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FEATURE | JOHN WYNN: A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

Picture here is a transformer for Alverdiscott in north Devon. Taken in October 1983.
What a job that was! London to Teignmouth by sea, then via the old A30 and Okehampton.

a personal perspective
THE RECENT PASSING OF JOHN WYNN IS A VERY SAD TIME FOR
FAMILY AND FRIENDS, IT’S ALSO ALMOST THE END OF AN ERA
IN THE LONG HISTORY OF SPECIALIST HEAVY TRANSPORT.
BOB BEECH GIVES HIS OWN TRIBUTE.
PHOTOGRAPHY: ROD SPRATLEY | DAVE LEE | WYNNS FAMILY ARCHIVE

John Wynn had enjoyed a long and busy retirement, writing a
number of books, creating numerous DVD’s and giving talks
and lectures to many groups and organisations, detailing the
long and fascinating history of his family’s transport business.
His life-long involvement in heavy transport, meant that he
was a direct link to industry pioneers who worked with both
steam engines and horses in the early part of the last century.
John’s great guide and mentor, his uncle HP (Henry Percy)
Wynn, was an individual with the vision and foresight to
create and develop equipment and techniques that are still at
the core of the modern heavy transport industry.
Inset (top): John Wynn with his youngest son Peter, founder of the current Robert Wynn and Son operation
Inset (middle): pictured alongside Scammell XAX 512T, Commander Brian Fairburn, head of escorts through
the Metropolitan Police Area, John Wynn, and Jack Grady, chief engineer at the CEGB.
Inset (bottom): John Wynn and his second wife, Mo. Pictured in front of a 338t Parsons Peebles transformer
at Granton Dock. This was the largest transformer built in Britain as of 1977.
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HP served an apprenticeship building steam traction engines,
with Fowlers at Leeds, actually building Wynns’ last new

steam traction engine, before starting work for the family
company in 1923. The company was a very early user of
steam engines and it gradually took over from horses as
the key means of shifting heavy loads, in time diesel took
over from steam. HP went on to oversee the introduction
of the internal combustion engine into the operation. He
initiated the development of the modern heavy haulage
trailers, with innovations such as girder frames, pneumatic
tyres, hydraulic suspension and steering. These advances,
enabled the Newport-based family company to become one
of the key players in the industry, probably the only one big
enough to take on the state-owned nationalised Pickfords
Heavy Haulage and on a number of occasions, beat it at its
own game.
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John Wynn became HP’s assistant and chauffer
when he started in the company. He couldn’t have
wished for a better tutor, he was at his uncle’s side
when many of the key decisions were made and
quickly showed a natural aptitude for this specialist
industry. John took up the challenge and became
a key figure in the company, earning the respect
of customers, drivers and other staff and most
importantly, many competitors and fellow hauliers.
Although his direct involvement in the original
Wynns operation ended in the early 1980s, when
company amalgamations and consolidation saw
the operation move from its native Newport base,
John remained in the industry for years to come and
retained the respect and admiration of many. His
family legacy in specialist transport continues to the
present day, with his youngest son Peter’s founding
of the current Robert Wynn and Son operation
in 2000. Specialising in heavy transport project
management, with great emphasis upon waterborne
transport with purpose-built barges, carrying on a
tradition that started in 1863.

Photo courtesy of George Nairn
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The dominance of Wynns upon the South Wales
heavy transport business cannot be understated,
although the company had operations in Manchester
and London, Newport was the head office and where
the key decisions were made. On a personal level,
growing up in that part of the country and having
an involvement in his own family transport business,
meant that virtually everyone in the area held Wynns
in high regard. Put simply, it was the specialist
heavy haulier in this strongly industrialised part of
the country. Other people ran low-loaders, but the
maroon, red, white and black trucks belonged to the
real professionals. While it was involved in numerous
large transport projects throughout the UK and
beyond, it was dominant in South Wales – almost
every large construction or infrastructure project
required Wynns’ expertise and know how.

Pictured here in front of GDW 277 (from left) were:
Arthur Matthews, John Wynn, 'Kipper' Kent, Eric Hansen,
Bryn Groves (driver), unknown, and Jock Waddington

As a truck-mad youngster, the sight of one of its
large outfits on the road was a real treat, the image
of a couple of its huge Pacifics, with the individual
nameplates on the front grille, pulling and pushing a
big girder bridge trailer with a transformer or other
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large piece of industrial equipment, was a delight. Invariably
there would be a Diamond T or two in attendance, if it was
exceptionally heavy or it had to contend with the numerous
gradients that were part of the antiquated road system in
the valleys. Often an AEC Matador or Bedford tackle wagon
would be in attendance, loaded with jacks, skates, rollers
and other heavy gear used by the installation gang, known
within the company as the Heavy Gang, to get the load into
its final location.
Lighter loads would often see a Diamond T pulling, with
a smaller Scammell box tractor hanging on the rear, a bit
like a Jack Russell terrier on a very short lead. I remember
watching the crew of a big outfit changing a couple of
trailer tyres on my way home from school. The hard-working
crew, dressed in oily boiler suits, mostly sporting flat caps,
patiently answered my questions and let me have a sit in the
driving seat of the lead tractor until the police escort arrived
and they blew the horn as they pulled away in a cloud of
black smoke from the Cummins powered Diamond T and

