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There’s a tendency in the coach and 
bus business to assume that, to 
grow, you need to be next door to 
a major conurbation.

Or maybe that’s just me, projecting. 
Pulhams Coaches certainly shows 
that a rural location need not hamper 
growth. Indeed, the villages sprinkled 
like gold dust over the unutterably 
gorgeous Cotswolds countryside 
are a source of its longevity.

Andy and Kathryn Pulham have inherited 
a staggering 139 years of history, surely 
making Pulhams one of the longest-
established operators in the country 
with a lineage traceable back to William 
Pulham’s horse-drawn service to the 
communities around Bourton-on-the-
Water which carried goods, animals 

and people in and out of Cheltenham.
The first of Pulhams’ home-to-school 

services started in 1927, utilising two 
Chevrolet ‘charas.’ It was the very rurality 
of the Cotswolds which then, as today, 
were populated by farming communities, 
which made the school bus a necessity. 
To this day, schools remain a major part of 
Pulhams’ business and, indeed, the original 
Moreton to Cheltenham service is still run. 
Follow the business’s timeline elsewhere in 
this feature.

In latter years, Andy’s dad, David, 
co-owned and ran the business with his 
cousin Roger Pulham until, in 2000, David 
tragically passed away, aged just 60. 
Andy was doing maintenance for the fleet 
at the time: “He’d talked about buying 
his cousin’s share. But at that point, I’d 
never been involved in running a coach 
business,” he says.

Andy had sailed through his British 
Leyland apprenticeship earlier, thanks to 
his lodgings, he says: “I was one of 35 
chosen for the apprenticeship from 2,000 
applicants. Most of the apprentices went 

home every night, but I was away from 
home in lodgings with an elderly lady, so I 
had nothing to do in the evenings.

“While they were out with friends at the 
pub, I was studying.”

Thankfully Roger stayed on and, 
with Andy, continued to run the 
company: “2007 was decision time,” 
says Andy. Roger wanted to sell his 
share, and while Andy was keen to 
take it on, he had some misgivings.

“I felt the only way I could carry on the 
family business was with some support. 
Thankfully, Kathryn was willing to join me.” 
Kathryn’s background in finance at a local 
authority proved a perfect fit.

Much has changed in the interim, of 
course, not least of which has been 
the move, in 2012, to Pulhams’ current 
premises on Bourton Business Park, just 
a stone’s throw from one of the tourism 
honeypots of the area. (Indeed, if you 
fancy exploring the Cotswolds, Pulhams’ 
can help with that, too, selling Cotswolds 
Discoverer day tickets which access their 
own bus services and neighbouring 

operators’ plus local rail services.)
The Pulhams’ depot is modern 

and very smart indeed, with nicely-
appointed offices and a huge expanse 
of yard area together with a four-bay 
workshop with mezzanine. It’s got a 
VOSA ATF test lane which Pulhams runs 
four days a week and, says Andy, has 
generated a steady income. In addition 
to the pits, Pulhams has vehicle lifts 
including a new one from TotalKare.

“We don’t do maintenance for other 
operators except a little for a local 
haulier,” said Andy. The fleet’s around 
80 now, and Pulhams’ team came 
to the conclusion that there was the 
possibility of a log jam which might 
mean someone being let down. The 
engineering is managed by Chris Adams, 
Kathryn’s brother, who joined from a 
background in agricultural machinery.

Pulhams’ Business manager is Sue 
Gregory, a former business studies 
teacher who called Andy one day to 
see if there was a chance she could put 
theory into practice. Andy said she’s been 

exceptional, especially at maintaining 
good relationships with key clients: “There’s 
always a danger that businesses forget to 
call clients whose work causes them no 
issues, and start looking complacent. Sue 
doesn’t let that happen,” said Andy.

The company’s Compliance Manager 
is Andy Chard, who moved to Pulhams 
from Astons of Worcester, and ensures 
that drivers and vehicles are following 
their schedules and maintaining a 
good record of everything from 
maintenance to tachographs.

At the core of all good operation is the 
driving team. Pulhams has 110 drivers, full- 
and part-time, and unlike many operators, 
seems to have had little trouble recruiting 
as its business has grown: “The exception is 
part-time schools drivers – they’re getting 
harder to find,” says Andy.

“We do have the advantage of the bus 
services, and a fair bit of in-fill schools work 
which means we can create a full-time job 
a lot of the time.” With hourly rate starting 
at just over £10 and rising to as much as £15 
for Bank Holidays, Pulhams is on par with 
many operators but Andy believes the key 
to retention is investment in the driving 
team.

“We now have the Trip app for our 
employees, which offers everyone an array 
of discounts and access to counselling 
and professional help with such things as 
debt management and mental health,” 

says Andy. The suggestion to use it 
came from former Epsom Coaches man, 
now a consultant, Steve Whiteway.

“We pay a fee every month for each 
employee. It not only offers a raft of 
benefits they can use, but also provides a 
central place to find our company policies, 
timetables, and other documents they 
need in their working lives. Our working 
procedures are quite rigorous and you 
might think this would put employees 
off working here. We’ve found quite the 
reverse; they always know exactly where 
they stand.”

Andy tells me that every new recruit 

Pulhams on point
Bourton-on-the-Water operator Pulhams Coaches has confounded the 
pundits and made its rural territory its own to grow. But it hasn’t come 
without razor-sharp focus on its customers
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It’s the end of school term and 
some of the Pulhams fleet is 

parked next door in a haulage 
yard. To see a full fleet list, go to 

the web edition of this feature, 
at www.busandcoachbuyer.com


