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JOHN KEAVEY AND LEEDS TRAMS 

WRM And each little borough in the West Riding would have its own trams, wouldn’t it? 

JK Yes, when I say the tram was perhaps triumphant in the ‘30s, I must remember of 

course that it had been very much developed.  A lot of the small towns had lost their 

trams by then.  If you take Leeds for example you could up to the ‘30s travel by tram 

from Leeds right through to Wakefield, by joint tramway undertaking.  You could 

travel by tram from Leeds to Bradford.  You had to change at Stanningley.  They did 

at one time have arrangements there whereby the gauge of the tram bogie was altered 

(the Bradford gauge was different to Leeds) and they had that working before the 

Great War.  But technically it was never too successful, and it was easier to make the 

passengers get out at Stanningley bottom and then go and join the Bradford tram.  

And throughout the West Riding you had a very close network of tramways.  From 

Bradford for example, I think from memory you could get through to both Halifax 

and Huddersfield.  There had to be a change of trams, but you could get through to 

both those towns.  There was a system along the heavy woollen main valleys, where 

were Dewsbury and Batley, and there is quite a lot of recorded evidence, quite a few 

books published and photographs available.  The tram did revolutionise life for the 

working classes.  I mean, if you go back to the middle and second parts of the 

nineteenth century a man had to live within a few minutes walking distance of his 

work, otherwise how could he get there?  There were no buses or trams, not even 

bicycles in those days, and the tram car obviously was a great social tool. 

WRM Then it was inexpensive, wasn’t it, and there were enough of them. 
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JK It was relatively inexpensive, yes.  My own recollections of trams of course go back 

to 1926.  I can remember vaguely ‘The Great Strike’ and volunteers running the 

trams in Leeds and having stones thrown at them.  But it’s interesting to look back on 

say the fares.  A little habit of mine in the 1930s when I lived on the outskirts of 

Leeds at Dewsbury Road and our nearest public library was about a mile and a half 

away nearby where my grandparents lived, and it was one of the family customs of 

those days that we all went down on Saturday to change our library books and then 

went along to the grandparents for a ‘natter’ for want of a better word.  And being I 

suppose a youngster I went ahead of my parents and was given a penny to enable me 

to use the tram from Dewsbury Road to the library.  Well, I found that if I set off 

running I could get down to the library pretty nearly as quickly as the tram and it 

saved me a penny.  And at about that time, when I was I suppose about eleven or 

twelve at the time, I was on tuppence or thruppence a week pocket money and I 

happened to see a Bartholemew’s ‘Half-inch’ map in a shop window and it was of 

Wharfedale.  And I bought that map by running for twelve weeks in succession or 

fifteen weeks in succession every Saturday morning from the top of Dewsbury Road 

to the bottom.  I had to run otherwise the tram would have beaten me, and I would 

have had to admit to my parents that I wasn’t spending the penny on the tram.  I used 

it for the map.  And it led to other ideas did that because I went to St. Michael’s 

College at the time, the Jesuit College which was on Hyde Park Road in Leeds, and 

to get across there meant either one through tram or two changes of tram in the 

morning.  But in the morning of course I went with my father so he paid my tram 

fare, but coming back at night I was given my tram fare which was three ha’pence: a 

ha’penny to get from Bellamy Road to Leeds to the Town Hall, and a penny from 

Briggate up Dewsbury Road.  And a few of us who lived in that 
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part of the town found that if we got out of college quickly at the first bell and ran 

like fury down Kendal Lane, past the front of the Infirmary to the Town Hall and 

across to Duncan Street, we could be there for about five past four when the first of 

the peak hour relief trams came out.  Now in the ‘30s, most of Leeds’s trams were 

covered in both top and bottom and it gave you all weather shelter.  But some of the 

old chariots that they brought out for rush hours had what we called open balcony 

fronts, and it was an unwritten law which no schoolboy dared disobey that if you 

travelled on these relief trams you sat out at the front: no matter what the weather 

was you had to go to the front and sit there.  We all used to dash for this particular 

tram, catch it at Dyson’s and set off home.  [Sound of tea things arriving and tea 

being poured] And by doing that we saved the ha’penny tram fare and used to sit in 

solitary state come hail or shine at the front of the tram.  Well, I was the unfortunate 

because I was the last out: I lived the furthest up Dewsbury Road.  And there was 

many, many a day I had terrific struggles of conscience, because by then I was cold 

and wet and I wanted to go inside but I daren’t because there was always the risk that 

somebody up Dewsbury Road might spot me and it might get back.  (‘Oh, he 

chickened out; he went inside at Cross Flatts Park.’)  So I used to have to sit out there 

and stick it.  And those trams lasted actually through to the early war years. 

 


