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The origins of the Vulcan Motor & Engineering Company can possibly be
traced back to 1896 when Thomas and Joseph Hampson built an experimental
motor car.

The Hamspon brothers had been born in Wigan, Lancashire (Thomas in 1867
and Joseph in 1872) the sons of Joseph Hampson who was a joiner. They had
two sisters and another brother William who was to join them later. As
was usually the case, the brothers followed in their fathers footsteps
and trained as joiners. Thomas moved to London ‘where he engaged in
technical education as an instructor’ and, after living for a short while
in Nottingham, was appointed chief manual instructor at Bolton Technical
College in 1892, ‘having charge of all the woodwork and metal-working
classes’. It was there that, with help from his brother Joseph, he built
an experimental motor car and it is possible that the car had been
completed as early as 1896 as, in 1912, whilst defending an allegation
of dangerous motoring, Joseph proclaimed in court that he had been
‘driving a car for about 16 years’.

By 1901 Joseph had moved to Southport where he was earning a living as a
cabinet maker. In 1902, in partnership with Thomas, he established the
Vulcan Motor Manufacturing & Engineering Company Ltd, occupying premises
at Yellow House Lane, with himself as manager. The company built their
first motor car at Yellow House Lane in 1902. This was a 4hp,
single-cylinder, belt-driven model with a wooden chassis, and was
evidently successful as larger premises were sought in the same year, and
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they finally secured the lease of an old drill hall off Hawesside Street
in Southport. This had a former parade ground to the rear, alongside Segar
Street (subsequently renamed Vulcan Street), that provided an opportunity
to expand the works as required. This provided work for about 200 men.

The range of cars was increased in 1903 with the introduction of a 6.5hp
model fitted with an ‘armoured ash’ chassis, whilst twin-cylinder models
with a steel chassis began to be produced in 1904. The company exhibited
at the automobile show at Crystal Palace in February 1904, and was also
well represented at the first automobile show to be held at Olympia in
Kensington in February 1905. By the end of that year, the company’s sales
figures had increased from £9,000 in 1904 to £17,000.

A report on the Lancashire motor-car industry that considered the Vulcan
Motor Company to be ‘certainly one of the most successful concerns in the
district’. This was reflected in the sales figures for 1906, which had
climbed to £43,000.

Commercial vehicles including a six-cylinder van were also being produced
by 1906, when the company took a decision to obtain new premises. This
coincided with the voluntary liquidation of the Vulcan Motor
Manufacturing & Engineering Company Ltd and the formation of the Vulcan
Motor & Engineering Company (1906) Ltd. Thomas Hampson was the managing
director of the new company and Joseph Hampson, whilst not on the board
of directors, was responsible for much of the basic design of the cars.
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William Hampson also joined the firm in 1906, initially as a clerk of
works but, utilising his skills as a joiner and cabinet-maker, soon took
charge of the coach-building department. Creating the new company allowed
£63,000 of capital to be raised, enabling the plans for a new
purpose-built factory in Crossens to be set in motion. The coming of the
new factory was announced in December 1906, with reports that the Vulcan
Company had purchased an acre of land and ‘the work, which will be
proceeded with at once, will cost £9,000’. It was also reported that
cottages were to be built in the vicinity of the factory to house the
workforce, which was expected to be about 750 hands, with an estimated
total increase to the local population of about 2,500 or 3,000 people.

The company sustained a loss of £4,000 on the increased capital during
the first year of production in the new factory. The financial woes were
compounded by a fire that gutted the Hawesside Street works in May 1908,
destroying the painting and finishing shop, together with six complete
cars and 51 car bodies, causing damage estimated at £4,000. The financial
report for the year ending September 1909, however, showed a net annual
profit of £15,823, and the situation had improved sufficiently by 1911
to enable additional workshops and erecting shops to be built. Whilst the
Hawesside Street works had been restored for use after the fire in 1908,
the body painting, upholstery and finishing departments were transferred
to Crossens after the new factory was extended in 1911, and the Hawesside
Street works were used thereafter for testing and repairing vehicles.
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In 1913 the company’s capital was increased from £75,000 to £150,000 in
1913, enabling further expansion of the works.

