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Today’s walk focuses on the history Walsall Railway Station, railway lines and infrastructure to the south of 

the station, the northern end of the Walsall Canal (including Town Wharf & Walsall locks), the Birchills 

Branch of the Wyrley & Essington Canal, remains of the Midland Railway around the sites of the two power 

stations built in Birchills, the history of power generation in the town, and ending up considering the history 

of the Anson Branch Canal, visiting its terminus in Reedswood. 

                  

The map above shows the location of the Borough of Walsall relative to the City of Birmingham and the Black 

Country. Whether or not the borough lies within the latter is of little real importance but does lead to debate among 

those who are interested in the topic. Basing a decision on the boundary of the South Staffordshire coalfield and the 

location of limestone works and furnaces, the conclusion is that the western end of Walsall is within the Black 

Country. Others define Black Country based on cultural rather than geological/economic criteria. It is very difficult to 

define boundaries on a map with this approach. Certainly though, most people would exclude any consideration of 

Birmingham whatever definition is used. The status of Wolverhampton is similar to that of Walsall. 

 

Roger Brice, 13
th
 August 2016 

 

The map above shows the location of the borough of Walsall relative to Birmingham and the Black Country. Whether 

the town lies within the boundary of the latter is of little importance other than for those who enjoy such discussion. 

 

These Notes are intended for the personal use of members of the RCHS attending the walk or who are otherwise interested in them. 

They should not be copied or stored in any retrieval system, electronic or otherwise. 



 

History of Canals & Railway around Walsall: South Central, Birchills & Reedswood 

An RCHS West Midlands Group Walk 
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Outline of Agenda & Route 

Start at site of entrance to Walsall Station (1849 -1978); corner of Park Street & Station Street. 

Consider the history of stations serving the town centre. 

View site of the temporary station in Bridgeman Street. 

Follow the boundary of the MR goods yard – along Bridgeman Street & Midland Road. 

View railway layout from Corporation Street railway bridge. 

Join Walsall Canal at Rolling Mill Street canal bridge. 

Follow canal to Town Wharf. 

Follow canal back to Walsall locks. 

Follow canal to junction with Birchills Branch and then to Birchills Junction. 

Consider the history of the BCN and the Wyrley & Essington Canal 

LUNCH 

Consider the history of Birchills A and Birchills B power stations 

View remains of the MR Wolverhampton to Walsall railway line: from aqueduct & footbridge. 

Follow alignment of railway to site of former Bentley Station: Bentley Lane Bridge. 

Follow alignment of mineral railway to location of basin of Bradford Branch canal. 

Follow alignment of mineral railway to Anson Branch canal basin. 

Visit site of former pumping station (Reedswood Park). 

Consider the history of the Anson Branch. 

Return to Walsall Station: either by bus or by foot via Bentley Lane & Birchills Street (1.1 miles). 

 

 

  Itinerary and Notes prepared by Roger Brice who accepts responsibility and apologises for any errors. 

 



History of Canals & Railway around Walsall: Central, Birchills & Reedswood 

Introduction 

 

In the 18
th
 century the town was centred around and a little way to the west of St Matthew’s Church (lower right of 

picture). This changed with the coming of the canal (from 1790s) mineral railways to the canal (1820s) and main line 

railways (from 1847). Prior to that time, the effective western boundary was the race course; shown here as the MR 

goods yard (centre of picture below Railway Station). Marsh Street (to left of railway station) and Long Street are 

roughly on the line of the eastern boundary of a manorial park – hence Walsall Manor Hospital and Moat Road which 

are just beyond the western boundary of the map. Remains of the moat were visible into the 1970s; the manor house 

has long gone. Near to the original moat, the first Walsall reservoir was opened by the South Staffordshire Water 

Company (1858). 

There is a long history of wind and water mills (along the brook that ran north-south – through the centre of the map), 

quarrying for limestone and iron works in and around Walsall, as well as the manufacture of horse furniture. The 

heritage of the latter is recognised in the nickname (The Saddlers) of the town football team. By the 3
rd

 quarter of the 

18
th
 century it was clear that the town was being placed at a disadvantage in terms of communication, particularly in 

comparison with the Black Country and Birmingham, due primarily to the earlier development of canals in these two 

areas. By the date of the map, the brook, a tributary of the Tame, had been culverted. Today it runs underground 

through the current town centre, in front of the George Hotel (a square named The Bridge) and follows the line of the 

South Staffs railway to the south. 

