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A
s you may have read in issue 
1288, CBW attended the annual 
heritage rally held at Ulster Folk 
and Transport Museum 
(UFTM), Cultra. This event was 

special as it coincided with Ulsterbus’ 50th 
anniversary and many vehicles from the 
operator’s past were proudly presented in the 
operator’s classic blue and cream livery. I 
found out about the event due to 
correspondence with photographer and 
industry enthusiast, Paul Savage. Having 
edited and contributed to several books on 
Northern Ireland’s (NI) transport history; 
Paul worked hand-in-hand with Mark 
Kennedy, Curator for Rail and Transport at 
UFTM to provide an Ulsterbus-focused 
display at the museum. 

Paul was able to introduce me to many 
figures, both past and present. I cannot thank 
him enough for inviting me to the dinner at 

Cultra Manor. I was kindly 
invited to sit at a table 

with Irvine and Irene Millar. 
Despite being relatively new to 

the industry, I could tell this was 
a rare opportunity. Once dinner was 

over and coffee was being served, I decided to 
seize the moment and ask Irvine if he would 
be comfortable with an interview about his 
time at Ulsterbus. 

CBW   What got you into the industry? 

IRVINE MILLAR (IM)   I was always an 
enthusiast. As a small boy I watched the 
trams and the occasional bus go past my 
house in Craiglockhart, Edinburgh. When I 
was quite young they were withdrawing the 
trams and putting buses on, so I witnessed 
that period of change. My initial thought for 
a career was to go into civil engineering. A 
friend of my dad took on the hydroelectric 
project in the Highlands where he was an 
electrical engineer. I did a summer up there 
and decided that I would prefer to work 
in transport. Another friend of my father’s 
worked for London Transport (LT) and 
managed to arrange an introduction. I had 
achieved a general degree and LT had a 
graduate training scheme, and it didn’t matter 
what your degree subject was. I applied 
for that and was accepted. They were very 

impressed that I had a Master of Arts degree, 
which is standard in Scotland. I got the job in 
London; meanwhile I had done a couple of 
summers as a bus conductor in Scotland. 

I had three years of training in all departments 
and then LT slotted me into a role. I got a job in 
the green country bus division. It was a separate 
division of LT. I did three years there and then I 
got promoted into the traffic office of the central 
red bus department. 

CBW   When did you pass your test? 

IM   My first test was in London in 1961. 
LT let me do a second test with a manual 
gearbox which many drivers didn’t have or 
need as there were only a small group of 
buses left with manuals. They were used 
on very specific routes; I remember one of 
them running to Edgware. I was allowed to 
do that and I’m glad as it gives you a better 
understanding of the technique. The majority 
of buses in Ireland have manual gearboxes. 

I had been seconded for three months to 
Midland Red which was very interesting 
because it was years ahead, particularly on 
the engineering side, of other bus companies 
at that time. It was building its own buses 
with very innovative ideas so it was a good 
company to be involved in. While I was there 
I did a test at the training school and they 
found me fit to drive their buses as well. 

To celebrate Ulterbus’ 
50th anniversary, 
key figures from the 
organisation were invited 
to a dinner at Cultra 
Manor on Saturday, 
April 22. Among 
the guests was 
former general 
inspector 
Irvine Millar. 
Elizabeth 
Howlett found 
out about his 
long career within 
Northern Ireland’s 
passenger transport 
industry
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FACE TO FACE › IRVINE MILLER

The Leyland Leopard, with Alexander body built locally in Northern 
Ireland, was a type that featured throughout Irvine’s career with 
Ulsterbus. The last one, 339, entered service in 1984 and is now 
preserved. It’s seen here at Porthmadog on April 28 2017. PAUL SAVAGE
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When I came over to Ireland they had 
a separate testing system, so I had to do 
another test to get a full license in Ireland. I 
had to keep my British licence up-to-date and 
my N.I licence, too. Throughout my career I 
very seldom drove in service, but I was able to 
drive buses and if a driver complained about 
a vehicle I could take it out and see if the 
driver was playing us along or being serious. 
They were quite surprised. I remember a 
driver complaining that the steering was 
too heavy. I jumped into the cab and did a 
three-point-turn. He looked quite surprised 
and quickly realised that I knew what I was 
talking about!

CBW   When did you move to Northern 
Ireland? 

