
Step right up, Ladies and Gentlemen! This issue‘s plan is of a combination lion’s
den and living quarters semitrailer from the 1949 edition of Biller Bros. Big Three
Ring Wild Animal Circus! Biller Bros. was “The Show That Travels on GMC
trucks”. This slogan was in fact painted on the sides of many of the trucks and
trailers used by Biller Bros. Circus during the 1949 season! You can find an
informative article including an excellent collection of pictures of and about Biller
Bros. Circus on pages 17 - 19 in the Nov-Dec 1989 issue of the Little Circus Wagon.
Photos of the lion‘s den semitrailer are on page 18, they are the second picture from
the bottom in the left hand column and third from the bottom in the right hand
column. These same two photos were used to prepare this plan.
I picked this particular unit because I thought it clearly showed the unique way

in which the standard road transport of the day was adapted to the specific needs of
transporting a circus. So my friend “Watson” and I, “Watson” being my magnifying
glass, went to work on the aforementioned photos and with the application of some
deductive reasoning and some further information kindly supplied by Gordon
Carver, this is what we have come up with.
This particular unit started out in life as a standard flat bed semitrailer. More

particularly it was what was at one time known as a bull pen! A bull pen semitrailer
was a standard flat bed trailer with stake pockets, but with the addition of a
permanent steel hood around the front of the trailer. This would have been about
five feet high. Along with this would come a series of removeable wooden side and
end panels all of the same height as the front hood and an option that could be added
to this would be a series of iron hoops attached to the top of the sides and thus
forming a framework on which a tarp tailored to fit could be stretched. So as you
can see a “Bull Fen” semitrailer was actually a multi purpose unit that could be used
strictly as a flat bed, a stock trailer or be converted to a covered van. Biller Bros.
started out by reducing it to a basic flat bed and began working from there. The cage
section had been a cage wagon at one time and now with the wheels removed it was
placed on the rear section of the trailer. According to Gordon Carver sometime in
the winter of 1946- 47, Ringling Bros. built 5 cages and for various reasons three of
these were sold to Biller Bros. Although I have not been able to confirm it I believe
the cage used to make up this unit was probably one of the Ringling cages. After the
cage was laid on the trailer deck the metal bull pen front hood was extended up to
the same height of the cage roof and the wooden living quarters section was built.
You will note in the plan that a single walk in door with a glass window was used to
enter the living quarters and a set of double doors closed over this when travelling.
The presence of these double doors leads me to believe that at some time prior to
1949 this space was originally used for something else such as carrying lead stock or
other paraphernalia and then this space was converted to living quarters for the 1949
season! The glass frame windows on the opposite side were hinged on top, could be
propped open and the photos show they had a set of curtains on the inside. The
panels covering the cage bars were also hinged on top and were propped open by
various iron rods, etc. from the ground. I originally drew them in this way and then
changed to what you see in the plan because the original method appeared confusing
in the plan.
The LCW article states that the show had all new trucks in 1949. However the

photo shows a 1941 or 1942 OMC as the pulling unit. This trailer was most likely
equipped with a vacuum brake system, which was controlled from the cab of the
truck. The vacuum was created by the running of the trucks engine and transferred
back to the trailers brake system via flexible rubber hoses connected with quick
couplers to the trailer. This unit had some additional carry space between the floor
of the trailer and the floor of the cage. Remember the cage used to be a wagon so it
still had its own frame and floor. This space was accessed via two flaps at the rear of
the trailer and was probably used to carry the props used to raise the den flaps and a
few other handy things. Again according to Qordon Carver this unit was always
parked in the back yard behind the big top and not in the combination side show and
menagerie. One of the reference photos shows an animal loading chute leading from
the cage door down to a shifting den on the ground. The flat bed trailer frame in this
plan was standard for the time and if you examine the photo’s in the 1989 LCW
article you will find that several other Biller Bros. trailers had similar frames, so you

can use the details of this frame to accurately create some of the other units! Standard
trailer lengths dur-ing the late forties and fifties were 28‘, 32’, 36‘, and 40’. Forty feet
was a long trailer in those days, so you could assume most of the Biller Bros. trailers
which appear to be standard units were from 28‘ to 36’ long. The colors were, pulling
unit dark blue or black, trailer body dark yellow, and the trailer frame red. The lettering
was red with outlines in white and shading in dark blue or black. The living quarters
were decorated with red stripping in the form of rectangles painted between the vertical
frame members and there was a 10 inch high red riband on both sides along the base of
the cage and living quarters. Scrolls in white or bright yellow were painted on this
riband, but on the cage section only. This is shown on the right side view in the plan!
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1. Cage Sky Boards - permanently up.
11. Adjustable lever used to connect the vacuum pots to the brake shoes.
12. Vacuum brake pot - supplies the motion to the brake shoes, etc.
13. Brake system reserve tank.
14. Saddle attaching the axle to the springs.
15. Stake pockets.
16. Dolly cranks two speed gear box.
17. Dolly crank handle.
18. Dolly stands.
19. Fifth wheel plate.
20. Dolly wheels.
21. Fifth wheel pin.

22. Electric connection for the trailers running lights.
23. Quick couplers for flexible brake lines coming from the pulling unit.
24. Hook on which a spring was hung in order to keep the flexible brake
lines suspended the pulling units frame and drive shaft.
25. Amber clearance lights.
26. Cast Iron Front spring shackle and radius rod.
27. Brake line pipe (one of two required).
28. Truss rod and queen post.
29. Flap used to close carry space.
30. Cage feeding boards.
31. Step to living quarters.

2. Red Clearance Lights.
3. Cage Vent Cover (flap).
4. Hinge flap panel covering cage bars.
5. Entry door to cage.
6. Rope and pulley for raising cage entry door.
7. Carry space between cage floor and trailer deck,
8. Dual pneumatic 900 X 20.00 rubber tires.
9. Space ring to separate tire wheels on the cast iron Dayton type
spider and brake drum.
10. Cast iron rear spring shackle.
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