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ALTRINCHAM GAS WORKS

Street tramways were positively fas
cinating -  the sight of a steam lo
comotive slowly making its way 

along a public highway was something 
rather special. There were several well- 
known tramways -  the Weymouth Har
bour line and the Wisbech & Upwell are 
just two representatives of the ‘main line’ 
faction, while the Aberdeen gas works line 
is one random example of an ‘industrial’ 
street tramway. One perhaps lesser known 
industrial street tramway was the one op
erated by the Altrincham Gas Company in 
Cheshire. Although the tramway was in 
use for just over sixty years, it was locomo
tive worked for only fourteen years. The
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accompanying photographs of steam loco
motives at work between the station goods 
yard and the gas works are, therefore, all 
the more interesting.

The locality
Prior to the 1840s, Altrincham — a busy 
market town which dated to the late 13th 
century — suffered from a similar afflic
tion to that of many other towns, namely 
very inadequate public lighting. This was

provided by oil lamps. However, in 1844 
the proprietor of the Unicorn Hotel in 
Altrincham’s historic Market Place in
stalled a small gas manufacturing plant 
behind his premises to supply the newly

erected lamps in front of the hotel which 
adjoined the town hall. Such was the suc
cess of this prominent venture that, in 
March 1846, the Altrincham Gas Company 
was formed to take over the existing plant
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Left. The Altrincham gas works Sentinel runs light along Moss Lane on its return 
from the station yard to the gas works; two lads on push-bikes seem to have adopted 
the role of outriders. Behind the young cyclists, the rails diverge to the right on the 
approach to the station yard. What a wonderful roadside scene of the 1950s -  the 
date is actually August 1957, and a Jackson’s Motor Tours coach is parked by the 
roadside (Jackson’s garage is just out of view on the left), while a Morris 8 (or is it 
a ‘10’?) comes down the slope past the Bridge Inn. The pub is marked (‘P.H.’) on the 
accompanying Ordnance Survey map.

Below. A similar viewpoint to our earlier picture, but this time with the little Peckett 
0-4-0ST hauling a rake of three coal wagons from the station yard to the gas works. 
The date is February 1955, and so the locomotive, despite seeming as if it were from 
another age, is actually less than twelve years old. The man walking along the 
pavement on the right is the gas works shunter, unable to get a lift on the footplate 
and, seemingly, not under an obligation to walk in front of the train with a red flag.

and to develop the scheme further. The lo
cal demand for gas rapidly grew, and so 
the gas company built a new gas works to 
the east of the town at Hale Moss. This 
was formally opened on 29 May 1847.

Altrincham gained a place on the na
tion’s railway map on 20 July 1849 when 
the M anchester, South Junction & 
Altrincham Railway (MSJ&A) opened its 
line to Bowdon through Altrincham. A line 
was built from the original Altrincham 
station to Northwich in 1862 by the Chesh
ire Midland Railway; this line was later 
extended to Chester (Northgate), and the 
company became part of the Cheshire 
Lines Com m ittee. In April 1881 
Altrincham and Bowdon stations were re
place by a single entity situated about 
midway between them; the new station 
was named, logically enough, Altrincham
& Bowdon. It remained thus until 6 May 
1974 when it was retitled, more simply, 
Altrincham. The MSJ&A line from Man
chester was electrified at 1,500 volts dc in 
1931; this system was replaced in 1971 by 
one of 25kv ac. The station goods yard was 
the responsibility of the MSJ&A; the yard

remained in use for public goods traffic 
until 8 October 1966.

Tramway traffic
Altrincham gas works was situated a lit
tle over !4-mile to the east of the railway 
station. In the very early days of the gas 
company the coal supplies are likely to 
have come from the South Lancashire pits 
by canal but, with the arrival of the rail
way in 1849, it was possible to obtain the 
most suitable coal for gas making, even if 
it had to come from farther afield. From 
the station goods yard, the coal was con
veyed by horse-drawn wagons along the 
streets to the gas works. The route between 
the station yard and the gas works was 
partly along what was, in effect, little more 
than a rough bridleway (later known as 
Moss Lane); although unsuited in some 
ways to the transportation of coal, at least 
there were no significant gradients to con
tend with.