  



Railways 

The first station to carry the name “Walsall” was to the south of the town on the Grand Junction Railway. For the first 

four years following the opening of the GJR it was known as Bescot Bridge. This was changed to Walsall in 1841, 

with a coach service (a yellow one-horse omnibus) running between the station and the George Hotel. The name 

reverted to Bescot Bridge when the line opened (from Bescot Junction) to Walsall proper in 1847. At this point the 

station ceased to serve trains between Birmingham and Walsall. It may be that the omnibus continued to serve 

passengers travelling from Wolverhampton. Quick reports the station as being closed in 1850, re-opened as Wood 

Green (Old Bescot) in 1881 and closed finally in 1941.The site is now covered by the SW slip road of M6, J9.  

The second station, and the first near to the town centre, was a temporary station off Bridgeman Street. The site was to 

the west of the current Bridgeman Street Bridge, opposite Station Street. At first the railway continued over 

Bridgeman Street by a level crossing. The road was lowered following an 1870 report that 600 trains a day were 

passing over the crossing.. The temporary station was used between 1847 and 1849 at which point a new “permanent” 

station was built to the north of Bridgeman Street. This coincided with the opening of the line to Wichnor Junction. 

The station building, also the headquarters of the South Staffordshire Railway, was accessed from Station Street – 

where the current station main access was moved to in 1980. 

  
The 1849 station viewed from Station Street.                                              Bridgeman Street. Road was lowered to replace level crossing. 

                                                                                                                               1847 temporary station was to left beyond the bridge. 

By the 1870’s this (3
rd

 in our sequence) station was deemed to be too small to accommodate the burgeoning traffic 

created by both the LNWR and MR providing passenger services to the station. In addition to the LNWR running 

trains over the former SSR lines, the MR was running passenger services into Walsall via Ryecroft  Junction; having 

opened lines from Wolverhampton in1872 and Birmingham (via the Sutton Park route) in 1879. Between 1879 & 

1883, the line from Pleck to Ryecroft was quadrupled, the station was enlarged and facilities were improved. These 

changes resulted in an enlarged station with its station building facing on to Park Street – at its junction with Station 

Street – being opened on 1
st
 January 1884. Its carriageway off Park Street was provided with a porte-cochere of cast 

iron and glass giving cover for travellers arriving by cab. The interior was equally grand. Three stone archways, 

aligned with the three bays of the canopy, gave access to the booking hall with its central vaulted roof flanked by two 

gabled roofs and decorative panels. The MR and LNWR had their own designated booking offices. The platforms 

were not moved but were reached by a long half-glazed corridor, still at street level, which divided to reach the 

footbridge across to the platforms.  

A fire occurred in 1916 starting in the booking hall destroying part of it and the high level corridor providing access to 

the platforms. As a result the front entrance could not be used. It was covered in tarpaulin and timber supports and the 

1849 Station Street entrance had to be re-instated. This situation was protracted by the war and a reconstructed station 

was not opened until 1923. Most of the iron and glass porte-cochere was retained at the, now reopened, Park Street 

entrance, still with its decorative iron finials but with the roof being altered to be a pitched roof. Inside the, by now 

curved booking hall, which was 70ft in length, was lined with oak panels (not unlike St Pancras in concept but curved 

and rather grand)  and supported by two Corinthian pillars with circular medallion mouldings. The original restaurant 

https://www.hpacde.org.uk/aclickintime/jpgh/w03328.jpg


was retained and a lengthy bookstall was also provided. (At some point a W H Smith was opened in Park Street 

opposite the station entrance. This included the traditional curb-side stall selling newspapers and magazines). 

Decline began (reportedly) with the conversion of the restaurant to a standard BR Buffet in the 1950s and continued 

through to 1978 when the whole station was demolished, including the 1849 SSR building and the porte-cochere. The 

iron canopy was initially stored by Walsall Corporation Parks Department for preservation but subsequently 

disappeared. The station was submerged into the Saddlers Centre – essentially a shopping centre built above the 

platforms – and its access reverted to Station Street. In his history of the South Staffs Railway, Bob Yates describes 

the result as “altogether a most unattractive station” – some would say this rather flatters the situation.  