24 | HEAVYTORQUE

FEATURE | JOHN WYNN: A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

the Gardner power Scammell taking up the slack in the rear
drawbar pin, as they disappeared over the horizon, heading
east along the A48 towards Cardiff and eventually their
Newport base.
While the big heavy haulage outfits grabbed the attention,
there was much more to the operation. It ran medium and
lightweight low-loader, step-frames, flat trailers, independent
bogies converted in-house from older rigids and tractors.
The company also ran a huge fleet of rigid and artic tankers,
transporting bulk liquids, powders and gases. It had a
substantial fleet of tippers, mainly four-wheelers, with many
based at the Cardiff depot. It had a number of tracked
loading shovels and other construction equipment that
mainly worked with the tipper fleet, most of the plant went
in the mid-sixties, when the tipper fleet was disposed of. A
fleet of mobile cranes worked in conjunction with the heavy
haulage fleet and the highly experienced Heavy Gang had
access to gantries and other lifting systems for use in their
machinery installation work.

HEAVYTORQUE | 25

JOHN WYNN: A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE | FEATURE

At one time the company also had a round timber
haulage division, which continued until 1964, based
in Welshpool Mid-Wales, with specialist 4x4 timber
tractors and pole trailers, in fact the original Robert
Wynn was involved in timber haulage from almost
the very start, when he bought his father-in-law’s
timber haulage operation, using a huge number
of horses for many years. Many of the techniques
developed for shifting heavy timber were put to
good use as the operation expanded in specialist
heavy haulage in the late 1800s, as with other
pioneers in this field, the ability to improvise and
think for yourself was key when faced with the task
of shifting heavy loads with just the most basic
of equipment.
The company remained under family control until
late 1963 and was able to celebrate its 100th birthday
with a big parade through the streets of Newport,
featuring everything from horse drawn carts and
steam engines, to the latest 300-ton capacity Crane
trailer, I remember attending with the rest of our
family, as a seven-year-old. The management and
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Robert’s father in law was Samuel Small. He was a wellestablished haulier in south Wales. HP records he had 60
or 70 horses and carts which he acquired on Sam Small’s
death - when Robert was just 32 years of age. Robert
and Nora’s first son was named Samuel Small Wynn.
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workforce were out in force, taking great pride in the
company’s long history and it must be said, that the
town and local community took equal pride in the
achievements of this local company.
While the centenary was a great cause for
celebration, the business was at a turning
point. The five brothers, sons of Robert Wynn,
grandsons of Thomas the founder, were all heading
towards retirement age. The next generation was
represented by John and his cousin Noel, it was
difficult to see how they could raise the capital to
take the business forward to the next stage. Taking
the company into public ownership via the stock
exchange was considered, but the economic world
was a very different place back then. Britain was still
struggling to shake off post war austerity and there
looked to be a strong likelihood of a new Labour
Government in the next year’s General Election,
with the possible prospect of re-nationalisation.
This was totally against everything that the Wynn
family stood for and believed in, they had fought the
nationalised concern of Pickfords for years, they
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Inset (top): Pictured in front of the John Fowler Steam Road
Locomotive DW2121 celebrating the centenary of Robert
Wynn and Sons are (from left): HP (Percy) Wynn, RT Wynn,
OG (George) Wynn, GP (Gordon) Wynn, and Noel Wynn.

had been totally committed to the concept of Free Enterprise
Road Haulage and were not prepared to give way now.
Fortunately, a family contact, John Watts, part of the
Watts of Lydney dynasty and founder of the Red and
White Bus Company, suggested talking to United Transport
Group, which had purchased a number of the Watts
Group enterprises. He was Chairman of this multi-national
concern which had extensive transport interests in Africa,
but political changes in the region meant that it was
looking to invest back in the UK, also its head office was in
Chepstow, just down the road from Newport. A deal was
struck and the Wynns operation was saved from the threat
of state ownership. OG (George) subsequently retired, RT
continued as managing director (unitl 1966/7), HP continued
as assistant md, and GP continued in charge of timber
and installation. They were joined on the board by United
Transport appointees, who were fully supportive of the
new company, this new ownership structure allowed the
company to fund future expansion.
In the past much of the investment was directed towards
new trailers and associated equipment, Wynns had some of

