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Wantage Tramway
The Wantage Tramway was a two-mile tram line running between Wantage and Wantage Road railway stations. It was operated by the Wantage Tramway Company between 1875 and 1945, after which it was closed down. By the time it closed the tramway had been running consistently (except for a short break during WWII) for 70 years.
The Wantage tramway is remarkable for being the first steam powered tram in the UK. In the summer of 1875 the company trialled a steam-powered carriage designed by the English engineer, John Grantham. The trial was a success and the steam-powered design entered circulation on the tramline in 1876; shortly after the line was converted entirely to steam traction.

Unusually, for a tram, the Wantage line carried both passengers and freight (although in separate trips and at different times). Tram locomotives were not commonly developed to be strong enough to carry cargo loads and so the tramway originally struggled to find the right engine for their line. However, after considering two possible locomotives the Wantage Tramway finally purchased “Jane” later rechristened “Shannon” (or No. 5) and the cargo route began to operate as planned. 
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“Shannon”
By 1900 the tramway was running and profitable. Trams ran regularly on weekdays, with an extra tram running on market days. Fares were divided into first and second class until 1889 after which a flat fare was introduced. 

	Single Fares
	1875 - 1888
	
	
	

	
	1st Class
	2nd Class
	
	1889
	1923

	Wantage to Grove Road
	4d
	3d
	
	2d
	3d

	Wantage to Oxford Lane
	6d
	4½d
	
	4d
	6d

	Wantage to Wantage Road
	9d
	6d
	
	6d
	9d


While more expensive than some other urban tram routes, luggage was carried for free and could be delivered within Wantage for a small charge. There was also a special “pick up and drop off” rate for those meeting friends off the train and reduced rates for children.

The First World War saw a decline in trade for the Wantage tramway. The war had a bad effect on trade and wage increases led to an increase in fares. A temporary closure of the flour mill (a regular business partner) also saw a loss of revenue and even at the end of the war the Wantage tramway struggled to recover. 
The sudden decrease in trade meant that many of the locomotives were in a state of disrepair by 1918. Rushing to replace and renovate their rolling stock the company unfortunately made bad investments in first; an unsuitable locomotive to replace “Shannon” which didn’t work on the line and later a series of expensive and ill-fitting repairs to “Shannon” itself which rendered it less useful than before. 
The tramway suffered a further financial blow in 1919 when the manager, W.A. Noble was found to have fled having swindled a large amount of money from the company. After a long period during which the company had no permanent manager he was eventually replaced by Joe Bullock, who specialised in freight and cargo. 
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The Old Tramway Offices 

Under Bullock’s management the company’s freight trade improved but the passenger trade continued to suffer. With the introduction of the G.W.R. omnibus in 1924 the directors finally took the decision to close the passenger side of the tramway altogether to cut losses. The tram’s final passenger run was met by cheering crowds there to celebrate the line’s history.

As a freight line the tramway saw an increase in profits but it quickly became clear that this came at the expense of locomotive and track repair. Derailments became a cause for concern.

The Second World War saw a temporary uptick in business due to a lack of petrol generally available. Unfortunately, the lorries used by American servicemen in the town ploughed mud up onto the tracks. This was time consuming to fix and ultimately forced the line to close between 1943 and 1944. By this time the track and locomotives, which had never been properly repaired after the First World War, were in a worse state of repair than ever before. Deciding to retire “Shannon” the Wantage Urban council raised money for the locomotive to be preserved and displayed. Unfortunately, however it took over 20 years for “Shannon” to find a permanent home, eventually moving to Didcot and being added to the growing collection of locomotives there. “Shannon” can still be seen on display at the Didcot Railway Centre.

With their rolling stock beyond repair and no money to purchase new locomotives the Wantage Tramway Company had no way to recover. By 1946 the directors had no choice but to recommend for the liquidation of the company. Shortly after, the track began to be dismantled and the Wantage Tramway was gone for good.
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Trams on the Wantage Tramway c. 1900
