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HOW IT ALL STARTED


First of all, let me just say that I never intended to become a farrier. The job I intended to do was to be a blacksmith making decorative fancy iron work. I was good at metal work at school and desperate to avoid my father’s choice of following him into the armed forces. I had started to look for a career before I left school and saw an advert in the local paper for an apprentice blacksmith. Although the job was 20 miles from home, the distance didn’t put me off. An interview appointment was arranged a day or so later. I went along to the interview clutching examples I had made from my school metal work class, fully intending to become a blacksmith. Derek Spence, my new boss-to-be, was so impressed with my metalwork that he offered me a job. He told me he did lots of wrought-iron work, repaired agricultural machinery and did steel fabrication work. He also mentioned that he did one or two horses...!

		

STARTING FROM THE BEGINNING


I was born in my grandparents’ house in a little picturesque village called Lastingham, on the southern end of the North York Moors. Lastingham, back in the 40s and 50s, was a very farming orientated village. My grandfather always kept bantams, hens and one or two geese, just like many other families in the village. He grew his own vegetables, had a dozen beehives and sold heather honey. Being a young lad, I often helped my granddad with his many jobs. He was a kind man who had many friends, especially in the farming community. He often helped other farmers with hay making or harvesting, sheep dipping or helping to move livestock from field to field. More often than not, I was helping too. Nowadays, health and safety might have something to say about a seven-year-old rounding up a load of bullocks. I was never asked to help him, I wanted to. It was not like work to me. Grandad made work fun, especially the hay making.


When I was about eight or nine years old, my father, who was in the RAF, appeared. I didn’t know who this man was at first, but it became obvious to me in later years there had been one or two problems in the early stage of my parents’ marriage. At the time, my dad was stationed at Rufford near York, and my mother, sister and I moved into RAF married quarters. 


Living in married quarters felt a million miles away from Lastingham. Gone were the hens and bantams and helping my granddad cut the grass in the churchyard or hay making. Life felt like living in the fast lane. There seemed much more traffic compared to the little picturesque village I grew up in. Looking back now, there were fewer things for us kids to do. Life was just hanging around the streets. There was nowhere to build dens in the undergrowth or hollowed-out rotten tree trunks, nor to go fishing for trout in the beck. When we played cricket at Lastingham, it was not just us kids but adults as well. Those cricket matches often finished because of bad light, which often happened at 10 o’clock at night. Nothing like this happened living in married quarters. Then there were the many changes of school due to my father’s postings. How I hated it. Well, that was until I met Mr Edwards, my metalwork teacher at my last school. Arthur Mellow Village College, Glinton, near Peterborough.


I had never done metalwork at the previous schools I went to. It was not until I was in my third year of secondary school that metalwork was one of the subjects, and I took to it like a duck to water. Mr Edwards was a teacher who must have been in his late fifties. He was a man who seemed to have all the time in the world and gave his students so much encouragement. My first metalwork class was where the whole class had to make something simple like a toast rack or a lamp stand. I could never in a million years imagine that one day it would appeal to me, well that was until I found out how good I was at it. Especially when A’s started to appear on my end-of-term school reports.


 I became interested in making decorative iron work while still at school, and Mr Edwards gave me so much encouragement. First, as I have mentioned, making whatever exercise he wanted the class to make together, but after a year or so, I was asking him if I could build my own aquarium and flower baskets, etcetera. I say make for myself, which was a lie, it was orders I had received to make money. Often on lunch breaks, I would be found in the metalwork classroom with Mr Edwards. I think he knew I had got a little money-making scheme in operation but he never questioned me about it. He gave me lots of advice and encouragement, which in turn got me more and more interested in blacksmithing. I even made a part for one of my friend’s dad’s old motorbike with his help. He was a man who used to tell us kids there is no such word as ‘can’t’ anything is possible, and this was the time I reminded him of his own words. I had asked him was it possible to make half a carburettor for an old motor bike. The bike part was not manufactured anymore, they were obsolete. 


Mr Edwards took one look and said, ‘We can’t make that, can we?’


‘Well, sir, you all always told me there is no such word as can’t, so we can,’ I replied. 


Then with a grin and a stare at me as if to say you cheeky devil said, ‘You’re right, let’s have a go.’


With a little bit of trial and error between us, we got the part made, and the motorbike started.