In Altrincham the popularity of gas con
tinued to increase and, to meet the grow
ing demand which had been created largely 
by the building of a number of factories in
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This reduction from the 25-inch Ordnance Survey map o f 1936/37 clearly shows the street tramway running from the gas works, along Moss Lane, to the station yard. At the 
gas works, the tracks fan out around the site to the retort house and other areas. At the station end o f the tramway the demarcation was a little involved -  the land alongside 
the depository was owned by the gas company (later the gas board); beyond there the land belonged to the railway but the tracks were the responsibility o f  the gas company. 
The gas company’s authority ended just before the two sidings became one (on the east side o f  the station yard), and so there was no legitimate means by which gas works 
locomotives could run from  one siding to another in the station yard. The locations seen in our photographs can be easily identified on the map. CROWN COPYRIGHT
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the area, during 1892 the gas company 
j promoted a Bill to increase its capital. This 
I was the prelude to, not only the enlarge- 
! ment of the gas production facilities but 
j also, in order to improve coal deliveries, 

the construction of a street tramway from 
the station goods yard, along Moss Lane,

to the gas works. The tramway was neces
sarily horse-worked, the Altrincham Gas 
Act of 1893 stipulating that ‘...all car
riages, trucks or other vehicles used on the 
tramway and (construction) works shall be 
moved by animal power only’. But, even 
with this restriction, a horse-worked tram

way was considered to be a far better op
tion than no tramway at all. Indeed, when 
the construction work was about to com
mence the local newspaper trumpeted that 
‘...the existing rude and rough track across 
the muddy Moss... ’ was to be replaced by a 
‘...wide and convenient road’. This, and

The gas works’ Peckett poses at the entrance to the station goods yard in February 1955. As an aid to getting one’s bearings, 
the building behind is the one marked on the accompanying OS map as a depository. The nearer of the two tracks inset in the 
cobbles is the passing loop, more of which anon. Unfortunately we do not know the identities of the men -  presumably two of 
them worked with the locomotive (one driver, one shunter).

The grand entrance to Altrincham gas works, sometime in 1955. The Sentinel, with a couple of wagons in tow, is seen away by 
the shunter. As with all other photographs we have seen, the front of the Sentinel -  i.e. the cab, not the ‘bonnet’ -  is facing 
towards the station yard. The huge gas holder behind the office building is actually the smaller of the two holders.
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The railway yard at Altrincham station, August 1957. The station is clearly visible in the background; the sidings in the mid
distance (running left to right) are BR property, but the sidings on the right belong to the gas board. The gas works Sentinel 
is undertaking a spot of rope shunting -  the hawser can just be seen between the locomotive’s draw-hook and the farther of 
the two wagons.

The Peckett at work in the station sidings, February 1955. Note the cobbles between the rails.
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It is September 1956 and, after leaving the gas works site, the Peckett and its rake of empty wagons commence their journey 
along Moss Lane. The prefabs, being post-war additions (obviously!), are not shown on the accompanying 1936/37 Ordnance 
Survey map.

adjacent roads, when built, were very soon 
lined with terraced housing.

At the gas works, the tramway track 
extended around the site to serve the re
tort house and other key points within the 
site. Notable landmarks at any gas works 
were the gas holders; at Altrincham, two 
were eventually built, one with a capacity 
of 900,000 cu.ft and the other 500,000 cu.ft.

In 1919, after further extensions to the 
gas works had been completed, more than

20,000 tons of coal was used during the 
course of the year. By 1933, the figure had 
risen to over 32,000 tons. By this time the 
company had considerably extended its 
area of supply to include Baguley, Bowdon, 
Dunham Massey, Hale and Timperley, as 
well as Altrincham. But despite the on
going increase in production — and the cor
responding increase in coal supplies -  the 
tramway remained horse worked until the 
early 1930s.

