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Introduction

The twenty-first century has been characterised as a period in which new forms of mobility both produce and change societies (Thrift, 1996; Urry, 2000). Low-cost airlines, widespread car ownership and new mobile communications allow people to travel further, more quickly and more frequently and enable transactions that previously required face to face contact to be undertaken at a distance or even on the move. These processes of time-space compression and time space convergence (Pred, 1973; Harvey, 1989; 1990; Thrift, 1990; Gregory, 1994), it is argued, are producing new challenges at both the societal and individual levels as people, organisations and governments adjust to the consequences of a new mobility  (Cairncross, 1997; Adams, 1999; Urry, 2000). This paper does not challenge these arguments, but it does suggest that few of these processes are new. Every generation has had to cope with new forms of transport technology, and to negotiate the impacts of new mobilities on society. 

This paper focuses on intra-urban mobility: the most common form of everyday mobility for most people. It is argued, first, that over the past century or so there has been frequent change in everyday mobility in cities both through the introduction of new transport technologies, and through the spread of existing technologies to new sectors of the population. In any urban population, there is thus a constant process of appraising and changing mobility options. Second, it is argued that despite new forms of transport, individual mobility aspirations have changed little since the late-nineteenth century with most people seeking to achieve the same goals within the constraints imposed upon them. These themes are illustrated through a series of case studies of intra-urban mobility in British cities from the 1880s to the present. Data are drawn from three main sources: individual diaries; oral history interviews and archival evidence. Details of the sources and methods used to collect data are given elsewhere and are not repeated in this paper (Pooley and Turnbull, 2000a, 2000b; Pooley, Turnbull and Adams, 2004). However, together, the sources provide significant insights into mobility in the past, and allow assessment of the ways in which new transport technologies have affected individuals and societies over the last century.

Changing mobility experiences

It is easy to demonstrate the extent to which travelling in cities has changed since the late nineteenth century. The journey to work is probably the most common form of everyday mobility for most adults, and data relating mainly to the cities of London, Manchester and Glasgow illustrate the trend. Whereas in the 1890s some 59% of all journeys to work were undertaken on foot by the 1990s barely 8% of commuters walked to work. Travel by bicycle peaked in the 1940s when it accounted for almost 20% of journeys to work, but had fallen to only 6% in the 1990s; travel by tram accounted for some 16% of commuting journeys in the period 1890-1920, but was negligible after 1960; travel by bus peaked at around 23% of all commuting trips in the 1940s and ‘50s, but had dropped to 10% in the 1990s and, of course, commuting by car increased from zero in the late-nineteenth century to 16% of commuting trips in the 1950s and over 52% in the 1990s (Pooley and Turnbull, 2000a). All travel modes were also differentiated by gender with women more likely than men to walk and use buses or trams in all time periods, whilst both cycling and car use were dominated by men (Table 1). Throughout the last century commuters and other urban travellers have been faced with new transport technologies (the bicycle, tram, trolley bus, motor bus, car) and have had to make decisions about whether and how to incorporate new transport opportunities into their daily travel patterns.

Although the modes of transport available to urban travellers have changed substantially over time, it can be suggested that the decision-making process that has structured transport choice has changed relatively little. Whilst the changes in transport technology outlined above can be characterised as a transition from mobility forms that were not only relatively slow but which also required a degree of communal travel and exposure to the environment (walking, trams, buses) to those (principally the private car) that are individualised, independent of others and provide personal space largely immune from external influences, it can be suggested that the reality is much more complex. Oral evidence from the 1930s and ‘40s suggests that few people walked to work by choice, but did so to save money or when other transport was not available.

· I soon decided to get up a bit earlier and walk because … I was paying … half a crown for tram fares, and I thought I can’t even save up to go home. So I started walking to work and walking back. (R16, Manchester, Female, 1930s)

· Well, again, I think I’ve probably had to walk home in snow or thick fog or something like that, but it wasn’t from choice. ((R37, Glasgow, Female, 1940s).

Similarly, many who used public transport felt that they had no alternative mode of transport available to them:

· Well tram cars was … the mode of transport …. That was the normal mode of transport, and it was very cheap in those days. That was the only mode of transport … You’d no option. (R49. Glasgow, Male, 1930s).