So it was thanks to Mr Edwards’ time and patience developing my interest in decorative wrought-iron work, which impressed Derek enough to give me a job. This snowballed into shoeing horses, which gave me a good living for the next fifty-odd years.


 I must admit, when Derek asked me at the interview if I was interested in doing the odd horse, I had to think what on earth did he mean? How did horses have anything to do with wrought-iron work? Then it dawned on me: why of course, blacksmiths shoe horses! Today we are known as farriers. I had never seen a horse being shod in my life then. I had helped my grandfather when I was younger to round up cattle or sheep on some of his farmer friends’ farms but had never had anything to do with horses. On top of that, I had lived in RAF married quarters since I was nine, so farm animals and horses were definitely not on my radar. I never expected in my wildest dreams that I would fit horses with shoes for the rest of my working life. I was lucky I never had to look for work, work always looked for me for the next 52 years.


When Derek said one or two horses, I thought he meant one or two a month as opposed to one or two a day. Back in the early 60s, all the farm working horses had, apart from the one or two, died out due to agricultural machinery and tractors making farming easier. Riding for pleasure was only for the wealthier folk. Two or three years later, things were changing rapidly, and more folk from all walks of life were starting to ride for pleasure. Five years after starting work, I didn’t have time to do decorative iron work. The horseshoeing had now become a full-time job, and I was then known as a farrier.

		

WORKING FOR DEREK


I left school at 16 in June 1964 to start my working life. The 20-mile journey never bothered me on my 175cc BSA Bantam motorbike I had bought two weeks earlier. Although I could have left school then aged 15, I had stayed on at school for an extra year more to please my dad and to take my O Levels, but as soon as the exams were over, I left before the summer break started. I saw no point in being there when my studies were over. In fact, if it was up to me at the time, I may well have left before taking my O Levels. At the time, my head was telling me that I was never going to leave school. It felt to me as if I had been attending for decades. After all, what I thought then was I didn’t need qualifications to get the job, but nowadays anyone who wants to take up farriery needs a certain level of GCSE passes. Then at the end of a four-year four-month apprenticeship, all young farriers need to pass another examination to fully qualify to become a registered farrier. It is now against the law to practise farriery without the necessary qualifications. 


Derek had to take the small family business on not long after he had finished his apprenticeship due to the sudden death of his father. That happened one day when they were shoeing a horse together. From what he told me, his father had fitted and nailed on the horse’s shoes, then he picked his pipe up and said to his son, ‘Clench up and finish it off, boy.’ (Clenching up is where the nails come out at the side of the horse’s hoof and are turned over to form a clench to hold the shoe on, then rasped smooth and tidy.)


He had one or two puffs on his pipe, then dropped dead with a heart attack. There was no warning, boom bang gone, and no illness, just dead at 48.


No one can ever imagine how hard it must have been for Derek to have to deal with the death of his father and having to carry on with the family business at such an early age. This all happened in 1962, and by the time I arrived, Derek had employed Phil Brown (we called him Charlie) to repair agricultural machinery and to do steel fabrication work, and from what I can gather, another young guy to do the blacksmithing work and learn the farrier side of the job. I understood he only lasted a few weeks. 


Derek’s forge was situated in a little Leicestershire village called Knossington. His clients were lots of farmers from the surrounding villages who would bring broken machinery and implements that need repairing. Some had orders for farm gates and cattle pens to be made. Other people came and wanted some decorative wrought-iron work made. Then there were the one or two horses! His premises were not huge but big enough to get farm tractors and lorry into his yard. The workshop also had a room right next to the forge furnace where horses were shod. The rest of the forge was where general blacksmithing, steel fabrication and repairs to farm machinery was done. Next to the work premises was Derek and his wife June’s house with one or two outbuildings attached.


For the first couple of years of my apprenticeship, I made decorative wrought-iron garden gates and flower baskets, etcetera around the horseshoeing. Occasionally I helped Charlie. He was twenty-one, five years older than me and a year younger than Derek. The son of a farmer, he was the sort of guy who could repair or make anything no matter how difficult or complicated the job could be. Unfortunately for someone so young, his teeth went rotten at an early age. He had only just been fitted with his new dentures and was proud of his bright smile… well, that’s until I arrived! 