    
1884 Station with Porte-Cochere.  Theatre 1890-1936.                                 Frontage remodelled (1923) after fire of 1916.                                      

             
The interior of the 1923 station: left looking towards Park Street and right looking east. (Flick in Time, Walsall Council) 

   
The booking hall of the 1923 station showing                                       Track Layout from south end  of station & over Bridgeman St.  

entrance to the platforms (illuminated)                                                     (Bridgeman St runs north-south; Station to top of plan)



   
Northern extremity of MR Goods Sidings site as drawn in the 18C.           MR Goods Shed behind Walsall No2 Box (Nigel Hazlewood) 

Note the brook flowing through what is now Bradford Place 

 

The SSR extended its lines north of Walsall to Wichnor Junction in 1849, south to Dudley in 1850 and north to 

Cannock in 1858. An east-south curve was added to Bescot Junction in 1850 (the final north to west link with the GJR 

– Pleck Curve - was not added until 1881).  

The MR approached Walsall station from the north: in 1876 over the Wolverhampton & Walsall lines (opened in 

1872) and from 1879 with opening of the line from Castle Bromwich through Sutton Park. Prior to these lines opening 

it had acquired running powers for goods traffic from Dudley to Wichnor in 1867 – even though MR had shares in 

SSR, these rights were not given until after the LNWR acquisition of SSR. 

The MR opened its goods yard and shed in Walsall, on the site of the former race course, in 1879. This goods facility 

remained in use until it was redeveloped in 1962. MR also opened an engine shed to the south of Corporation Street 

Bridge – near to the Wednesbury Road Bridge – with access from the north. Both of these MR sites had to be accessed 

using LNWR lines (referred to as joint lines in the map above). The LNWR had three goods sheds: the one shown 



near to Corporation Street Bridge and two to the west of the passenger station. The GWR also had a goods shed 

adjoining the southerly LNWR goods shed. 

Both the LNWR and MR ran passenger services from Birmingham to Wolverhampton via Walsall: the former using 

the junctions at Bescot and the latter using Ryecroft Junction. In both cases, the service involved reversals at Walsall 

Station. Both companies struggled to make a profit from their services around Walsall and a rationalisation was 

agreed. This included a sharing of the two passenger routes between Birmingham and Wolverhampton. It also meant 

that trains could travel into Walsall on one company’s lines and leave on those of the other: the need for reversal was 

removed. (The operation was rather in the form of a figure of eight.)  This arrangement started in 1909 – some 30 

years after the start of the MR passenger services.   

 
Extract from Cobb Atlas 

                    
Looking North from Corporation Street (1981). Box is former Walsall No1              Former MR loco shed from Pleck Road Bridge (1960s).  

Lines to former GW Goods to left. MR Goods to right.                                                   (Jack Haddock)                                                          



                         

 
Looking North from Corporation Street Bridge (c1914). Foundries to west of canal; sidings to east. (old-maps.co.uk) 

 
Around Corporation Street Bridge. Gasworks to east of canal. MR engine shed lower centre by Wednesbury Road Bridge. 

 



Canals 

  

After previous unsuccessful applications, an Act (1794) was passed and the canal arrived in Walsall when what started 

as the Wednesbury Canal (opened 1769 and extended to serve collieries in Moxley in 1786) was extended through 

Darlaston to reach Walsall Town Wharf in 1799. Industry grew as a ribbon development along the canal through 

Walsall from The Pleck (SW of the town centre) to Town Wharf. 

  
Aerial View looking towards Town Wharf; early 1900s(?)   (Gerald Leach)                                

 

Walsall Canal 

- to Ryders Green Junction 

   & BCN 

Wryley & Essington Canal 

- to Huddlesford Junction 

      (Coventry Canal) 

Walsall Centre 

- pre canals  

Wryley & Essington Canal 

- to Horsleyfield Junction (BCN) 



             
Wolverhampton Street Bridge & Albion Flour Mill: c1960 (Ian Moss)            Walsall Canal near Pleck Road, 1920s (Flick in Time, Walsall Council) 

 

 
Walsall Canal & Wharf, 1900 (old-maps.co.uk) 

 

By 1796, before the completion of the Walsall Canal, the then main line of the Wyrley & Essington Canal had reached 

Birchills Wharf. This terminus of the Wyrley & Essington Canal was close to the northern extremity of Walsall. 