Table 1: Main mode of transport for journeys to work since 1890 by gender (%)

Mode




    Time period



1890-

1920-

1940-

1960-

1980-



1919

1939

1959

1979

1998

Males
Walk

44.3

23.2

12.3

8.0

7.2

Bicycle
13.2

21.6

21.4

5.5

7.1

Tram/trolley

bus

13.8

9.0

3.3

0.0

0.0

Bus

9.8

10.8

17.7

11.3

5.8

Train

(overground)
14.4

17.5

18.9

17.9

21.9

Underground
1.2

3.2

3.8

3.9

4.0

Motor cycle
0.5

3.5

3.9

3.3

1.8

Car/van
1.6

10.0

16.3

48.1

50.9

Sample size
646

1272

2291

2026

1000

Females
Walk

50.3

29.3

19.7

20.6

11.6

Bicycle
5.0

9.5

11.7

4.0

5.1

Tram/trolley

bus

17.8

13.2

6.2

0.2

0.1

Bus

14.2

22.2

31.7

24.8

16.1

Train

(overground)
8.6

20.3

18.1

11.1

10.1

Underground
3.6

3.9

6.6

7.2

6.1

Motor cycle
0.0

0.9

0.6

1.1

1.0

Car/van
0.5

0.7

4.4

29.9

49.0

Sample size
197

433

1457

1677

1108

Source: Details of 12,439 journeys to work taken from 1,834 individual life histories.  Statistics are calculated for the decade in which a particular journey to work started.

The increase in bicycle use by men during the 1930s can be seen as one example of commuters seeking a form of transport that was individualistic, provided independence and gave control over personal mobility. Cycling to work was often quicker for complex journeys, and it avoided mixing with crowds of commuters on the communal tram or bus:

· Well it [cycling] was really the only way. Cause there was such a tremendous detour using public transport … well the time factor, it was horrendous. (R14. Manchester. Male. 1930s)

· I’m afraid I never liked travelling on trams … they were never very comfortable and if you went on the top deck it was very uncomfortable because there was smoking … I would sooner ride a bike. (R32. Manchester. Male, 1930s).

Such attitudes towards travel by bicycle in the 1930s are not dissimilar to the reasons that respondents gave for using a car in the late-twentieth century. Whereas in the 1950s  the car was still seen primarily as a form of transport used for leisure and pleasure, with public transport utilized for mundane journeys around town, by the 1990s most commuters were devoted to the convenience, comfort and privacy offered by the car:

· If you had access to a car at that stage … you would have used that for leisure only. It would not have occurred to you to use it for work. (R04. Manchester. male. 1950s).

· I think once you start using it [the car] I find that’s the trouble, the thing seduces you. (R76. Glasgow, Female, 1990s).

· I’ve used it [the car] for 20 odd years of having one you know …. The … thing about public transport is the public … it’s not always a pleasant experience sharing it with some folk you know. (R70. Glasgow, Male, 1990s).

In the context of changing conceptualisations of transport modes, the trends outlined above can be problematised around two questions. First, do they reflect changing individual preferences for personal mobility; or, second, are the trends determined largely by broader technological, economic, social and cultural factors with preferences remaining largely constant and individuals adopting new transport modes as they become more widely available. In other words, are the changes a reflection of individual preferences or of the forces shaping wider society? 

It can be argued that in the past the rich always had access to independent, enclosed and individualised forms of transport. In the eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries the barouche provided the wealthy with relatively comfortable, personalised transport with some protection from the weather and the discomfort of long road journeys. For those without personal transport, a seat inside a mail coach provided protection from the weather (and some protection from highway robbers), though the traveller would have to accommodate unknown companions. A cheap seat outside a mail coach gave no protection from the elements. By the second half of the nineteenth century the rich traveller might choose to travel by train, thus trading the convenience of personalised transport for speed, though the structure of rail fares, with first class carriages allowing a degree of privacy and some control over personal space, meant that the affluent traveller could distance him or herself from the mass of the travelling public. Once motorcars became available the rich rapidly abandoned the train and embraced the speed, privacy and independence offered by the automobile (Dyos and Aldcroft, 1969; Freeman, 1986; Freeman and Aldcroft, 1988). Thus, at all times, those who could afford to chose a means of transport which minimised contact with other people and which gave them maximum control over their journey and their personal space. Only when public transport offered distinct speed advantages could it compete with more privatised transport modes.

It can thus be suggested that transport modes that minimise personal control over the journey have always been viewed as second best. What has changed is not individual conceptualisations of mobility, but rather the technological and economic factors that constrained transport choice for many. Thus as soon as bicycles became relatively cheap and widely available in the 1930s, many men gave up walking to work or abandoned the tram in favour of a mode of transport which they perceived as combining a high degree of independence and control with reasonable speed in urban areas. As more and more people have been able to afford to own a car, the mobility values and perceptions of the rich became more firmly established in all classes, leading to the decline in use of public transport in the second half of the 20th century. Thus it is suggested that the changing experience of mobility outlined above does not reflect new conceptualisations of the mobility process by the travelling public, or a different decision-making process, but rather the impacts of technological change and greater affluence that have together allowed more and more people to share common aspirations. 

