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Part 1: The Modernisation of the Walter Luff Years, 1933-1954

In the period between 1933 and 1954 the Blackpool Tramway system underwent major modernisation and rationalisation. The man responsible for the transformation was Walter Luff, although in 1932 the first choice of the Transport Committee as General Manager was Charles Hopkins. Hopkins had been overseeing the modernisation of the Sunderland system, but decided to turn down the Blackpool post to continue his work in the north-east.
 The Committee then gave the job to Luff, the former Commercial Manager for West Riding
 and they wanted him to make the transport undertaking more economical and flexible. It is mere speculation what would have happened if Hopkins had taken the job but what is known is that, with Luff in charge, major improvements were made. There are two major periods during Luff’s tenure, firstly the pre-war years including the 1933 Five-Year Modernisation Plan and secondly the remaining time until 1954 especially the post war years as World War Two saw considerable neglect. 

Luff wasted little time in starting his review of the transport undertaking and identified what was required in order to make it more profitable. He discovered that there were 156 tramcars in service, 15 were 36 years old and 1 was 3 years old.
 Although it appears that these trams were not too old there had been major technical advances since their introduction. At this stage the West Lancashire Evening Gazette reported that ‘30 new tramcars are required to bring the rolling stock up to date.’
 The report also discovered that there were 39.6 miles of track.
 

On 27 March 1933 Walter Luff presented his ‘Special Report Regarding the Transport Undertaking’, the Five Year Plan, to the Transport Committee.
 This is key as it sets out the long-term strategic plans. Most specifically it examined whether any route abandonments were necessary and what rolling stock was required. The timing of this document is important as, if it had been slightly later, there would not have been the chance for all the work to be completed by the outbreak of World War Two. The Plan also shows that Luff was in favour of the tramway as he committed large amounts of money towards its improvement. It is made clear that the Promenade route to Fleetwood was safe from abandonment for the time being as he said ‘there is no system at present in vogue as capable of dealing with dense crowds as electric cars.’
 Luff made two major recommendations in this report:


The prudent course appears to be: -

1. To modernise the cars used on the Fleetwood and Promenade routes 

during the next few years, because this route will be a tramway for many years to come.

2. To spend no more money than is necessary for safety on the other tram routes, and when financial circumstances permit to seriously consider alternative forms of Transport.

This shows that the report was not only looking at the modernisation of the system but it was also looking towards rationalising the less profitable areas. Many major writers have considered Luff to be pro-tram but when looking at this report it is clear that he was a realist who would have done what was necessary to make the undertaking profitable. At the end of the report several recommendations are listed, firstly that a new depot should be built to enable centralisation.
 Luff considered this vital as money would be saved with existing depots becoming winter stores for the summer cars. The other major recommendation was the replacement of the trams on the Fleetwood route so the journey time was cut to 30 minutes.
 Luff’s realism is also shown as he mentioned the intention to obtain the powers to operate buses and trolleybuses.
 This plan was important in laying the foundations for the modernisation although Luff’s plans expanded in the next five years with 116 new streamlined trams in service by the start of the war.

Luff had already shown the Transport Committee designs for the first streamlined tramcar before presenting the contents of the Five-Year Plan on 21 February 1933.
 Although Luff has been given the credit for the design of the streamlined trams the original design was produced by William ‘Mac’ Marshall of English Electric before Luff had been appointed.
 The Committee decided to order the prototype at the cost of £2,000, the same price as the Pantograph Trams from the late 1920s.
 It should not be underestimated how revolutionary this tram was with its modern motorbus features. The appearance of the tram was so different from the traditional trams that they were to be known as Railcoaches and had a streamlined shape and offered good views all round with a retractable roof and roof windows.
 In another change the entrance was fitted in the centre in order to provide ‘rapid loading from its low level platform and meant passengers had only half the distance to come and go inside each saloon.’
 The tram seated 52 passengers with comfortable upholstered seats and there were heaters under each seat.
 The Railcoach arrived in Blackpool during the night of 19 June 1933 and made its first public duty at the Conference of Municipal Transport Managers giving free demonstration rides.
 On 26 June the Transport Committee sanctioned the ordering of 24 further trams of similar design with the only changes being an extra two feet in length and seating for 54.
 This was only the start of the modernisation but it was key as many of the trams from this initial batch were modified in later years to become Twin Cars, still a major part of the fleet. 

