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6.1  Manchester Victoria to Bury: an historical trip on Metrolink
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Aims: A journey on the modern Metrolink tram to study the origins and development of this former suburban commuter 
railway line.
Starting point: Victoria Station, Metrolink platform A.
Estimated time: 1 hour (return tram trip).
Advice: Avoid rush hours.
Further Information:
Marshall J, The Lancashire & Yorkshire Railway, David & Charles, Newton Abbot, 3 volumes, 1969-72 (esp. Volume 2)
Metrolink: www.metrolink.co.uk
Heaton Park: www.manchester.gov.uk/leisure/parks/heaton.htm
East Lancashire Railway: www.east-lancs-rly.co.uk

Maps: For detailed historic maps the Godfrey Edition 25-inch OS maps are excellent: 88.09 Bury, 95.04 Radcliffe, 96.05 
Whitefield, 96.09 Prestwich, 96.10 Heaton Park, 96.14 Broughton Park & Crumpsall, 104.03 Harpurhey, 104.06 Manchester 
NW, 104.07 Manchester NE.  These are available from www.alangodfreymaps.co.uk.  First edition 25-inch maps of the 
whole line, c. 1890, can be seen on CD, available from Digital Archives Association, 3 Cedarways, Appleton, Warrington, 
WA4 5EW. (Lancashire Disk 2, £20 plus postage).  For modern maps most of the line is on OS Pathfinder maps 712 and 
713, and all of it on OS Explorer map 277.
Date of last revision: March 2007.

History of the line
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries commun-
ications between Manchester and Bury improved steadily. 
The first turnpike (toll-road) was Bury Old Road, begun in 
1755, running via Crumpsall to Besses, and from there to 
both Bury and Radcliffe. The Manchester Bolton & Bury 
Canal was open from Salford to Bury in 1797, permitting 
heavy and bulky goods to be transported more easily. Bury 
New Road was built in 1826, taking the direct Roman line 
from Manchester to Besses.

The first railway line to link Manchester and Bury 
was the East Lancashire Railway line, via Clifton Junction 
and Radcliffe, which was opened (through to Rawtenstall) 
in 1846, and later continued to Accrington and Bacup. 
However, this line did not serve the newly growing suburbs 
of Cheetham Hill, Crumpsall, Heaton Park, Prestwich and 
Whitefield along Bury New Road and Bury Old Road. The 
Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway obtained an Act for a new 
line from Manchester to join the earlier line at Radcliffe in 
1872. It took the company two years to acquire the land, and 
construction began in 1876 at a projected cost of £293,500. 
The length of the line was just less than 10 miles (16km). 
Two expensive sections were the Heaton Park tunnel and the 
Whitefield cutting. Two loops were built at Radcliffe to allow 
trains to go through to Bolton and from Bolton to Bury. 

Passenger trains began operation in 1879. Originally 
the line had only five intermediate stations: Crumpsall, 
Heaton Park, Prestwich, Whitefield and Radcliffe; the other 
three (Woodlands Road, Bowker Vale and Besses o’ th’ Barn) 
were added later. The first mile of the line was completely 
re-routed in 1905 when the Collyhurst tunnel was opened, 
which brought the Bury trains into the former bay platforms 
close to the present Metrolink platforms. Before this the 
trains had used platforms at the far side of the station, where 
the Manchester Evening News Arena now stands.  A map 
of the Manchester-Bury lines in 1916 is on page 4.

The arrival of electric trams in the early years of 
the twentieth century prompted the railway to consider 
electrifying some of its lines. It had already electrified the 
Liverpool-Southport and Bury-Holcombe Brook lines, and 
in 1916 this line was converted to electric operation. The 
power was generated at Clifton Junction, and supplied to 
the line by substations at Victoria and Radcliffe. The trains 
ran on 1,200 volts direct current, which was picked up by 
side contact on a third rail. Because of the high voltage the 
third rail was encased in jarrah, a durable timber which 
does not burn easily. The new trains were a great success, 
and passenger journeys increased from 1.9M in 1907 to 
2.5M in 1916. The line experienced the usual problem of 