New experiences of old forms of transport

New mobilities are not only constructed through innovation and the development of new technologies. As outlined above economic and social constraints restrict travel for many and, arguably, the extent to which old technologies become available to new groups of travellers is as important as the development of innovative technology that, initially at least, often has very restricted use. Thus in the 21st century it is not air travel that is innovative, but the development of low-cost airlines that have made this available to a larger proportion of the population. Such factors were as important in the past as in the present as changes in attitudes, income and situation could open new travel horizons for many. There is a well-recognized gender divide in urban transport with (as outlined above) women consistently using slower and more public forms of transport. In this section we use evidence from a personal diary to explore some constraints on female mobility in the 1880s, to assess the extent to which women had access to new travel technologies or experienced new mobilities through improved access to old forms of transport, and to examine the likely impact of these new travel experiences on individual lives.

Elizabeth Lee was born in Birkenhead in 1867 and her diary covers the period 1884-92 when she was aged 17-25. Her father was a draper and gentleman’s outfitter and she lived a comfortable middle class life in the semi-rural Birkenhead suburb of Prenton. Diary evidence suggests that the everyday mobility of Elizabeth was much less constrained than might be expected for a young middle class female in Victorian Merseyside, and that she had the opportunity to both experience new transport technologies and to use old technologies for the first time. Most of Elizabeth’s everyday mobility was undertaken on foot and, as a teenage girl, there appeared to be few constraints imposed on where and when she walked (though when 17 she was occasionally reprimanded by her father for being home too late). However, it was not unusual for her to walk the 2 miles or so from Birkenhead to her home in Prenton on her own late at night. Apart from walking Elizabeth had a number of transport opportunities open to her on Merseyside. During the span of the diary her father owned a horse and ‘dogcart’ (a two-wheeled driving cart with cross seats back to back) and, from 1888, two Shetland ponies and trap, whilst her brother owned a bicycle. A horse-drawn tram went from nearby her home into Birkenhead, horse-drawn buses ran in Birkenhead and Liverpool, cabs could be hired with ease, the Mersey could be crossed by ferry from Birkenhead or Rock Ferry or (from 1886) by rail, and a network of suburban railway lines provided transport further afield. However, Elizabeth did not have equal access to all these forms of transport, not all were equally convenient, and her use of the Merseyside transport network changed over time.

The tram from Birkenhead to Prenton was used regularly throughout the diary, though as it stopped running at 11.00 most evenings it could not be used when returning home late at night from dances or parties (when Elizabeth often walked). However, a form of transport that was routine for much of the period was initially novel to a 17 year old girl using the tram alone for the first time:

· I went down to the shop tonight to help them in serving. Mrs. Hope was there. I came home by myself in the tram, as Papa was not coming till later. Sissy Gallion’s brother was in the tram. (EL diary, 17/5/84) 
The significance of being able to move safely around a familiar community is also emphasized in this entry as although Elizabeth was using the tram alone for the first time, there was at least one other passenger that she knew. In this sense it can be suggested that local public transport can be viewed as an integral part of a local community, and its acceptability and use is in part at least related to who else was using the transport at a particular point in time.

One of the most significant transport innovations on Merseyside during the period covered by the diary was the opening of the Mersey rail tunnel in 1886: prior to that the journey to Liverpool (undertaken regularly for shopping, entertainment and to visit friends) had to be taken by boat. In the Lee household celebration of the official opening of the tunnel was an all male affair: Elizabeth’s father and a male friend joined the crowds who watched the Prince of Wales officially open the ‘Mersey Railway Tunnel’ on 20th January 1886, and with some 10,000 others walked through the new tunnel. However, as soon as the line was open for traffic Elizabeth took herself alone on the train to Liverpool. She appeared most impressed by the lift and the volume of people, and very quickly the railway became her normal means of travel to Liverpool. This was a trip she did frequently both alone and with friends.

· Fine day. The railway under the Tunnel was opened for traffic today and I went to L’pool by it. I went up in the “lift” when I got to L’pool and there was such a frightful crush to get it. Had a good look round L’pool and came back by train. Such a lot of gentleman in the station. It was so jolly but I got nearly squashed to death. (EL diary, 1/2/86). 