Luff was so impressed with the operation of the Railcoaches that he turned his attention to replacing the trams on the Promenade route. During the main summer season most passengers were carried on double-deck open-top Dreadnoughts from the turn of the century, which although quick to load, were unpopular with the new General Manager. The credit for the development of the streamlined Railcoaches into a double-deck open-topper and a modern toastrack is Luff’s as he adapted Marshall’s original design for these purposes.
 English Electric agreed to build a prototype of both versions before the years end and wanted to build 25 of each in time for the 1934 season
 and this was presented to the Transport Committee along with the designs on 25 September 1933.
 The Committee were, however, cautious and only agreed to the building of the prototypes which were in the resort by 31 January 1934 and displayed at North Pier to be inspected by the public and the Transport Committee.
 Following a positive response the Committee ordered a further 11 toastracks, 12 more open-top cars and 14 fully enclosed double-deckers.
 These new trams caused a major reaction in Blackpool and the local newspaper reported that people let the older trams go past and gentlemen removed their hats when boarding the new trams!
 This batch of 39 trams is a major factor in the survival of the tramway as although they have required extensive maintenance, 31 are still in regular service in Blackpool today with several others in preservation.

The demand for further trams continued and Luff ordered 20 single-deck Railcoaches from English Electric in time for the 1935 season. At the time he claimed these were to replace the old open-sided summer Fleetwood trams, although it is thought that Luff was intent on making the whole fleet single-deck as he considered it to be more cost effective. These Railcoaches have played a major role in the tramway’s survival as at times when there has been doubt over the systems future they were modified to become one-man operated trams and saved the tramway. In the late 1930s the Lytham St Annes Tramway closed which caused a tram shortfall on busy illumination Saturdays, as previously Blackpool borrowed trams from there.
 Luff reacted by ordering 20 single-deck Railcoaches, this time from the Brush Company of Loughborough and they arrived in two batches between 20 July and 9 October 1937.
 The Brush Cars have played a significant role in the survival of the tramway as 12 remain in regular passenger use which means that expenditure has not been needed on new and more expensive tramcars. Just before the outbreak of the war Luff ordered an unusual set of trams, the Sun Saloons. Although from the outside they looked like Railcoaches, inside they had returned to tram basics with the upper half of the windows permanently opened, wooden seats were fitted and they were fitted with second-hand electrical equipment.
 Twelve such trams were delivered but were hardly used in this form as the war intervened and afterwards they were refurbished with new electrical equipment for use on the Marton route. Despite the Sun Saloons becoming the Marton Vambacs in the post-war years and saving that line for a while, they are not a major factor in the tramway’s survival. The initial success of the Vambac equipment persuaded the Committee to sanction the ordering of the Coronation Cars and they nearly bankrupted Blackpool Corporation Transport (BCT).

The British tramways abandoned after World War Two mostly had trams from the early 1900s and needed a significant amount of maintenance. In Blackpool, however, the majority of the trams were only around 10 years old which meant that large-scale maintenance was not required for the foreseeable future. In later years these streamlined tramcars have helped to save the system as, at times when BCT were in no position to spend money on new and unproven trams, they were modified to become Twin Cars and One-Man Operated Trams (OMOs).

Concerning the tramway’s infrastructure, Luff found a site for a central tram depot at Rigby Road, by the existing Blundell Street depot and this was built at the cost of £35,000 by February 1934.
 There were also major changes to the track layout especially at Bispham, Central Station (Tower), Talbot Square (North Pier), Cabin, Thornton Gate and Rossall where an additional centre line was laid to allow continuing services pass terminating trams. There were also turning circles added at Starr Gate, Pleasure Beach and Little Bispham
 which allowed terminating trams to quickly turn round without the driver having to change ends. The one at Pleasure Beach was also useful for storing trams not required for use as specials during slack periods without having to return to depot. Most of the system was relaid in this period except the Marton route which was to be a big battle after the war.

There were also the first two route abandonments with the Layton and Central Drive routes turning to bus operation
 as they both had a significant amount of single line working which caused congestion with the large increase in road vehicles. Luff’s plan had been successful in encouraging people to travel by tram as in 1938 the Fleetwood route had seen traffic increase by 34%,
 there were now 212 trams operational and the mileage had doubled from 4 to 8½ million.
 

The infrastructure improvements made by Luff as part of the Five-Year Plan were a significant factor in explaining the survival as the tramway could now accommodate 8 foot wide tramcars with the increased clearances. This meant that trams with a higher capacity and wider seats could be used making it more accessible, especially to those who did not like the relatively cramped conditions. The track improvements also made the system more flexible as there was no need for the trams to waste mileage in returning to depot when not required as they could be stored on the loops at Pleasure Beach. In addition trams would not be delayed as much at the busier stops behind terminating services with the new centre lines. The building of the main depot at Rigby Road meant that in future years, when the outlying depots closed with their routes, there was a facility which would accommodate all the trams needed.

During the war the tramway became much quieter as fewer people went on holiday and there was limited maintenance possible. The only real work undertaken was in 1941-42 when the double-deck open-top Railcoaches were fully enclosed to make them suitable for all year use.
 By the end of the war the track on the Marton route had deteriorated making it dangerous for use but Luff managed to persuade the council in 1946 to relay the route and this started in 1947.
 The 1939 Sun Saloons were also refurbished which saw them brought up to the standards of the Railcoaches and, most significantly, they were fitted with resilient wheels and Vambac Controllers.
 The trams were known as the ‘Marton Vambacs’ and proved to be a success operating on this route. 