Whilst it was only little more than half-a-mile from the Walsall Canal, it offered a rather tortuous route to the desirable 

markets to the south of Walsall. With the approval of extending the Wyrley & Essington from Birchills to 

Huddlesford Junction, the last half mile of the Birchills Branch became, in effect, a canal arm. By this time the Wyrley 

& Essington main line was considered to be Horseley Fields to Sneyd Junction, Birchills Junction and on to 

Huddlesford Junction. The main line in the first Act (1792) to Wyrley Bank, in effect, became a branch before it was 

opened in1794.  

There are reports in the literature of the Birchills Arm being little used, silting up and closing within a few years of 

opening, and then re-opening in 1841. However, this is inconsistent with the building of William Harrison’s tramway 

from Birchills Wharf to his lime works in Wolverhampton Street. The tramway operated from 1832; some 9 years 

before the opening of the Walsall Locks Branch connecting the Walsall Canal and the Wyrley & Essington Canal 



The 8 locks from Corporation Wharf to Birchills Wharf were opened in 1841 after the W&E had been acquired by the 

BCN: thus there was a south-north link across the centre of the Birmingham and Black Country canal network. This 

was the one of three canals linking others in the newly formed system: the other two being the Bentley Canal and the 

Rushall Canal. Other proposed, but not authorised, routes were for a flight of locks east of, but close to the Walsall 

flight (as built) and from the Anson/Bradford Canal to the W&E in Leamore, north of Birchills Junction. One suspects 

that these (1827) initiatives were from the BCN adding to the pressure on the Wyrley & Essington to agree to a merger 

first proposed in 1820. From 1825 mine owners in the area petitioned for a junction between the two canals and in 

1837 Walsall Town Council also began to put pressure on the two companies to find a solution.  

The Anson Branch Canal (part of the BCN) was completed in 1830, some 62 years after it was authorised by an Act of 

1768. Its wharf (near to the NW corner of what became Reedswood Park) was connected by horse tramroads to the 

Bentley/Reedswood coal mines and lime quarries. By 1832, several blast furnaces had been built near the terminal 

basin and, in order to tap into the mineral resources further north, the Bradford Branch was proposed. Only a small 

portion of this branch was built as a canal, with the rest being constructed as a narrow-gauge tramway.  

Most of the mines served by the Anson Branch were worked out by the 1890s (part of the area served was landscaped 

to become Reedswood Park, opened in 1887/8). By the early 20
th
 century the canal was in decline. However, it was 

given a new lease of life with the building of a new power station for Walsall (Birchills B) in 1948. One of the reasons 

for siting power stations at Birchills was the ready supply of water. As with Birchills A, water for Birchills B was 

pumped from the Anson Branch to the power station and discharged into the W&E Canal to supply the 

Wolverhampton level of the BCN, some 65ft above the Walsall level. The Anson Branch was cut in two by the 

construction of the M6 but a culvert was built under the motorway to maintain the supply of water. The culvert 

remains today but is un-navigable other than for small BW maintenance craft. 

       
Mineral Lines to Bradford & Anson Branch Canals (essentially these had ceased operation by 1890). 

The Midland Railway (now Reedswood Way) runs across the centre of the map. Canals are at bottom right. 

Victory Lane now runs across the middle of the map on the alignment of the west-east tramway.  

Most of the Bradford Branch is now covered by the southern end of Birchover Road.  

 



A Short History of Electricity Power Stations in Walsall 

and the surrounding canals and railways serving them 

The first electricity generating station in Walsall was built on the site of the first town gas works at Corporation 

Wharf. The site is opposite the 1848 Albion (later Smith’s) Flour Mill which can still be seen today beside 

Wolverhampton Street Canal Bridge (at lock #7 of the Walsall Locks Branch). Both gas (1850-1877) and electricity 

(1895-1916) were supplied from this site. By 1913 the decision was made to replace what had quickly become an 

uneconomic facility unable to generate sufficient electricity to meet the town’s needs. 

   
Site of first Walsall Generating Station, c1900.The gas works had closed by this time but the gas holders were used for storage. Source: old-maps.co.uk  

 (The town with its limestone works, foundries & leather workshops has grown west& north from the pre-canal/railway era). 