However, the train was not used for all journeys to Liverpool. For instance she often used the ferry when she had visitors: the river crossing (as today) being seen as a tourist attraction providing an impressive view of the Liverpool waterfront. The railway also stopped running at night whereas the boats provided 24hr operation, and thus Elizabeth continued to use the boat when returning in the early hours from dances and other entertainment in Liverpool. These trips were usually undertaken in the company of friends, with the journey from Birkenhead back to Prenton sometimes taken on foot and, more occasionally, in a cab (usually when a male friend paid):

· Tonight “Mr. Bragg” took me to a ball at the City Hall, Liverpool. Mr. Rimmington took Miss Homes. Of course we all went together. Enjoyed myself immensely. We caught the 4.a.m. boat and came home (all the lot of us) in a hansom (which is only made for two. (EL diary, 27/4/88) 
The trap and dogcart were used for family outings, though the constraints of a large Victorian family (Elizabeth eventually had 8 younger brothers alive and the trap was bought specifically to transport a growing family) also restricted the extent to which even this means of transport could be used. It was not uncommon for Elizabeth (as the eldest) to be either left at home, or to use alternative transport, because there was insufficient room in the private family carriages. Thus demographic change to a small family size is another factor that has made the widespread use of private transport possible. Few families had private transport that could accommodate the 12 members of the Lee household (the family plus a nurse girl who usually accompanied them).

· Glorious weather. Pa, Ma, and children went in the trap to Leasowe. I was going but there  was’nt room. (EL diary, 1/8/87) 
Normally Elizabeth’s father or their manservant drove the trap or dogcart, but whilst on holiday in the Isle of Man in 1892 (age 25) Elizabeth was taught to drive by some men she met whilst on holiday. This was clearly an unusual practice for a young woman and although she was clearly capable of driving, there is only one other mention of her driving herself (again with a male friend). Thus an old form of transport became tantalizingly available to Elizabeth, but a combination of lack of access to a trap and the norms of society that meant that women rarely drove, meant that she was prevented from using the most personalized and private form of transport available at the time. This remained a male preserve, and when Elizabeth drove she only did so in the company of men.

· Lovely day. Mr. Young called and had a row with him. Went to Kirk Braddam with Tom F. It is quite a sight to see, they have an open-air service. Drove in gig with Tom thro’ Peel to Glen Maye. Loveliest place I ever saw. I drove home all the way and round the Prom. the Scotchman saw me etc. people did look, as it is quite an uncommon thing to see a lady driving. Percy, C. Needham and I went down to see Tom off by 12.pm boat. So sorry he’s gone (to Glasgow).(EL diary, 10/7/92, Isle of Man) 
· P. Okell came to tea. Afterwards I actually drove dogcart, thro’ Heswall, Thurstaston, past near W. Kirby and round home,- went about 20 miles. C.G. Wallace with me XX. First time I’ve ever drove, excepting once in I. of Man. XX (EL diary, 26/8/92) 
Bicycles (and tricycles thought to be more appropriate for women) were a relatively new transport innovation in the 1880s. They gained rapid popularity for leisure amongst those that could afford a bicycle, but did not achieve widespread use as an everyday means of transport until the 1920s. Elizabeth did not own a bicycle, though her brothers did and they undertook long rides (for instance from Birkenhead to Manchester). The novelty of the bicycle and tricycle is noted in her diary, with bikes mostly used for leisure activities. Although she knew both men and women from her circle of friends who rode bicycles, Elizabeth never learned to ride during the period of her diary, and she notes only one occasion when she is given a ride on a double tricycle. Like driving, it was a form of individualized transport from which she was excluded, probably by her gender and class.

· Ma sent Elizabeth [the servant girl] out on an errand tonight and she met Miss Bentley (from the place she was at last) and her sisters on trycicles and her brother John on a biycycle with Mr. Parker and Mr. Ward (friends of his.). (EL diary, 19/8/84)
· Baked today. Mr. Rimmington and J. Carless came up tonight on a double tricycle and they gave me such a jolly ride on it up and down the road. (EL diary, 3/8/86). 
Diary evidence must be interpreted with care, in that although at one level it may provide a window on the everyday material existence of people in the past, it is also a text that has been constructed for a purpose. The diary of Elizabeth Lee does seem to be a remarkably frank and artless account of the everyday life of a middle class adolescent girl in late-Victorian England. It cannot be claimed to be representative of anything, but it does illustrate the ways in which everyday mobility around Merseyside was negotiated by one young woman. The picture that emerges is to some extent contradictory, but illustrates the complex ways in which transport technologies were constructed and used by different groups. At one level Elizabeth had a high degree of independence. She moved freely around Merseyside at most times of the day and night both alone and with friends. She quickly embraced some new transport technologies (for instance the Mersey railway), and as she grew older started using old technologies alone (for instance the tram). However, she was unable to take advantage of other forms of transport (both old and new) such as the horse and trap and the bicycle, though she experimented with both. Like many women, her mobility was thus undertaken mainly on foot or on public transport, and the more personalized and independent transport technologies remained mainly the preserve of men. It can be suggested that none of the transport innovations that Elizabeth experienced fundamentally changed her life. Although the opening of the Mersey rail made travel across the river quicker and more convenient, the boat had provided a perfectly acceptable form of transport and it continued to be used for pleasure and when the train was not running. The evidence from Elizabeth Lee suggests a high degree of inertia in the adoption of new transport technologies, with old and new means of transport existing side by side and being used interchangeably for a substantial period of time.