The employment of at least 750 men at the Vulcan Works prior to the First
World War represented a significant expansion of the local population,
with many of the workers bringing their skills to Crossens from industrial
towns across Lancashire, particularly from established centres of
engineering such as Bolton and Wigan. The influx of new workers inevitably
led to an expansion of the local housing stock, whilst analysis of the
1911 Census shows that Vulcan workers predominantly lived on the southern
side of the village, with distinct concentrations on Pool Street, Brook
Street and Land Lane.

The First World War had a significant impact on the production of cars
in Britain, as the motor industry’s resources were directed to the war
effort. Two major military defeats in 1915 were blamed on a lack of
munitions, stirring up a ‘shell scandal’ that led in no small part to the
collapse of the government. David Lloyd George, the first ‘Minister of
Munitions’ in the new coalition administration, induced and then
threatened manufacturers to take on munitions works. Many car factories
were duly extended to accommodate their war work, and the larger firms
switched entirely to producing armaments, military vehicles and aircraft,
although companies such as Humber, Rover, Sunbeam and Vauxhall managed
to combine this with limited car production. The Vulcan Works focused
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production on lorries during the war and, by 1918, was producing over 100
per week. All of the parts, except for the engines, for a number of
aircraft, including the Airco DH9, were also produced, together with gun
limbers and ambulances. Munitions, and specifically mine-firing
mechanisms, hydrostat switches and depth-charge pistols, were also
produced for the Admiralty.

In 1917, whilst still serving as managing director of the Vulcan Motor
Works, Thomas Hampson was elected Mayor of Southport and, in the following
year, acquired Southport football club. In effect, the club was taken
over and financed by the Vulcan Motor Company on the condition that it
was called ‘Southport Vulcan’, thereby becoming the first English
football club to take a sponsor’s name. However, the company relinquished
their control the following season, not least due to Thomas Hampson being
found guilty of applying £22,266 of capital from the Vulcan Company for
his own use, for which he was sentenced to 12 months in jail.

Following the cessation of hostilities in 1918, the company moved into
large-scale production of lorries with the Vulcan Standard Commercial
vehicle, which they offered in addition to a range of cars. Many of these
were also bodied as small capacity buses or charabancs. With Thomas
Hampson in jail, however, C.B. Wardman took control as managing director.
During this period, 75% of the Vulcan Motor & Engineering Company was
acquired under a complex cash and shares deal by Harper Bean Ltd, a public
company formed in 1919 to bring together several interests in the
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expanding motor-vehicle manufacturing industry. This appears to have led
to substantial investments in the plant, and the adoption of a mechanical
production line at the Vulcan Works.

In June 1920, the company held a grand dinner at the Prince of Wales hotel
to celebrate the manufacture of over 1,000 lorry chassis in the first six
months of the year. However, less than two months later the workforce of
approximately 2,000 was served with a week’s notice, caused by the
sluggish sale of lorry chassis. In response, the Vulcan Motor &
Engineering Company pulled out of the combination with Harper Bean and
proposed to re-organise the factory for the production of a Vulcan
Standard pleasure car before re-opening. It was reported in November 1920
that Vulcan was producing their new four-speed 20hp car at a rate of
around 40 per week. However, a review of the accounts for the 15 months
up to December 1920 showed a loss of £447,000, and the works was closed
again in 1921 due a depression in trade. Some creditors served a
winding-up order on the company, although a spate of orders persuaded the
majority of creditors to agree a rescue scheme.

From 1922, Vulcan worked with Lea-Francis of Coventry, pooling
dealerships and rationalising some of their production. This arrangement
proved to be advantageous and, by January 1923, orders had trebled
compared with those of January 1922. This included a significant growth
of orders from overseas, including a bus designed for the Spanish market
that attracted the attention of several English municipalities.
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Vulcan charabanc with Massey bodywork c.1920. Many of the early charabancs and buses were
built on lorry chassis or extended car chassis. Vulcan’s first true passenger chassis was
not available until 1926. (LTHL collection).
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Vulcan Duke normal control 20-seater chassis with Vulcan ‘sunshine’ saloon bodywork taken
from a Vulcan advert dated 1930. (LTHL collection).