 Like I say, now and then I went out with Charlie to help him repair farm machinery or to do welding repair jobs. He was also a guy who would swear whenever things didn’t go right for him. He called it his Anglo-Saxon language. By Jove, he did just that when I was helping him to repair a farmer’s worn-out steel fencing down either side of his drive to his farmhouse.


The farmer didn’t want to spend money on new steel to replace the old, twisted railings. We had to straighten and weld the old bent bars back to the upright posts where his cows had rubbed and broken the old welds. One bar had sprung away from the post, and with all my strength, I managed to pull it into position while Charlie welded it to the upright post. It seemed like ages that I was pulling when I shouted, ‘Have you got it? I can’t hold on much longer!’


‘Yes, I’ve f***ing got it, let the f***ker go.’


Twang. It hit Charlie straight in the chops, knocking him backwards, breaking his week-old dentures. He started shouting something about a few kings who didn’t go to heaven and people who didn’t know their fathers and another word that sounded like bullocks. (That sentence is in code of what he actually said.) Also, he didn’t seem to be smiling at me either. It could have been a lot worse, though; yes, it could have been me who got smacked in the teeth. I don’t think he was swearing at me, though, but more about his welding.


Derek was a guy who always looked, and he probably was, deep in thought about jobs that needed doing. Some days he would instruct me to load the van with different size horseshoes, and I would ask, ‘Where we going today?’


His answer was always the same. ‘You will see when we get there.’


With me having no idea where we were going and Derek’s mind on other business, I used to think wherever we are going, it was never this far. Often, he didn’t get into much conversation so I just sat there admiring the countryside as we travelled. Then, without warning, the air would turn blue like Charlie had when I knocked his teeth out.


‘What’s up? What have I done this time?’ I would say, thinking it was me who had done something wrong again.


‘No, no, it’s not you, f***ing bastard hell, f**k, f**k, f**k,’ he would say.


‘That’s a relief it’s not me, so what’s wrong then?’ I asked.


‘We should have turned off 10 mile back and gone to so-and-so, f***ing bastard f**k, f**k, f**k. Bastard hell, that’s made us really f***ing late,’ he replied.


This routine didn’t happen just the once; it was time after time. I asked him in the end, wouldn’t it better to tell me where we were going so that I didn’t have to listen to all the f**ks and bastards when he had forgotten to turn off for the right destination.

		

CHARLIE’S VAN


About a couple of months after starting work, Derek asked Charlie if we could use his Morris 1000 van to go on our horseshoeing round as the work van was on another job. In those days, Derek’s car was a new mini-van which we used when shoeing horses and an old Bedford that was used when out on welding jobs on farms. Sometimes we went in the old motor on our rounds but mostly in Derek’s mini. (Nowadays, with more equipment, a little mini-van wouldn’t get half the kit farriers need in.) On this particular day, Derek’s wife needed the mini, and Charlie had a welding job on a farm and would be going in the Bedford. So he very kindly let us use his Morris 1000 van.


That day, one of our calls was at a farm that resembled the 1920s. The place would have made the TV program The Good Life look modern. They kept six or seven cows, sheep, hens, geese, and rats and no tractor. Well, I thought, rats must be part of the livestock judging by how many ran past us while shoeing the farmer’s old shire horse. Yes, this old horse was used for ploughing fields and any work other farms did with a tractor.


At the time, the weather had been rather unsettled with plenty of rain. So the fields were what I would describe as a quagmire, although the mud didn’t bother the old horse work-wise but it was causing a few problems to the old nag’s legs. The old workhorse had got itchy, infected, swollen legs. Pus was oozing out from the knee down. The most likely cause was the farmers had not washed the mud out of the shire’s feathers (fur) after work. Mites get into the skin and can be very contagious.


The horse’s condition gave us problems as it was reluctant to let us hold its hooves up for long. It was a case of doing a bit before it wanted to put its hoof down, and when it went down, it went with a slam right on Derek’s foot. After what felt as if the job had gone on forever, we finally got all four shoes on. The other thing was, besides Derek having throbbing toes, we both stunk to high heaven. The oozing pus was ingrained in our clothes, and although I washed my hands often, it must have taken a day to rid them of the smelly horse’s legs.