IM   A fella I had known quite well in 
London, who had gone through the training 
programme a few years ahead of me, had 
come over to NI I was getting married to 
Irene who is from the North West of Ireland, 
he wrote to me and told me that there was 
a reorganisation and jobs going. I put in an 
application and Werner Heubeck himself was 

passing through London, so he interviewed 
me personally at the hotel next door to where 
I was working at London Transport. 

In November of 1966 I was interviewed and 
accepted. Not for one of the area manager 
jobs which is what I had really applied for, but 
he wanted me in as a personal assistant. I was 
very fortunate as I got in at head office level, 
reporting directly to the managing director. I 
was his technical knowledge of the industry. 
He had a wide commercial and technical 
knowledge of textiles, paper making and all 
sorts of things but not specifically transport. I 
helped to fill in that knowledge for him. 

CBW   What was Werner Heubeck like? 

IM   Werner was a fantastic man. We didn’t 
know a great deal about him. He had come in 
from Germany after the war which was a very 
difficult thing to do. He had fallen in love with 
a girl from Wales who was an interpreter at 
the war crime trials in Nuremberg and he 
was a translator. Nuremberg was his home 
city and he had got work in the same place, so 
that is how they met. They got married. 

A German settling in Britain after a year 
of the war finishing was a challenging 
situation to begin with. He went to London 
Transport, ironically, and the only thing they 
could offer him was a job as a station man 
on the Underground. He didn’t want to be 

Irvine (right) with Swilly schools driver Frank 
Toland, a few days before Frank retired. PAUL 
SAVAGE
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underground all day long, so he went to South 
Wales which is where his wife was from, and 
got work in a factory. 

He started by working on the factory �loor. 
Due to his war service he didn’t have any 
higher education. In fact, he was always a bit 
unappreciative of higher education as in his 
eyes it wasn’t necessary. He made up for it in 
other life skills. I think we thought of Germans 
in those days as stereotypically exceptionally 
good engineers, practical and stern people. 
Knowing him made me realise that although 
he was ef�icient and practical, he also had 
a tremendous heart for people. On many 
occasions he gave time and attention to 
members of staff who were in dif�iculty. 

If a man was sick and his wife needed 
helping, Werner wouldn’t hesitate to help. 
Even after he retired he was running around 
helping old ladies, doing jobs and services for 
them when their husbands could not. He was 
exceptional that way. Over the years I got to 
like him well. 

CBW   What are the different roles you 
have had over the years? 

IM   My responsibilities grew and I was given 
the title of projects manager which meant 
I could deal with anything and everything. 
Effectively I was traf�ic manager within the 
company operations. We had four areas and 
each manager was in charge of their area and 
they ran it, but it had to be coordinated at a 
higher level. Things like fares, publicity and 
�leet control were part of our responsibilities. 

Fleet control was very important. With 
a �leet of our size, which was over 1,000 
vehicles, and managing vehicles being 
destroyed meant someone had to keep tabs. 
If we withdrew a bus through old age it had 
to be kept as we may need it. They were often 
brought back onto the road. I would get word 
�irst thing in the morning that we had lost 
however many buses that night, and I would 
have to tell them where the spare vehicles 
were stored. There would be maintenance 
work required to get them roadworthy again, 
but we would get them on service within 
three days. That went on for years and that 
was a big challenge. 

Ted Hesketh took over when Werner retired 
and my title was changed to inspector general 
in 1988, which was a form of management 
audit. I had to gather a team together and go 
out to districts and depots and conduct an 
intense audit on the depot operations. This 
involved studying what they were doing and 
how ef�icient they were. I would do checks 
on cleanliness of the buses, timekeeping and 
the geography of the district to see if we could 
make more revenue. It was a thorough role 
that required intense knowledge of the local 
area. By this time I had lived in the province 
for 20 years so I knew my way around. I 
hadn’t had the detailed internal work before. 

This change of title meant passing on the 
commercial and tour work to someone else. I 
was doing this intense study of local operations, 
and that carried me through to retirement. 

CBW   What changes did you witness 
within the industry? 

IM   Most of the changes started to happen 
in the middle of 1990. We were still a 

nationalised undertaking in NI and the 
Government decided that they would 
combine the railway and the bus again. This 
had been undone when the Ulster Transport 
Authority (UTA) was broken up in 1967 –
which was when Ulsterbus was created. 
This is still going on today, and there are still 
areas of integration that haven’t happened. 
There is talk of spending millions on a new 
ticketing system to achieve integration that 
they could have done with paper tickets 10 
years ago. It’s brought back the problem that 
railways with tremendous overheads need 
vast subsidy. 