Vulcan Motor & Engineering Co Ltd 1902-1937

From the same 1930’s advert is this illustration of the Vulcan Emperor double-decker. (LTHL
collection).
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Vulcan exhibited a 26-seat passenger saloon bus at the 1924 Scottish Motor
Show fitted with a Vulcan B26D body, that could be operated by one man
or with a conductor. It had a two compartment interior with forward facing
seats arranged in pairs in the front compartment and perimeter seating
in the rear compartment which was separated from the forward saloon by a
sliding door. The front entrance was fitted with folding doors that could
be operated from the drivers seat by a lever which also folded the lower
step when the door was closed. For one man operation the rear doors could
be locked off. The previous year they had exhibited a 20-seat one man
operated bus on a Vulcan two-ton commercial vehicle chassis.

A continued rise in the demand for motor cars led the company to introduce
a nightshift, and the workforce increased to 1,225. The net profit
recorded for 1926 was £18,963, leading an editorial in a local newspaper
to proclaim that the transformation in the company’s fortunes was the
‘most remarkable in the history of the motor industry in this country’.

There was another temporary closure of the factory in 1927, and the
workforce of approximately 1,000 was halved.

Car production finally ceased in 1928, and the company concentrated on
manufacturing buses and commercial vehicles.
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In 1930 the single-deck range included the Vulcan Duke seating 20, the
Vulcan Duchess seating 26, (with Vulcan four-cylindered engines of
different sizes) and the Vulcan Countess seating 28 (virtually the
Duchess model but equipped for forward control and also powered by the
Vulcan four-cylindered engine). The new Vulcan engine in the Duchess and
Countess was a monobloc, detachable-head unit of 110 mm bore and 140 mm
stroke and a capacity of 5,321 c.c. With a rating of 30 hp it developed

Vulcan Duchess 26-seat bus. (Commercial Motor Archive)
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40 bhp at 1,000 rpm and 60 bhp at 2,000 rpm. The Duke engine was similar
in design but smaller, the bore and stroke being 100 mm and 130 mm and
the output 49 bhp at 2,000 rpm.

The final two models in the range were the Vulcan Prince seating 32 and
the Vulcan Princess seating 36. These had the new four-cyclinder Ricardo
engine of 110 mm bore and 140 mm stroke fitted. Whilst of the same
capacity as the power unit of the Duchess and Countess chassis it
developed 47 bhp at 1,000 rpm and 75 bhp at 2,000 rpm.

All were normal control except the Countess which had recently been
introduced and was forward control.

The introduction of the 51-seater double-deck ‘Emperor’ bus in 1930
secured orders from several local authorities, including local operator
Southport, who operated a fleet of 15 with the first bus going into
service in 1930, although the quality of the vehicles compared poorly
with the high standards of the established manufacturers such as Leyland
and AEC.  The Emperor was powered by a newly designed six-cylinder engine
and had a wheelbase of 16 ft 6 ins and an overall length of 25 ft 6½ ins.

The rear track was 5 ft 10½ ins and the front track 6 ft 411/16 ins, the
frame width being 3 ft 11 ins, narrowing to 3 ft ¼ in at the dumbirons.
The unladen chassis weighed about 3 tons 15 cwt.

In 1931 the company went into receivership, although it continued in
production under the receiver. The loss of a contract valued in excess
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of £32,500 to supply buses to Southport Corporation in 1934 which was
awarded jointly to Leyland Motors and English Electric was a devastating
blow to Vulcan.

The final nail in the coffin was delivered in 1937, when the company
failed to secure a further contract from Southport Corporation to build
the bodies for another five double-decker buses, despite 500 Vulcan
employees holding a mass meeting to protest against the corporation’s
decision.

The entire share capital of Vulcan Motor & Engineering was then acquired
by J. Brockhouse & Company from the Midlands and the production rights
to the motor vehicle side of the Vulcan business were sold to
Tilling-Stevens, who transferred production to Maidstone in Kent.

Brockhouse was primarily a trailer manufacturer and wanted the Vulcan
Works and associated land, but was not looking to continue the production
of motor vehicles. The Vulcan works were renamed Brockhouse Engineering
Ltd. Interestingly, having served his jail sentence, Thomas Hampson
joined the Board of Brockhouse and eventually became general manager.

Production of Vulcan badged lorries began again in March 1938
manufactured by Tilling-Stevens and continued to be available after the
Rootes group acquired the company in 1950. The Vulcan name finally
disappeared in 1953 when Rootes rationalised their commercial vehicle
range.
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A rare survivor from 1933 is this Vulcan Countess of Watson’s Greys of St Martins, Guernsey
which was in preservation at the time of the photograph and carrying a Reading FB32F body
from c.1953. (LTHL collection).
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