WHY HAS THE BLACKPOOL TRAMWAY SURVIVED?

Introduction

The Blackpool Tramway opened on 29 September 1885 and was originally a short line between Cocker Street (near to North Pier) and Dean Street  (near to South Pier) and used the Conduit power system, which involved getting the power from a groove in the track.
 After the success of this stretch, the Tramway gradually grew before, in 1898, the Blackpool and Fleetwood Tramroad, a separate company, opened a route from Blackpool North Station to Fleetwood which became part of Blackpool Corporation Tramways (BCT) in 1920.
 The tramway network reached its peak in 1926 when the last extension was opened stretching from the Pleasure Beach to Starr Gate.

Blackpool was typical of most major British towns and cities by having a tram system, with the peak reached in 1927 when 14,481 tramcars were in operation in the British Isles.
 However, after this point there was a rapid decline in the number of British tramways, for a variety of reasons. The major reason was that the motor car had become cheaper and more flexible leading to its increased popularity and the trams caused congestion by stopping in the middle of the road to pick up passengers. This also led to confusion for motorists, especially those from outside of Blackpool, as they were unsure how to overtake the tramcars. The final fatal blow for most of the systems that survived until World War Two were the bombing raids which caused severe damage and would require a significant amount of money to repair them. In the post war depression that followed there was little money available and in some cases there was little desire to undertake the repairs. 
 The severity of the decline can be seen as, by the start of the 1960s, the only tramways on the British mainland were found in Sheffield, Glasgow and Blackpool but Sheffield was abandoned in 1960 and then in 1962 Glasgow was closed.
 Blackpool was then the final tramway system in Britain although this did not survive intact as by 1963 all the inland routes had been replaced by buses with the only remaining route being the mainly segregated Promenade route between Starr Gate and Fleetwood. This section of the tramway has also been frequently threatened especially in the winter of 1963/64 when trams only operated between Cleveleys and Fleetwood. This proved to be an unpopular decision as it meant these towns became isolated from Blackpool and at Easter 1964 the tramway was fully re-opened, as it has remained ever since.

In the following months British Trams Online will seek to analyse just why the Blackpool Tramway has survived whilst all others closed. In addition to the main reasons to be examined at depth there are others which can help the explanation. The most important of these was the introduction of the Progress Twin Cars at the start of the 1960s. General Manager Joe Franklin had been on a visit to Europe to see how tramways were adapting to the modern strains of public transport. On his return he authorised the rebuilding of two English Electric Railcoaches with flat ends so they could be joined together which meant that only 3 crew members were needed whereas previously 4 were used.
 The next reason is that Blackpool Transport (BT) are constantly improving the traditional tramcars in a cost effective way. The majority of the trams used now date originally from the 1930s and have been refurbished many times. The third minor reason is that during the summer there are thousands of holiday makers in Blackpool and the Promenade can look very long and the trams are easily available to save energy.
 The final minor reason is that many businesses see the trams as a way of pushing their products and sign lucrative advertising contracts with many trams in the fleet painted in special all over adverts, this has made a substantial amount of money for BT.

In the following inter-related chapters four major reasons are examined which show why the Blackpool Tramway has survived. The first chapter shows how the modernisation introduced by Transport General Manager Walter Luff from 1933-1954 contributed. This period was key as Luff introduced new streamlined tramcars such as the English Electric Railcoaches, Boat Cars, Balloon Cars and Brush Cars during the Five-Year Modernisation Plan of 1933-1938. These trams were more stable than the traditional tramcars and were more comfortable with heated saloons and upholstered seats instead of the traditional cold wooden ones. The Five-Year Plan was also significant as concerns the investment in the infrastructure as it meant, when there were the years of neglect during the war, the system didn’t deteriorate too much. The chapter will also show that Luff ‘s tenure did have its troubles, with the 1953 Coronation Cars proving troublesome from the outset with major electrical problems. The aim of the chapter is to show that the Modernisation Plan was a major factor in the Blackpool tramway surviving as it meant that when there was a question mark over the future of the system the majority of the tramcars needed little maintenance. 

The aim of the second chapter is twofold. Firstly, it shows that the tramway has survived because the line is a tourist attraction as it is as much a part of Blackpool as the beach, Tower and Pleasure Beach. This has been recognised with major events for the 75th Tramway Anniversary in 1960, the 1985 Tramway Centenary and in 1998 the Tramroad’s Centenary and the introduction of the yearly Fleetwood Tram Sunday. The aim of the second half of the chapter is to show that the tramway has survived because the less profitable inland routes were abandoned in the 1960s, with the remaining part of the system being mostly separate from the roads thus not causing congestion. 

The final chapter aims to show that in the 1970s the tramway management decided to save money by introducing one-man operated trams which helped the survival. A grant was obtained from the Ministry of Transport and was used to convert some of the Railcoaches from the Luff era for one-man operation. The first One-Man Operated Tram (OMO) was introduced in 1972 and in total 13 Railcoaches were adapted in this way. In the late 1970s and early 1980s the development progressed when two double-deck OMOs were introduced, rebuilt from double-deck Railcoaches from Luff’s era. Finally the chapter shows that confidence in the tramway had improved sufficiently by the mid 1980s for BCT to order the first totally new tramcars for 30 years, the Centenary Cars.

The main reason for the Blackpool Tramway surviving whilst all other British systems closed is a combination of Walter Luff’s Five-Year Plan of the 1930s and the adaptation of some of these trams into OMOs in the 1970s. If Luff had not introduced this modernisation plan it is doubtful there would have been a tramway by the 1970s when Joe Franklin decided to introduce OMO cars, which saved the tramway at this time. 

In order to complete this study a wide variety of sources have been examined with both primary and secondary consulted. The main primary sources were copies of the local newspaper, the West Lancashire Evening Gazette, which had a wide variety of articles on the tramway dating from Walter Luff’s 1933 Modernisation Plan to the 1985 Centenary celebrations. Copies of BCT’s Annual Reports were also consulted which give an insight into the views of the General Manager on the years events. Unfortunately these were limited in number with only reports from the Walter Luff years of 1934, 1935, 1938, 1951, 1953 and 1954 at the National Tramway Museum Library, Crich. On the same theme the famous Five-Year Modernisation Plan was consulted with details of what Luff planned to do with the transport undertaking. The final major primary sources consulted were a limited number of booklets produced by the tram manufacturing companies which give detailed information about the trams.

On the secondary side there have been many books written on the Blackpool Tramway although none concentrate exclusively on this part. The most useful titles include Steve Palmer’s Blackpool and Fleetwood 100 Years By Tram, Palmer and Brian Turner’s Blackpool by Tram and D.L.Hyde’s Blackpool’s New Tramcars. There are also journals available with both The Tramway and Light Railway World and The Transport World dating from the 1930s being particularly useful. Finally videos were viewed on tramways in general which showed the main reasons why other systems were abandoned.
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