Also we gave Charlie a problem as his van stunk to high heaven when he got into it to go home at the end of the day. I think the aromas lingered from our clothes and tools even though we had unloaded our kit. Charlie used his van as his car, and on picking his then-girlfriend up later that evening, it caused him a problem. His lady friend couldn’t stand the stink and was not comfortable that the horsey aromas might be engraved in her clothes. Her outfit would need washing once she got home and folk must be able to smell them. Early next morning before work, Charlie had given his van a deep clean and banned us from ever using it again.


Two or three years after stinking out Charlie’s van, I found myself in a similar position, although not to the extent we caused Charlie. It was while at my mate Nick’s one evening, his dad had asked me if I would trim their three ponies’ hooves when I got time. That evening Nick and I were going to a darts match at Nick’s local pub. With all my farrier kit in the back of my Morris 1000 van due to me using it at work, I thought it wouldn’t take me long to trim the ponies’ hooves before we went to the pub. Although I had clean knocking about clothes on, I thought trimming the ponies’ hooves, I wouldn’t get them dirty. After all, the weather was warm and dry at the time, and it was not as if they had come out of a muddy paddock. The first pony went without any problems, but the second pony had thrush in its frogs. (The frog is the soft rubbery like tissue in a horse’s foot, and thrush is bacteria that can make the frog go all squelchy and can give off a foul, smelly discharge if left untreated.) After trimming its hooves and attending to the thrush, I sprayed the pony’s frog with an anti-bacterial disinfectant. The trouble was this product is coloured purple, and as I pressed the canister plunger to spray, the pony decided to fidget. I sprayed my other hand instead, and purple spray doesn’t wash off. So I went to the darts match not only with a purple hand but stinking of the pony’s infected hooves embedded in my clothes. I had tried washing my hand countless times throughout that evening, trying to get rid of the stain. I felt some folk were giving me a wide berth, although no one said anything to me.


As I say, purple spray has to wear off your skin rather than wash off, which brings me to a story with a groom girl one Christmas Eve a few years later. This young lady, who I will call Jenny, was on her day off and had filled herself up on alcoholic beverages at her local pub at lunchtime. In the afternoon, she arrived at the stables where I was shoeing the horses in a merry mood and up for a bit of mischief. She had got a couple of canisters of hair tinting spray in hand. I knew Jenny was up to something but I didn’t think it would involve me. With my head down, bent over, fitting a horse’s shoe, she couldn’t resist it. My hair had a blue streak down the middle of my head. When I looked up, I noticed no one had escaped her little bit of fun. A lad who I will call Alan, who also worked as a groom, looked like a punk rocker. He was a fair-haired lad and his head had turned blue and red; he looked more like a member of the Sex Pistols.


Alan shouted to me, ‘Grab her, Mick.’

So I did, and he ran to my van as he knew I kept a can of purple spray on a shelf near the back doors. With the canister in his hand and a cheeky grin on his face, I thought, Jenny’s going to get her blonde locks sprayed purple. By now, Jenny was wriggling, trying to escape but Alan got hold of her jumper and pulled it up to reveal she got nothing underneath. Yes, she ended up with two purple breasts. I don’t know how she explained that to the boyfriend she was living with.

		

LODGINGS


One cold, freezing late November morning in 1964, I arrived at work on my motorbike with my hands and feet frozen. I was having difficulty undoing the zip of my leather motorcycling jacket with numb fingers after a 20-mile journey from home. (Motorbike gloves were not so good in the early 60s.) The first and obvious thing to do was to warm my hands up on the forge fire. An old farmer – well at about 50, he was old to me then – who had just called in with something or other that needed to be repaired, had other ideas.


‘Get them hands in the cold-water trough,’ he shouts.


There was a water trough to cool hot metal next to the forge and ice had formed on top during the cold night.


‘I’m not doing that, it’s freezing, anyway the water is still all ice,’ I replied.


Not letting me warm my hands on the nice warm forge fire, he broke the ice with an iron bar and plunged my frozen hands into the freezing cold water. I was now using language that I had learnt off Charlie. What was this guy thinking of? Did he just want a good laugh at my expense?


‘They will be as warm as toast in five minutes, and not only that, they will stay warm for the rest of the day,’ he told me.