Conflicts between old and new forms of intra-urban transport

The mid-twentieth century saw an increasing degree of competition between different forms of intra-urban transport. Commuters and other travellers in most cities had the choice of walking, cycling, travelling by tram, trolley bus or motor bus, or of using a private car. Evidence relating to the journey to work in Manchester and Glasgow is now used to assess the nature of competition between these forms of transport, to evaluate the ways in which commuters reacted to new forms of transport technology, and to assess the extent to which new forms of transport changed the travelling experiences of urban commuters in the inter-war years. Attention is focused especially on competition between trams and motorbuses in the two urban areas. First a brief review of the development of urban transport in the two cities is given. Full details and archival references can be found in Pooley and Turnbull (2000b).

For the first thirty years of the twentieth century Manchester commuters depended on the municipal tram networks run by the separate corporations of Manchester and Salford. Thus by 1926 Manchester Corporation tramways operated 892 tram cars, 258 miles of track and recorded over 300 million passenger journeys. Reciprocal agreements between Manchester, Salford and other surrounding local authorities meant that coordinated tram services could run throughout the whole conurbation, and tram lines extended to most of the new industrial and housing estates that were developed prior to 1930. At this time motorbuses run by Manchester Corporation complemented, and were secondary to, the tram service; but from 1929 the Corporation pursued a deliberate policy of replacing trams with motorbuses on certain routes. Trams were increasingly blamed for causing urban traffic congestion, and buses were seen to be faster and more flexible, and could more cheaply provide services to new suburban developments such as Wythenshawe. The Corporation’s decision to gradually switch from trams to buses was increasingly driven by competition from private bus companies in the city, particularly the introduction of express services, which led the Corporation to introduce its own express service from Cheadle to Heywood in 1927. In the year 1930-31 over 39 miles of tram route were converted to motorbus operation. Thus whilst in 1931 84 per cent of passengers on Manchester Corporation’s public transport system travelled by tram, by 1941 this had fallen to 23.9 per cent. 64.6 per cent of passengers were carried on motorbuses and 11.5 per cent on trolley buses introduced to the streets of Manchester for the first time in 1938. The last tram ran in the city in January 1949 (in Salford two years earlier in 1947), and motorbuses provided the main public transport system in Manchester and Salford, with a small trolley bus network carrying 10-15 per cent of passengers until 1966 when this system also disappeared. By the late 1930s the Corporation had bought up all bar one of its competitor bus companies but, despite proposals in 1933, an integrated public transport system for the whole conurbation (including Salford and surrounding towns) did not emerge until the formation of the South East Lancashire and North East Cheshire Passenger Transport Authority in 1969. 

In 1871 Glasgow Corporation promoted one of the first tramways in the country  (it built lines but leased operation to a private company until 1894 when the corporation took full control), and the tramway dominated Glasgow’s urban transport system from the 1910s, when lines were extended into commuter suburbs, until the 1960s. Although from the 1920s trams faced competition from private bus companies, and the corporation introduced motorbuses on some routes from 1924, these did not have the same impact as in Manchester. First, the corporation reacted to private bus competition by reducing tram fares and investing in new tram cars, regarded as the best in Europe in the 1930s; second they only introduced their own motor buses on routes not served by trams; and, third, in 1930 they introduced the Glasgow Corporation (Monopoly) Act which severely restricted private bus operation in the city. Although by 1938 the corporation operated some 600 motorbuses, these complemented the tram service, largely linking the city centre to new peripheral housing and industrial estates not served by the tramway system. Thus in 1947 the trams were still carrying four times the number of passengers carried by motorbuses and in 1948 (the time that trams disappeared from the streets of Manchester) the corporation took delivery of 100 new tramcars. However, from the mid-1940s there was increasing debate about the role of trams in the urban transport system, and the corporation embarked on a programme of gradually replacing its tram services with motorbuses and trolley buses. The first trolley buses were introduced in 1949 and, with some 195 vehicles, Glasgow had the largest fleet of trolley buses outside London. However, trams continued to be widely available and popular with the travelling public despite the removal of some routes. In 1953 the corporation supplemented the tram fleet with the purchase of second hand tram cars from Liverpool, and in 1957 there were still 1,027 trams in Glasgow, carrying over 300 million passengers a year over 256 route miles. However, despite their popularity the trams were the only section of the City Transport department to make a loss from the mid-1950s. As in Manchester trams were also blamed for causing congestion, and the motorbus came to dominate public transport. The last trams ran in Glasgow in 1962 (despite continuing to carry more passengers than any other form of public transport), and trolley buses were withdrawn in 1967. The number of passengers travelling by bus peaked in the early 1960s (following the closure of the tram network), but thereafter passenger numbers dropped dramatically (from 419 million trips per annum 1964-5 to 264 1969-70) as commuters and other travellers switched to the private car. 