Work on a second generating station alongside the Wyrley & Essington Birchills Branch, between Rayboulds Bridge 

and the aqueduct over the Midland Railway, commenced in 1914. This power station (Birchills A as it came to be 

known) was supplying electricity by 1916 but official trials of the alternators were not completed until 1922. Coal was 

delivered by the adjacent canal. Water for cooling was initially also taken from the Wyrley & Essington Canal but, 

within a few years of opening, electrically operated pumps were installed to take water from the Anson Branch of the 

Walsall Canal which was then returned to the W&E Canal. Thus water was taken from the lower level canal and 

returned to the higher canal (a difference in height of 65ft). The pumping station was located at the end of a short arm 

of the Anson Branch. The canal arm is at the SW corner of Reedswood Park a short distance north of Reedswood 

Canal Bridge (Bentley Lane). The park was created in 1888 on the site of disused coal pits and included a pool used 

for swimming - located behind the site of the pumping station. The pool was re-designed in 1931 (and again in 1964) 

with new changing rooms, a diving board, and landscaped areas for sun bathing. By 1993 the pool was derelict and 

was subsequently demolished 



  

 
OS Map (1938) showing site of Birchills A Power Station. Note: Birchills B was built to the west of this site and between the park & the railway (old-maps.co.uk)  

Note the canal basin and cranes (see photographs below). There is no evidence of access from the railway which is in a cutting. 

 

OS Map (1960) showing site of Birchills B Power Station. Note he railway junction west of the canal aqueduct and the sidings to the south of the MR railway.  

The canal wharf is extant but the cranes appear to have been removed. 



    
Pumping Station, 1924. Source: A Click in Time, Walsall Council                      Reedswood Open Air Swimming Pool c1960/70?. Source: Walsall Past and Present  

     
Reedswood Park, 1920s. Source: A Click in Time                      SW Corner of Reedswood Park c1960. Source: OS Maps from old-maps.co.uk 

This second power station was replaced by another in 1948. It was powered by slack delivered primarily by rail and 

was sited behind the 1914 power station to the south of the Midland Railway’s Wolverhampton to Walsall (Ryecroft 

Junc) line as were the railway sidings and coal storage areas. Access to the sidings was possible from both east and 

west directions. The cooling towers of this (third) power station became a familiar landmark for both local residents 

and motorists passing by on the M6 north of junction 10.   

    
Birchills B Power Station from M6, J10 (1975).                                                   The southern end of the Anson Branch Canal culvert under J10, M6                                                                                                          

WMPTE ex Hull 1155 (2355AT) approaches J10 working from Walsall. 

 



By 1980, Birchills B had become (comparatively) inefficient. It was closed in 1982 and demolished in 1987. The site 

is now a retail park with all remains of the power station and most of the railway having disappeared. The canal 

aqueduct over the MR railway is extant as is the footbridge for the power station. To the west of the footbridge the 

remains of the junction to the railway sidings are visible, as is the railway bridge over Bentley Lane to the western end 

of the road serving the retail park. With its characteristic blue brick (from brick works near Aldridge?) this bridge is 

similar to many others in the area but is notable for its proximity to the short-lived (1872-1898) Bentley Station. 

Access to the station and a small goods yard was from Bentley Lane to the south of the bridge. Any remaining 

evidence of the station and its two platforms would have been removed by the construction of the M6 motorway.    

   
Train approaching Bentley Lane Bridge. Bentley Station out of picture to right.       Empty narrowboat “Eddie” going down Walsall locks, 1964 (A Click in Time)  

Today’s M6 also “crosses” the railway, at right angles, to right of picture.                 Too late for Birchills A, but representative of both the pre- & post-war years.  

(Source unknown) 

    
Canal basin at Birchills A looking towards W&E canal (top left of picture)                      There was also a wharf on the W&E canal with a luffing jib coaling crane. 

 (from Black Country Canals, Paul Collins; 2001)                                                                   Coal was moved by a gravity bucket conveyor system. 

         
 Birchills B from towpath south of Birchills Junction)                                                 Lock Keeper’s Cottage & Boatman’s Mission, Walsall Top Lock, 2009 (flickr)                                                                   

 (from Black Country Canals, Paul Collins; 2001) 



 

 
From: Alan Godfrey Map – Walsall NW 1902 (Sheet 63.06) 

 
From: Alan Godfrey Map – Walsall SW & Pleck 1901 (Sheet 63.10) 