As far as can be determined, the first 
non-equine motive power was seen in 1933 
when the gas company converted a steam 
road wagon to a tractor and used it to haul 
the railway wagons along the tramway. 
This increase in muscle-power enabled the 
company to make more effective use of the 
tramway. The road vehicle in question had 
been acquired in 1924; it was a 6-ton ‘Su
per Sentinel Steam Road Waggon’, regis
tration number MB5792. The vehicle and 
its matching trailer (Sentinel W/Nos. 5479 
and 5480 respectively) had been supplied 
with drop-side flat-platform bodywork; 
both were fitted with Sentinel-built remov
able rectangular tanks for the transporta
tion of tar — a by product of gas production.

Locomotive power
In May 1943, after ten years of steam trac
tor haulage, a steam railway locomotive 
was acquired to work the tramway and 
shunt the gas works sidings. This locomo
tive was purchased new from Peckett & 
Sons of Bristol. As Peckett’s W/No.2034, 
it was a ‘Yorktown’ type 0-4-0ST with 7in x 
12in outside cylinders, and 2ft diameter 
wheels. It was painted green and, during 
its time at the gas works, the name of one 
o f the com pany directors, ARTHUR 
E.POTTS, was painted on the saddle 
tanks. Although locomotives operating 
along street tramways elsewhere were 
usually fitted with motion guards (‘skirts’), 
Altrincham’s little Peckett had no such 
appendages.

Despite the arrival of the Peckett loco
motive, the converted Sentinel tractor was 
initially retained; indeed, the last road

A fine portrait of the Peckett, showing the name ARTHUR E.POTTS painted on the 
tank. The date is September 1956, and the location is the entrance to the sidings at 
the station yard; part of the run-round loop is in the foreground.
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ALTRINCHAM GAS WORKS
Statistics for selected years

Coal
used
(tons)

Miles
of

gas
main

Public
lamps

Gas
made

(000,000
cu.ft.)

Number
of

customers
1880 ? ? ? ? • 2,000
1908 ? ? 1,415 196 6,205
1909 ? ? 1,484 199 6,299
1910 ? ? 1,509 200 6,529
1911 ? ? 1,560 207 6,689
1912 ? ? 1,677 206 6,870
1913 ? ? 1,612 217 7,140
1914 ? ? 1,634 225 7,275
1915 ? ? 1,634 230 7,531
1916 ? ? 1,634 215 9

1917 ? ? 1,634 239 7,600
1918 ? ? 1,637 ? 7,720
1919 20,042 60 1,640 237 7,549
1920 24,382 60 1,660 284 7,600
1921 20,904 61 1,670 286 7,655
1922 20,608 61 ? 306 7,765
1923 21,771 62 1,693 311 8,236
1924 23,805 65 1,728 331 8,526
1925 24,487 66 1,760 337 8,756
1926 24,081 67 1,787 339 9,030
1927 27,127 68 ? 393 9,848
1928 27,744 70 1,870 422 10,279
1929 29,524 77 1,900 456 10,998
1930 30,111 80 1,960 458 11,702
1931 31,164 83 2,220 451 12,255
1932 32,400 85 2,300 467 13,043
1933 32,355 93 2,327 498 14,347
1934 32.424 98 2,354 530 15,514
1935 33,272 101 2,446 562 16,245
1936 35,535 102 ? 599 16,841
1937 36.821 105 2,546 608 17,422
1938 37,294 108 2,600 ? 17,819
Manager: 1910 -  J.E.Lamb; 1925 -  H R.S.Williams; 1940 -  F.A.West.
Secretary: 1910 -  F.R.B.Lindsell; 1920 -  E.Gibbons; 1930 -  A.H.Robson.

On an unspecified date in 1955, the Sentinel 
stands just inside the gas works gate. Moss Lane 
runs left to right in the distance.

fund licence obtained by the gas company saw the vehi
cle through until the end of 1945. In 1947 a second rail
way locomotive was acquired. Built by Sentinel of 
Shrewsbury, this was a 4-wheel vertical boiler engine, 
W/No.9375. This type of engine, with enclosed cylin
ders and chain drive to the leading axle, was eminently 
suited to gas works duties. Coke dust, which prolifer
ated in gas works, always seemed to be attracted to the 
motion and other moving parts of conventional locomo
tives, and when mixed with oil the effect was far from 
satisfactory. The Sentinel was painted green but never 
carried a name or number during its time at Altrincham.