the most advanced heavy transport trailers in the UK – the
big Girder bridge trailers from Crane were the best available
at the time. The skilled engineers in the workshops had
done wonders adapting and building equipment to meet
virtually every need. HP Wynn’s vision and drive ensured
the company had kept ahead of the game. In 1957 it was
the first British operator to invest in the advanced products
from German-based Willy Scheuerle. The revolutionary
hydraulic suspension and steering system gave unrivalled
manoeuvrability, stability and versatility at a time when many
operators were still using the most basic of technology. Low
running height, adaptability and greater carrying capacity
were the way ahead, John and his uncle could see this, even
though it was just 12 years after the war.
While the company had invested heavily in trailers and
equipment, there were limits to its financial resources under
family ownership – the history of the of the purchase of Army
surplus Diamond T and Pacific heavy tractors is very well
documented. The subsequent rebuilding and conversion
of these trucks to meet its needs is the stuff of legend,
the Wynn family and the team of skilled craftsmen back in
Newport worked wonders, but they needed

Inset (centre): YDW 521 seen at Wynns Shaftsbury
Street yeard laden with a saddle tank locomotive.
Note the new 1957 Scheuerle 8 wheel steering bogie.
Inset (bottom): A further pair of sixteen wheel
Scheuerle bogies being steamcleaned.
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to invest in the next generation of heavy tractors.
Loads were getting bigger and heavier, heavy
haulage outfits and their crews were often working
away from base for extended periods and many of
the old trucks had served their time. Fortunately,
United Transport had access to the funds required
to achieve this, Wynns invested in a total of 25
Scammell Contractors between 1966 and 1980, four
rated at 100 tonnes, six at 150 tonnes and 15 rated
at 240 tonnes. John Wynn played a key part in this
process, his knowledge and experience ensured that
the trucks it purchased were right for the job – the
company now had the equipment it required to take
on new challenges.
While many associated Wynns with the Diamond Ts,
Pacifics and Scammells, over the years it actually
ran an incredibly diverse fleet, everything from
Atkinson’s 6x4 tractors to Unipower 4x4 timber
tractors. Little details always stood out, the ends
of the bumpers, trailer beds and other projecting
parts of the outfit would always be painted white,
years before outline markers were required. Every

vehicle, trailer and piece of equipment had a fleet
number, the vehicle registrations invariably had the
Newport/Monmouthshire DW prefix or suffix, and
prior to the introduction of reflective number plates,
the white on black plates used by the company were
the work of the in-house sign writers.
The company ran a large number of Guy tractors
and rigids, mainly Invincibles with their stylish,
modern-looking (for the ‘60s) cabs, with deep twopiece windscreens and external sun visors. It also
ran a number of 6x4 tractors, both forward control
and at least one bonneted version, a very rare
vehicle in its day. This fondness for the Guy product
led to the company holding the franchise for South
Wales via its subsidiary Crindau Garages, named
after a district of Newport. It went on to run some
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Guy Big Js later on, but widened the buying policy
considerably in the ‘70s. It even ran a pair of Volvo F89 6x4
tractors and a single Scania LB140 V8 6x4, all three were
bought new via their respective agents in the South Wales
area. We can only conclude that Wynns decided to try
some of these new-fangled Swedish trucks to see how they
compared with the Scammells and Atkinsons in the fleet.

onto to work for other specialist hauliers after the company
closed down the Newport operation. Quite a number used to
meet up regularly for years after, John was a key part of this,
organising their unions, greatly enjoying the opportunity to
meet up with the old team and look back – the key to this
was the mutual respect that existed between the staff and
the management.

Many will remember the Bedford TM6x4 tractors that it
bought to use on a big contract in North Africa, where they
performed remarkably well in really tough conditions and the
manufacturer featured them in adverts. They were something
of a departure from the norm, with their two-stroke Detroit
Diesel engines, although they did run a lot of TK and KM
rigids at one time. Once again, they were purchased from
the local dealer in Newport, Roy Ballard the salesman, was a
friend of my father and I remember him saying how chuffed
he was to conclude the deal with John Wynn.

I had a chance to discuss the old days with John Wynn a
couple of years ago, when we shared a table at The Heavies
Awards night. I said that I still look across when passing the
old Wynns yard at Albany Street, on the banks of the River
Usk at Newport. Its right alongside the M4 motorway on the
eastern side of the twin tunnels. Although the company left
the site almost 40 years ago and at least two other hauliers
have operated from there in that time, most of the older
generation still refer to it as Wynns’ yard. In the ‘70s and
early ‘80s you would often see a big Scammell tractor or two,
possibly a big Nicholas girder bridge as well, sitting in the
yard, so even now it’s just an automatic reaction to
look across.

Equipment apart, a company is really only as good as the
staff it employs, many worked for Wynns for long periods,
often for most of their lives, sons followed fathers into the
company, it was a very good place to learn your craft, people
were taught to do the job properly. Many ex-employees went
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John looked at me with a big smile and confessed that he did
exactly the same himself every time he went by!
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