At the end of the 1940s Luff told the Transport Committee that purchasing new cars would bring about an ‘increased productivity through rapid acceleration and decentralisation abilities and through quicker loading and unloading.’
 He was keen for the new class of trams to be single-deck as he had hinted twice at the end of 1949. On 25 November he ‘pointed out the ability of single-deckers to maintain a faster timetable: 120 drivers and conductors were required to operate 20 double-deckers on a double shift whereas 120 staff could man 30 single-deck trams.’
 On 21 December he gave 5 reasons why he wanted to purchase single-deckers in the future:

1. Capital cost would be less. 37 single-deck cars could be purchased for the same price as 25 double-deck trams.

2. Less wear on the tracks and less use of the electrical current.

3. Cheaper to clean and maintain and safer to load and unload.

4. Fewer fares will go uncollected.

5. When service is provided every 3 or 4 minutes the revenue is as high as on a double-decker.

The Committee had received several tenders to supply 25 single-deck tramcars by 24 March
 and Charles Roberts of Wakefield was chosen to build them, known as the Coronation Cars, with the first one delivered on 5 June 1952. The trams were 8 feet wide, 50 feet long, had a flat-ended appearance and were fitted with similar equipment to the Marton Vambacs.
 The first of the class was approved by the Ministry of Transport Inspector, Brigadier C.A.Langley, on 13 June and made its first official trip on 16 June when the Mayor took the controls on the Promenade.
 The West Lancashire Evening Gazette was impressed with the new £10,000 tramcar saying, ‘and what a glamour lady she proved to be!’
 The trams first use in service was on 3 July and the tram became a hit with the public with its unique all white livery.
 The remainder of the class was delivered at the rate of 2 or 3 a month with the final Coronation arriving in early January 1954. 

The trams were soon to prove troublesome as they had persistent problems with the Vambac electrical equipment which was also expensive to operate as it consumed a lot of power which meant they were not cost effective.
 They also often became ‘immobilised because a speck of dust had short-circuited the contact fingers in the accelerator.’
 De-wirements were often a problem at corners when travelling at speed as they had a long trolley boom. Joe Franklin, Luff’s replacement as Transport General Manager after retirement in 1954, described these trams as ‘the world’s worst buy.’

The Coronations could well have closed the tramway down rather than help towards its survival with all the problems they caused. The original tender that BCT had accepted had the cost as £266,675, however a report published on 31 March 1954 gave the final cost as £329,188.
 It cannot be overestimated how much trouble the Coronations caused and the first of the class was withdrawn in December 1963, only 10 years after it’s introduction. A year later the Vambac electrical equipment was removed and replaced with conventional equipment although this also caused problems. 
 The main trouble was that it meant the driver sat higher which obstructed his vision. In later years many councillors claimed that they never wanted the Coronations to be purchased although this is not shown in official documents. As soon as the loans were paid off Franklin introduced a major withdrawal and scrapping programme. It appears that Luff got carried away with the success experienced with the Railcoaches and his belief that single-deck trams were the way forward. These trams only succeeded in turning BCT from a profit into heavy debt. 

Walter Luff stayed on for two extra years beyond retirement age, until 1954, so that he could supervise the introduction of the Coronations. His final yearly report was released on 31 March giving a review of what had been achieved during his tenure:


All the Permanent Way for the tramways has been re-laid…many cables have 

been renewed…new poles and Overhead Line have been put up…a new tramcar depot has been erected at Rigby Road…new tramcars of various types have been bought and Blackpool is the only town in Britain with a modern tramcar fleet.

It is hard to imagine there being a Blackpool Tramway in 2001 if it had not been for the Five-Year Modernisation Plan of the mid-1930s as this has provided the basis for the modern system. During the Luff years the profit for BCT reached nearly £4million
 but Luff did leave a heavy debt with the Coronations. The Transport Chairman, Alderman Rhodes Marshall, put it well when he said ‘Mr Luff can go into retirement proud of his many and considerable achievements.’
 It should be remembered that the ‘concept of a major modernisation scheme had been agreed…months before Walter Luff arrived.’
 Although Luff was a very influential figure who was hired to undertake the modernisation he was not as key a figure as many have painted him. This is seen with the fact that the original design for the first of the streamlined trams was drawn up by English Electric’s Marshall with Luff adapting these plans for his own versions later. Although the Coronation Cars did prove to be troublesome and were his concept, more so than the Railcoaches of the 1930s, Luff was a significant factor in the tramway’s survival. This is because it is doubtful whether there would have been a system for the Coronations to be introduced without the Five-Year Plan.
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