When Werner started Ulsterbus, he was 
able to say to the civil servants: “I will keep 
fares constant for three years.” That wasn’t 
very dif�icult because the UTA fares were too 
high. They had an integrated fare system with 
bus and rail but because the railways were 
far more expensive to run, the fare in mileage 
terms was dearer than it needed to be for 
a bus operation. Compare it to the British 
situation at the time, rail fares were twice as 
expensive as the bus fare over a signi�icant 
distance. 

There were three organisations that 
combined rail and road transport with an 
integrated structure, they were: London 
Transport, UTA and CIE (Republic of Ireland). 
All of the bus fares were far dearer than they 
were anywhere else. That showed us that 
running purely a bus company on cheap 
fares would allow the company to continue 
thriving for a longer period of time, due to a 
lack of fare increase. 

We set up with the minimum head of�ice 
staff to run a bus company of that size and we 
were a lean and ef�icient organisation, with 
fewer overheads, which enabled us to make 
some pro�it. 

We were paying modest dividends to the 
national bus company but we weren’t out to 
feed shareholders.

The Government did have to subsidise us by 
the mid-70s but that was several years after 
they were introduced, and we never asked for 
them. We needed help to replace the buses 
that were destroyed or burnt. When the 

Bedford YLQ/Alexander 1726 at Bangor in the 
1980s. PAUL SAVAGE

Volvo-engined Leyland Tiger/Alexander ‘N’ 1317, a combination 
unique to Ulsterbus, at the Giant’s Causeway stop. PAUL SAVAGE
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Government introduced the 50% subsidy that 
was when we started to receive the grants. 

CBW   What was your best achievement in 
your time with Ulsterbus? 

IM   I launched trips that went outside of 
NI like cross-channel and cross-border 
routes. When I was young there was a great 
express service coach between Glasgow 
and London. There was never an express 
coach from Belfast because the railways 
controlled everything. They even controlled 
all the shipping routes and the ferries were 
all railway-owned. I got a phone call saying 
British Railways were withdrawing their 
services and that passengers were worried 
about how they would get to Blackpool 
for their summer holidays. My immediate 
suggestion was a coach service. We got in 
touch with Western SMT and they agreed to 
put on a service from Belfast and Stranraer to 
London. 

The railways couldn’t block it. The unions 
tried but they couldn’t. We started the 
London service and eventually after several 
years, because of all the changes with 
deregulation and privatisation and so on, I 
had acquired small premises in Stranraer 
for our coach tour fleet and we started to 
operate the express services ourselves from 
our depot. That developed into quite a major 
business.

The passenger numbers have gone down 
now as the service is competing with cheap 
flights and that has changed the commercial 
patter all together. 

CBW   Why do you think Ulsterbus has 
lasted so long? 

IM   It was a more efficient organisation. It 
kept going on that basis and I don’t think 
the current management have really dared 
to change the formula all that much. They 
did with the Belfast city services and called 
it Metro, but the operating company is still 
Citybus Ltd. I think basically they had the 
right formula, and for most of the time their 
managers were free to instigate certain 
services to meet demand and withdraw out 
of choice. It seems now that the withdrawal 
of some services is being forced. I’ve seen it 
happening in London Transport – someone 
comes along and dictates that services must 
be cut in an area. Sometimes things are run by 

the balance sheets and not by the passengers 
needs and that’s something that we need to 
remember in the industry. 

CBW   Do you have any thoughts on today’s 
event?

IM   I am 16 years into my retirement, but it is 
good to see everyone. Although the company 
is now burdened with extra overheads 
because of the remerge with railways and the 
bus side hasn’t always had a fair crack of the 
whip – it’s good to see the organisation has 
survived as long as it has. I am proud to have 
been a part of it.  n

Irvine has authored several books on transport history, including ‘Ulsterbus, The Heubeck Years 1967-88’ and ‘Ulsterbus and Citybus, The Hesketh Years 
1988-2003.’ Bristol RELL6G 2441 appears on the cover of the first mentioned volume and was tidied up for the launch of the second. PAUL SAVAGE

Daimler Fleetline/Alexander 2716 at Groomsport in the 1980s. PAUL SAVAGE
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