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Chapter 3: The Introduction of One-Man Operated Trams

By the late 1960s the Blackpool Tramway had been drastically reduced in size with the closure of the inland street routes which meant it worked more profitably. In the early 1970s the key figures in Blackpool’s transport system, including Joe Franklin, prepared a report to an All-Party Committee on the future of the tramway. This report looked at several ways of making savings on the tramway by:

i) the abandonment of part of the tramway to the north of Red Bank Road, Bispham and the substitution of buses running along existing carriageways.

ii) the abandonment of the whole of the tramway and the substitution of buses running along the existing carriageways.

iii) the abandonment of the whole of the tramway and the substitution of buses running along a bus free-way between Starr Gate and Bispham and along existing roads north of Bispham.

…we have also considered the possibility of retaining the whole or part of the tramway, but converting some of the single-deck trams to one-man operation.

Despite the saving of the tramway in the winter of 1963-64, the future of the tramway was again in doubt and the Transport Committee were looking at ways to save money. In the end the deciding factor in retaining the system was the cost of abandonment as it was estimated that £48,000 per mile would be required to remove the infrastructure.
 This was compared with savings of £8,000 per year if the system terminated at Bispham and £4,000 if the northern most point was Thornton Gate.
 The report also saw that savings could be made in staffing and maintenance reaching £65,000 for curtailment at Bispham and £48,000 at Thornton Gate.
 These proposals were discussed at a time when one-man buses were becoming popular across the country with the Ministry of Transport offering grants for their development.
 Blackpool Corporation Transport (BCT) were hopeful that they’d be able to obtain one of these grants in order to adapt a tram to one-man operation (OMO).

Franklin had first put forward the idea of OMO trams in 1969 when he said ‘if I had tried to build a one-man tram in 1958 it wouldn’t have stood an earthly, but after one-man buses had been introduced the climate was different.’
 The first attempt was on a 1937 Brush Railcoach,
 the main work involved creating front entrances and making the existing centre entrance an exit. Internally the partitions between the cab and saloon were removed and the electrical equipment was moved to the trolley tower to create more room.
 This was not to prove a success as the new front entrance was too narrow and was located behind the driver, which meant he had to turn round when collecting fares, leading to Union condemnation.
 Despite this setback Franklin still saw the ‘one-man tram as the answer to the lightly trafficked winter tram service’
 and was keen to develop the idea further. The path for the development of OMO trams was cleared soon after, with the decision to retain the remainder of the tramway.

In order to avoid major mistakes being made at the next attempt, a consultative committee was formed with the Trade Unions, which made sure the finished product was acceptable to all.
 The Ministry of Transport awarded BCT a grant of £250,000
 and the remaining English Electric Railcoaches were chosen to be adapted as they were found to be ‘ideal for rebuilding as they had wooden framed bodies on a steel chassis.’
 The design involved the lengthening of the tram body from 43 to 49 feet which enabled a wide front entrance
 and the total capacity, including standees, was set at 64 which made a good staff passenger ratio as only one staff member was needed. They were as distinctive as the Railcoaches had been in 1933 as the ends were tapered and they were painted sunshine yellow and crimson.
 This meant that the public would be able to tell them apart from other trams and should have their fares ready for collection on boarding. By December 1971 the construction of the first two OMOs was well underway and the next two were already stripped awaiting a start to be made on them with the first one revealed in April 1972.
 After driving the OMO to Fleetwood the Transport Ministry’s inspector, Lt Col McNaughton, commented that the conversion job was excellent.
 This ensured the ‘design and planning of the OMOs was officially approved’
 and meant the public could be prepared for their introduction with leaflets telling them how to use them. In order to ensure the OMOs did not cause much disruption the number of the stops were reduced in the Fleetwood street section and in Blackpool the stops were adjusted so passengers faced the trams entrance.

The introduction of the OMOs did not run totally smoothly as firstly the drivers had to become accustomed with using their right hand to drive the tram. All other trams in the fleet had the controller on the left of the driver, but the layout of the OMOs meant it was moved to the right which meant he had to learn how to use it with his other hand. They also had to deal with coinage for the first time, a task made more complicated as people had to get used to having their fares ready before boarding.
 They were introduced slowly into service with trial operation during summer 1972 on the Promenade so the passengers and drivers could get used to them. 

Despite these fairly minor teething problems and the running time from Starr Gate to Fleetwood increasing, there is little doubt ‘that these 13 cars saved the system from its ultimate demise, or reduction to a short tourist line.’
 These trams saved BCT money, despite the fact that 20% bonuses were awarded to OMO drivers, as 170 conductors were dispensed with.
 It should be emphasised that these 13 trams were not seen as a long-term solution, they were just a short-term stopgap whilst new trams or other money saving ideas were found. In 1974 Franklin retired and ‘could look back with satisfaction at the metamorphosis of the tramway to a slimmed-down but more cost-effective operation.’
 

