and a plot at the foot of the hill was considered,
but rejected because the River Derwent flooded from time to time and the flood water
would have been both dangerous and inconvenient. A site was chosen at the corner of
Rutland Street and Wellington Street and the depot and engine house built in local
stone. The complex included the depot, boiler house, engine house, repair shop, ladies'
cloakroom and waiting room. A single track was laid down the length of Rutland Street
and Bank Road, with pulleys and the 3" steel cable buried below the surface. The cable
went round a terminal or guiding wheels in Crown Square, hidden in a brick lined
inspection chamber under the road.

The tramway was built to convey passengers from the centre of Matlock and the
hydropathic hotels in Matlock Bank at a cost of around £20,000 all of which was
financed by Sir George Newnes himself. The tramway was reputed to be the steepest
in the world with a 1 in 5½ gradient. The tramcars had no power themselves but were
pulled along by a cable between the tracks. The mechanism that attached the tramcars
to the cable was lowered by the driver and gripped the cable, which moved continu-
ously at a speed of 5½ miles per hour, with the weight of the tram coming down the
gradient helping to pull the tram coming up.

Originally it had been proposed that the line would start at the railway station, but due
to its location and the associated risk of flooding the terminus was in Crown Square,
where a grand tram shelter was built.
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The depot was situated in Rutland Street, where the steam engine, which drove the
cable and pulled the trams 300 feet up Bank Road, was built. Bank Street was too
narrow for a double-track tramway so a passing place was constructed at the Gate Inn
where the two tramcars met.  A spare car was kept in the depot if needed.

The final Board of Trade inspection, by Major-General Hutchinson, took place on 1
March 1893 and the tramway, the only one of its kind in Europe, was officially opened
on 28th March 1893 by Mrs. Newnes.

The fleet consisted of three double-deck tramcars liveried in royal blue and white, with
open tops and external stairs to the upper deck, with seating for thirty one passengers
- thirteen inside and eighteen outside. It was reported that a fourth tramcar was
introduced - a single deck car designed for quiet periods with longitudinal seats. This
apparently caused some interesting mishaps for the passengers who slid along the
seats to the rear of the car on the way up and to the front on the way downhill! This
tramcar was apparently in operation for three years leading up to the First World War
but there are no known pictures of it.

By August 1893 the tramway had carried nearly 190,000 passengers. It was thought
that after the first year the novelty might have worn off, but in early 1895 the
company's second annual returns showed there was a steady flow of traffic using the
tram. The total number of passengers for the year ending December 1894 was
246,560 and the fares collected totalled £1027-6s-8d. The directors reported that
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there had been a trade depression in the manufacturing districts, plus unfavourable
weather during the previous summer, so excursion traffic had been disappointing
although residential traffic was well maintained.

The tramway was proving to be an asset for Matlock Bank businesses, and several
hydros began to include in their advertising the fact that trams passed by their
premises every ten minutes. The building trade was also profiting as land that had
previously been considered inaccessible was being opened up for building purposes.

26 Bye-Laws and Regulations had been passed for the Cable Tramway, including the
banning of smoking in the tramcars. Passengers were not allowed to play musical
instruments on board and people whose clothes might soil or damage the cushions
could not travel on the tram. Presumably this was to aimed at workers doing dirty jobs.
Neither drunkenness nor swearing were to be tolerated on board and offenders could
be asked to get out, especially if they were offensive to other passengers. Although
luggage could be transported, it had to be placed on the boarding platform beside the
driver.

Less than a year after the tramway had opened, in January 1894, the employees went
on strike. The trams did not run for a week following a mishap to one of the cars when
the wrong cable was gripped, causing a stoppage whilst it was put right. It was
reported that the management thought some of the staff had been careless but there
was then a misunderstanding regarding overtime pay so, after they'd repaired the
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damage, the men decided to leave the company. Mr Marks, the engineer, and Mr J.
Smith, managing director, met the men involved and the disputed points were settled.

In June 1898, Sir George Newnes bought out the other shareholders and decided to
transfer the ownership of the Matlock Cable Tramway Company Limited to the Council,
as a gift to his birthplace. Unfortunately, two years later the Council were finding its
upkeep to be rather a drain on their resources and it was proposed to stop the service.
A meeting of the Matlock Ratepayers' Association discussed the tramway's figures and
commented that since the Council had raised the fares to 2d per passenger up and 1d
down, all the year's expenditure was covered in eight month's takings, exclusive of
advertising receipts and ticket monies.

The Tramway started to lose money when cars, buses and lorries came into use. The
war years did not help the town's economy either. In 1920 the steam engines were
replaced by a modern suction gas plant but the losses were greater than the profit.
The cables needed replacing, on average about once a year, which was another reason
that made the enterprise economically unviable. So the pride of Matlock turned into a
bit of a millstone although the enterprise struggled on until 1927 when the Council
decided to take action.

The Council voted to close the tramway at a meeting on Monday 18 July 1927 by eight
votes to four and further decided that it should be replaced by a bus service. The
tramway service ended on Friday 23rd Sep 1927 when the cable broke; it was perhaps
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an appropriate ending but it was a week before the date the Council had set. The North
Western Road Car Company introduced a bus service to replace the trams on 1st
October 1927, however it was unable to make the journey up the hill and the company
had to find an alternative route to serve Matlock Bank.
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FLEET SUMMARY 1893-1927

This listing is in the format- Fleet No; Type; Trucks; Builder; Seating.

1893

1-3; Double-deck open-top bogie; Milnes; Milnes; 18/13

Withdrawn 1927.

c. 1915

4?; Single-deck bogie?; -  ;  - ;  -

Withdrawn c. 1918
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1893-built Milnes bogie car No. 2, seen here outside the Crown Hotel in Crown Square, Matlock. (LTHL
collection).
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Tram No. 3 making the climb up to Matlock Bank. (LTHL collection).
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The upper part of the tram shelter
remains in Hall Leys Park. The original
tram shelter can be seen in the illus-
tration on the cover.
(LTHL collection).
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