Commuters in Manchester and Glasgow were thus faced with a changing landscape of public transport provision in the mid-twentieth century. However, the evidence of oral history respondents suggests that these changes caused few significant changes to individual travel patterns. Whilst they were available trams were viewed as a popular, cheap and convenient means of transport in both cities:

· Well, there was only one way in those days and that was by tram which was excellent, it were always, there was one along every ten minutes into the city centre. A very good service. (R04, Manchester, male, 1930s)

· I mean the trams were very very frequent, all from Altrincham through to Manchester. I mean it was a tremendous tram service. There was one every two to three minutes. (R14, Manchester, male, 1930s)

· We used to get a lot of fog in those days and the buses would maybe be off, but the trams used to still run cause they were on rails you see so it was easier for them to you know … (R21, Glasgow, female, 1940s)

However, when the tram service was either partially or totally replaced by trolley buses and motor buses, commuters adapted quickly to these changes and rapidly incorporated these new forms of transport into their everyday journeys. Advance notice about the demise of the trams allowed commuters to get used to the change and trolley buses in particular were deemed to be faster, smoother and quieter than trams, though their routes were more restricted. Commuters who had previously used trams appeared to switch effortlessly to motor buses which could match the trams for frequency and, in some cases, were seen as more flexible:

· The trams were always a bit rattly, the buses were smelly. … they had trolley buses after the … trams, and they were much quieter cause they were electric, but had rubber tyres so it was much quieter. (R24, Manchester, male, 1940s)

· Well there was widespread news that they were, they were stopping the tram, the trams. We were all in advance by it, well advanced warning about buses taking their place. … Well it was, it was well known that they were going to change trams to buses so it was well publicized. (R22, Glasgow, male, 1960s).

· Well it was most convenient. Although we had two train stations the bus was nearer me and I just went up the top of the hill, got a bus and right into the Gallowgate in Glasgow. Got off there, walked down three streets, and I was at work. So it was handiness. (R21, Glasgow, female, 1940s).

· There were so many buses along the main Wilmslow Road, that they came literally every two minutes and never any problem getting into the centre of Manchester. (R62, Manchester, female, 1960s)

One of the major factors causing commuters to switch from the use of public transport to private transport in the mid-twentieth century, was the increasingly complex nature of commuting journeys. This had little to do with either the development of new transport technologies, or with the inefficiencies of old transport forms. Rather, it reflected the changing urban structure of cities as the combination of suburbanization of the population and the relocation of employment in peripheral estates produced increasingly complex cross-city journeys that were very hard to accomplish using public transport that ran on fixed routes. Thus from the 1920s and ‘30s men in particular increasingly used the bicycle for complex cross-town journeys and from the 1950s and ‘60s the car began to replace public transport for the journey to work. In both cases these were technologies that had been available for half a century or more, but a combination of their increased availability to a wider cross-section of the travelling public, and their increased convenience in the context of restructured cities, meant that they gained new salience for commuters. They were also both technologies that offered greater privacy and independence to the traveller.

· There were no buses going that way cause it was across country so … I would have had to go into the middle of town  and then out again, or changed a couple of times on buses, and I hated buses by then so I got my fresh air on the bike (R24, Manchester, male, 1940s)

· …from Cheetham to Chadderton. Yes I would. I would cycle there because of, because of the reason being that I had to get two or three buses in order to get there because it wasn’t on one route you see. (R32, Manchester, male, 1940s)

· Yes I got a car at that point because to travel to x was quite awkward. To do it by public transport would mean … a bus journey, an underground journey, and another bus journey. … so it really wasn’t terribly convenient, so I’d managed to accrue a little capital and I bought a car. (R39, Glasgow, male, 1950s)

However, as in the 1880s, access to more convenient and more individualized forms of transport was highly gendered. Although by the 1930s many women did ride a bicycle for leisure, few considered it an appropriate form of transport for their journey to work. Factors mentioned by respondents as inhibiting cycling included the impact of wet weather and the problems of cycling in smart office clothes, but for most women these issues were not clearly articulated. It was simply that cycling was a hobby and it was not an appropriate means of commuting for women in the 1930s and ‘40s. Similarly, female access to the private car was highly restricted in the 1960s. Some women learned to drive but never owned a car and thus rarely used their skill, others disliked driving or were put off by the increasing traffic volume or other hazards. For many women their main experience of car travel was as a passenger rather than as a driver.