The gas company had its own sidings in Altrincham 
station’s goods yard. These sidings were the limit of 
authority for the gas works locomotives — they were not 
permitted to run on LMS/BR metals in the yard. With 
no run-round facility being available for the gas com
pany locomotives at the station end of the sidings, and 
only a short loop on one line at the entrance to the yard, 
it was sometimes difficult to shunt wagons to the re
quired position. The solution — which is seen in two of 
the accompanying photographs — was to use a hawser, 
attached to the gas works locomotive. The principal traf
fic on the tramway was, inevitably, coal for the gas works, 
but there is photographic evidence of the occasional 
goods van being brought in. Unfortunately, the contents 
of the vans were not noted.

Later years
As part of the Government’s nationalisation pro
gramme, private gas companies and the operations of 
municipal gas suppliers were transferred into the own-
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ership of twelve regional gas boards on 1 
May 1949. The Altrincham Gas Company 
was one of 104 organisations absorbed by 
the North Western Gas Board, which duly 
took over the responsibility for the gas 
works in Moss Lane and the offices and 
gas showroom in Cross Street, Altrincham.

The steam locomotives continued to 
operate along the tramway in their same 
liveries, but this came to an end after only 
eight years of state ownership. Gas 
manufacture ceased at Altrincham on 26 
June 1957, and rail traffic formally came 
to an end in the following December. The 
Peckett locomotive was transferred to the 
Board’s new gas works at White Lund near 
Morecambe, where it remained until 1963. 
The Sentinel moved to Bradford Road gas 
works Manchester, working as No.3 in the 
fleet until withdrawn in 1961.

At Altrincham, the track within the gas 
works was dismantled in April 1958 and 
the street tramway along Moss Lane was

also removed. However, this was not quite 
the end for the Altrincham gas works site, 
as the North West Gas Board subsequently 
built a new headquarters office there. This 
opened in 1965, taking in staff who had 
previously worked in various buildings 
around Manchester city centre. The new 
building was named Welman House after 
Mr.D.P.Welman, the chairman of the Board 
from 1950 to 1964.

The Altrincham gas works and Welman 
House site is about to be redeveloped, but 
the prefabs shown in the accompanying 
photograph still stand proudly along Moss 
Lane and, indeed, have had various im
provements carried out in recent years.
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information for this article. Thanks also to 
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Society), Anita Witten (Institution of Gas En
gineers) and Bob Darvill (Industrial Rail
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erence has been made to Bygone Altrincham 
by Chas Nickson, to An Album of Sentinel 
W orks Photographs by A.R. and 
J.L. Thomas, and also to publications of the 
Industrial Railway Society.

Below. Another wonderful roadside scene 
from August 1957. The Sentinel has just 
left the gas works and is proceeding  
along Moss Lane; the road diverging off 
left in the mid-distance is Mayor’s Road. 
Apart from a solitary bicycle, there is 
only one road vehicle in view -  a Bed
ford 15cwt van; the editor asks whether 
the front bumpers continuously rattled 
on all Bedford 15cwt vans, or was it only 
on the ones he had the misfortune to 
drive? What a contrast to this day and 
age when there is a continuous line of 
cars parked on both sides of Moss Lane 
and all adjacent roads throughout the 
day. But that’s a knock-on effect of mod
ern commuting for you!

The Sentinel under
takes a spot of rope 
shunting at the en
trance to the station 
yard in August 1957. 
The passing loop is 
clearly identified on 
the OS map; some 
time prior to 1949 
there was a proposal 
to lay two additional 
lines at the entrance 
to the yard -  they  
would have been on 
the left of the lines 
seen here, and their 
construction would 
have necessitated the 
demolition of the ‘out 
house’ seen near the 
telegraph pole in the 
distance.