Franklin’s replacement was Derek Hyde who was keen to continue the development of one-man operated trams. The late 1970s saw local government reorganisation which gave Lancashire County Council (LCC) more say in transport policy, benefiting the tramway financially.
 LCC were fully behind retention of the tramway which meant BCT could continue the development of OMO trams. Some of the Ministry of Transport grant was left after the completion of the final OMO and this was used for the modification of a double-deck tram for one-person operation.
 The trams chosen for modification were two of the 1934 English Electric double-deck Railcoaches which had been stored derelict in the depot for a number of years and they would become ‘new all-purpose trams for summer and winter operation with enhanced capacity.’
 The modifications on the first tram were started on 26 October 1976 and, as in the case of the OMOs, the major work concentrated on lengthening the car to 46 feet to enable a full width body at the ends. The central entrance was removed, which meant that the passengers had to board and alight the tram at the front and a new simpler controller was fitted.
 Financial constraints meant that the work was suspended at the end of 1977 but further money was found to enable the tram to be completed and unveiled on 19 April 1979.
 On 7 June the Ministry of Transport inspector visited and passed the tram for driver training with its first use in public service on 2 July 1979, although it was not used for one-man operation until the following winter.
 This prototype ‘Jubilee’ Car was found to be slow loading and unloading with its single entrance and exit. In January 1980 the Transport Committee authorised the second tram to be rebuilt and a central exit was included.
 There were also a few other minor changes made before completion in April 1982
 in order to make it more efficient, such as increasing the width by 6 inches
. 

In 1982 Hyde informed the Transport Committee that the original OMOs were running around 400,000 miles between them every year, around half of the annual total mileage
, and they were starting to show the signs of their age. When it came to looking for replacements ‘it was felt that the protracted time taken to build the two double-deckers had been at the expense of fleet maintenance’
 and had produced a financial burden on the department. So the Transport Committee invited tenders for ‘an entirely new car body which could be the forerunner of a new fleet of single deckers’
 which would be the first totally new trams built for Blackpool since the introduction of the ill-fated Coronations in the 1950s. The tender asked for the ‘supply of a single-deck tramcar body, 50 feet long and 8 feet wide, suitable for one-man operation and seating 52.’
 There were four tenders put forward, Duple (Metsec) Ltd., Leyland Bus, Walter Alexander (Coachbuilders) Ltd and East Lancashire (Coachbuilders) Ltd..
 East Lancashire’s tender was chosen as they were considered a reliable supplier because they had been building Blackpool’s buses for several years previously and were asked to provide a prototype at the cost £138,000.
 At this stage it was the intention that there would be three further annual deliveries of three trams to make a fleet of 10 all year OMO trams. The plans produced showed that the trams would have offset centre exits so the driver could supervise the alighting easier.

The first Centenary, numbered 641, arrived in Blackpool on 17 April 1984, started tests on 6 June and was approved by the railway inspectorate on 14 June.
 On 15 June the tram was launched into public view and named ‘the Centenary Belle’ and, on 6 July, worked its first revenue earning service.
 The capacity of the new tramcar was 70, with 54 seated, which again proved useful in terms of staff to passenger ratio especially in the slower winter months.  The entry of this tram into service allowed the first of the veteran OMOs to be withdrawn from service although afterwards there was a restriction on local council spending which meant there were delays in the rest of the programme and some of the OMOs remained in service until 1993.
 The next three members of the class arrived during 1986 and the final three were introduced in 1987/88. The eighth tram of the class had been in Blackpool since 1985 but was owned by GEC who used it to test experimental equipment and Blackpool Transport (BT) purchased and standardised it in 1989.
 During the building of these trams local government restructuring had seen BCT become a private company, BT. Due to financial reasons BT decided not to go ahead with the remainder of the proposal and they would regret this decision in future years.
 It meant that there would only be eight trams available for the basic winter service when 7 are required daily and in the years since there have been many occasions when more than one Centenary has been receiving works attention. 

The fact that it was decided to spend the money on brand new trams for Blackpool at the stage of the tramway’s centenary shows that the tramway had survived its darkest hour and was now starting to have major improvements again. The Centenaries were the first totally new tramcars built for Blackpool since the last Coronation arrived in Blackpool in January 1954, with all the trams introduced in between being rebuilds of existing vehicles. The OMOs were, by the early 1980s, looking like the 50 year old trams they were and as such were becoming unreliable which did not make for a good impression on the public. This meant that a decision had to be made on whether to look for replacements or whether to abandon the tramway. It was decided to look for new trams as those on the Transport Committee still believed in retaining the tramway as it is the most effective means of transporting people along the Fylde Coast. It cannot be said, however, that the introduction of the Centenary Cars was a major reason for the tramways survival as they came at a time when the future was as secure as it had been since the 1950s.

There can be little doubt that the introduction of the earlier one-man trams was a major reason in the survival of the tramway. The main reason was because less staff were required, especially in the winter, as only one driver was required for between 64 and 98 passengers. The original OMOs were introduced as a short-term measure and were a major factor in the survival as at the time they were put into service there was considerable doubt over whether the tramway should remain open, and this cost saving measure saved it at this time. When the OMOs were starting to show signs of their age, the building of the Centenaries showed that there is a commitment in Blackpool towards the retention of the system. This was because they should be able to provide around 30 years service which means the tramway’s future should be secure for the time being, especially with the Centenaries now undergoing their first major overhaul to extend their lives.
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