· Oh no, no. I’d never, I’d never have thought about it. Oh no, cycling was a hobby. … it would never have dawned on me to cycle into Glasgow, oh no. (R21, Glasgow, female, 1940s)

· No, I didn’t. Well I cycled a lot for pleasure but never cycled to work, no. … I don’t no why I didn’t. I just never. (R20, Manchester, female, 1940s).

· I must have passed my test soon after I started working there because I  know that I did take my father’s car once or twice if I had, you know, a lot of things to carry. (R75, Glasgow, female, 1960s)

· I used to get the bus and then one of the teachers lived in the next road to me and drove, and said how I was getting into school very early because of the timing of the bus … and he said well look you know come with me, so that made it easier, and then in the meantime I started to learn to drive and never liked it. (R25, Manchester, female, 1960s)

· I did think of learning, I think I did try at some point, but I just really, really hated it and just didn’t want to do it. Just, just didn’t like driving. (R67, Manchester, female, 1960s)

· Well, I thought about learning to drive, but I thought if my car breaks down and I don’t know anything about cars, and if I got a big bill how am I going to pay it, so that put me right off. (R21, Glasgow, female, 1960s)

· Took on driving and one morning it was icy, and the car did just a little skate, and I lost my nerve completely, fortunately near home. … Only got into the car once about three months later and got out within a short time. (R25, Manchester, female, 1970s)

Some conclusions and implications

There are thus many similarities between evidence from the 1880s and the mid-twentieth century. In both periods new transport technologies were made available (the Mersey rail crossing, trolley buses, motor buses) and by and large these were assimilated quickly and easily into commuting and travelling patterns. People were able to utilize these forms of transport with little change to their everyday routine and they did not fundamentally change patterns of everyday activity. In both periods there is also evidence of movement towards the increased use of individual and flexible means of transport (bicycles, cars), but this was mainly the preserve of men. Even in the mid-twentieth century, women still rarely used what were by then old forms of transport that were becoming increasingly accessible. There appear to be two main motivating factors for the increased use of more privatised forms of transport. One was the desire by some (though not all) men to avoid public transport because of its communal characteristics, but the more important factor relates to changes in urban form. Increasingly complex journey patterns simply made fixed route public transport less convenient for all, and those that were able to switched to forms of transport that offered greater convenience and flexibility. The changes were thus not directly driven by the development of new transport technologies, but rather by structural changes that made old technologies more accessible and convenient for some.

Although recognizing that changes in the nature and extent of mobility have to some extent occurred throughout human history, and that the story of mobility change is more one of evolution than of revolution, most contemporary mobility theory places particular emphasis on the late-twentieth century speeding up of both time and space, and the ways in which mobility has become embedded in everyday life (Schivelsbuch, 1986; Thrift, 1996; Urry, 2000). Much of this theory also explores the changing relationship between people and machines in the construction of new cultures of mobility (Haraway, 1991; Thrift, 1996). However, examination of the material experience of mobility change in British cities since the 1880s suggests that the extent of such changes was often less than theoretical formulations might imply. Mobility is a necessary part of human existence in all time periods and was as central to the functioning of society in the past as in the present. Although the potential to travel quickly and easily, and to utilize new forms of virtual mobility for everyday activities, undoubtedly has changed rapidly in the late-twentieth century, it can be suggested that the extent to which these opportunities have actually changed everyday life is more debatable. Just as new technologies did not fundamentally alter travel behaviour in the past, so the impact of new technologies on the majority of everyday trips today may be limited.

This can be illustrated by data from our research on changing everyday mobility since the 1940s (Pooley, Turnbull and Adams, 2004). Examination of the time and distance travelled for daily mobility by children aged 10/11 living in the urban areas of Manchester and Lancaster from the 1940s to the present shows that changes have been small, and that there are few consistent trends over time (Table 2). For each cohort, the mean distance travelled was around 1.5km, and the mean time taken was approximately 11 minutes for all journeys. This is not entirely surprising. Although children born in the 1980s and 1990s do undertake more long trips (to visit distant family, for sports, outings and holidays) than their counterparts born in the 1930s, such journeys occur only a few times a year. The bulk of everyday urban mobility (travelling to school, going out to play, meeting friends) now, as in the past, takes place within the local neighbourhood and involves only very short journeys, often on foot. Thus the extent to which new technologies have speeded up and changed mobility for these children is limited, and their everyday experience of moving around the city has changed relatively little over the past 60 years. Moreover, in the same way that in the past access to new technologies was structured by gender and income, so too today many are excluded from new mobility opportunities.

Table 2: Distance and time travelled for everyday mobility by children age 10/11 (averages for all trips over 12 month period)

Cohort born

       Manchester


        Lancaster 



Mean distance
Mean time
Mean distance
Mean time



       (kms)

     (mins)
      (kms)

     (mins)

1932-41
       1.3

      12.7
       1.0

      13.2

1962-71
       1.7

      10.8
       2.0

      12.4

1983-84
       1.5

       9.8
       2.3
   
      14.6

1991-92
       1.4

       8.5
       1.8

      10.5

All

      1.4


      10.7
      1.7


      12.6

N

      117,939

      130.866
      111,495

      111,623

Source: Everyday mobility sample, 2001-2

N=total number of journeys recorded. N differs for distance and time calculations because it was not possible to calculate accurate distances for some trips for which a time was given.

These conclusions also have implications for contemporary transport policy. Historical evidence suggests that new transport technologies often exclude many and that they rarely change everyday travel patterns for those who do utilise the new forms of transport. Thus, it can be suggested that there is unlikely to be any simple technological fix for contemporary travel problems in cities, and that over-emphasis on the significance of new technologies and associated mobility cultures may distract from much simpler and more effective solutions. As in the past, more significant change may be achieved when old forms of transport are redeveloped, and made more convenient or accessible for a larger number of people. Again, drawing lessons from the past, it can be suggested that this can only be achieved by ensuring that both new and old transport technologies are provided in such a way that they also take into account the changing structure of cities. This is clearly illustrated by the introduction of the new tram system in Manchester. As outlined above, Manchester’s trams were removed in the late 1940s, accused of being old fashioned, expensive, inefficient and the cause of traffic congestion. Somewhat ironically, in the 1990s a new Metrolink tram system was developed as part of the solution to late-twentieth century traffic congestion. The reaction to the new tram system of respondents of all ages interviewed in 2002-3 was mixed. Whilst many welcomed the tram, and found it quick, clean and convenient, others complained that it was crowded, expensive and that, as yet, the routes were not convenient.

· Because it's [the tram] the only way really that we can use because if we go on a bus it takes ages to get there.  And if we go by tram it doesn't, yea that's why. (R215, Female, born 1991, Salford) 

· Yea, it just doesn't really go to many places.  I think/it doesn't go to any of the places I want to go really. Just one time I took it from Stretford into town. (R219, Female, born 1986, Manchester) 

· Tram, tram, it's faster, you get there quicker. Bus, it's never on time, it's running late.  So I'd rather get the tram. (R230, Male, born 1984, Manchester) 

· Um, first thing in the morning it's incredibly packed. And also like about six, seven-ish. And Friday nights incredibly packed as well. But it's quick, it's cleaner. It's a bit expensive. And it's pretty reliable, it's every ten minutes. It's reliable. (R231, Male, born 1984, Manchester). 

· By car probably about thirty, thirty five minutes. If I had to use public transport I should have to get a bus into Stretford and then I could get a tram into Bury, and then I'd have to get another bus from Bury to the office. (R372, Female, born 1968, Manchester). 

· Oh yes.  I mean now if we're going to Manchester on Friday afternoon, which we are, I will take my car and park it on an industrial estate.  And then I'll walk to the tram station and get the Metrolink. . . . The Metrolink is fantastic. (R369, Female, born 1936, Manchester).

One respondent in particular illustrates the way in which the introduction of a new transport technology, or more accurately a reformulated old technology, did not benefit everyone: the new Metrolink fundamentally affected her journey to work and made it both longer and less pleasant. Development of the tram led to the withdrawal of a train service, leading to a previously simple journey to work becoming much more complex. Although convenient for those whose origin and destination are on the tram route, the current tram network does not adequately reflect either the existing city structure or the complex cross-city journeys that commuters take. The tram network is being extended to other parts of Manchester, but for this person at least new transport technologies, designed to speed up everyday mobility in the city, had the opposite effect. 

· And then, then they started talking about the Metro and because of the Metro they did away with the through train because the track, the track, part of the track that they used for the Altrincham to Manchester run was where the train went along and now they don't have trains going on that track. So for me the Metro was, was really terrible because you see the train used to go from Stockport into Manchester and then out to Altrincham and now it can't do that because there isn't the line from that, the direct line from Manchester to Altrincham. … So you've either got to go into Manchester and change onto the Metro or what I ended up doing was from/you can, if you get into Stockport which, which I have to get a lift or a bus or it's a long walk, then there's another train which cuts across but it's only once an hour and it is so unreliable it is unbelievable. (R67, Female, born 1946, Manchester) 
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