Of course I didn’t believe him after telling him he probably didn’t know who his father was several times, but he was right, he did know his father. I found that my hands did stay warm all day, and also hot aches never happened, not like when I warmed them up on the forge fire. So every cold day I would dunk my hands into freezing cold water before starting work. The thought of doing it is not nice but it was worth it not to suffer for the rest of the day. I found this procedure helped when I had to work out in the winter elements where there was no shelter when shoeing.


This first winter was certainly becoming a trial travelling the 20 miles to work on my motorbike. In the evenings when work finished, travelling home in the pitch dark on icy roads was not nice. At least on a morning it was getting light, and on the small country roads it was a lot easier to judge where the icy parts were. Back in those days, we always seemed to get plenty of snow, and the worst part of winter had not yet started, and gritting isn’t what it is like today.


A couple of weeks after the incident with my frozen hands being forcibly dunked in icy water, Derek’s mother, Freda, happened to be at the forge one morning when she saw me arrive at work, again numb from the cold. She there and then offered me lodgings at her house, which was only three miles from the forge. I thanked her but asked if I could think it over during the day. Different plusses and minuses kept going through my head. I could cope with the three miles, at least my hands and feet would not be quite at the frozen state when I arrived at work. That was the biggest plus; then I thought of the minuses. Will I be allowed to go out on a night, will I meet new mates and will I miss my old mates. During that day’s work, I mulled things over in my head. Do I leave home or not? I thought, yes, I can, the three-mile motorbike ride would be cut to a few minutes, that plus outweighed all the minuses. I can still meet up with my old friends on weekends. I didn’t go out much on weekday nights anyway, I was often too knackered after a hard day’s work. On Saturdays, I need not go home until mid-morning when the temperature had risen. By the end of the day, I had made my mind up. I would take Freda up on her kind offer. That night I told my parents my boss’s mother had offered me lodgings in her house after seeing me frozen when I arrived at work. The next morning, off I went to work with a rucksack full of spare clothes and got myself flitted into Freda’s little three-bedroom semi-detached house. That was the day I left home for good. I was only sixteen and nine months and proud to say I made my own good luck through hard work. I think moving out of home and fending for myself set me up for the tougher obstacles life could throw at me.


The only drawback when lodging with the boss’s mother is you could always be at work. Derek could always get hold of me with Freda on the phone, whereas while living with my parents, they had no phone in the house, like many other families in the early 60s. There again, I must not have minded too much because I lodged with her for over four years. After all she had treated me like her own son.


A few years later, she even arranged a party for my 21st birthday in the local village hall. She had rounded up all my mates without me knowing, my parents were now living eighty-odd miles away and, somehow, she got in touch with them, plus Derek and his wife, June, and most of my work colleagues. Groom girls from the stables where I shod horses had been informed. She had, I later found out, got one of my mates to take me to the pub to give time for everyone to assemble in the village hall. When we were into our second pint, he said something about a dance in the village hall (it was dances in the1960s not discos), so off we went to the dance, not knowing I would know every person. Freda had also organised all the food. I had noticed her preparing loads of food, but I hadn’t taken much notice because she often had big cooking days. I just thought it was for her new deep freezer.


Yes, Freda never queried me what I got up to or where I went but, more often than not, I would tell her. Often it was Knossington Fox and Hounds pub to play five and threes dominos for a penny a knock. I found I could win money for the next night’s beer. I soon cottoned on that one of the old guys who loved to play never counted up what dominos had gone. So I used to make a fuss to sit before his turn, especially when four were playing, and I just collected the pennies off him.


Yes, the Spence family were really good to me, I felt as if I was one of the family. I was really looked after. Freda always sent me to work with a pack up and even got up early to cook a breakfast for me. I often told her I could do my own, but no, she insisted plus having a dinner when I returned in the evening. Sometimes she cooked for some of the gentry if they were having a dinner party, and it meant her not being at home when I finished work, so she would organise me to have my evening meal with Derek and June.


Another thing which I didn’t appreciate then was what it must have cost the Spence family to train me up to be a farrier. I didn’t at the time take into account how little I was paying for my lodgings. I would never have been able to afford to pay the proper going rate other places charged. I suppose it never entered my head the cost of all the different courses I was sent on to get me to where I am today. I did moan now and then, I was earning all this money and getting paid very little. It was only when I started working for myself did I realise I had not been treated that badly. I did on many occasions call Derek a prat behind his back when he got me to start a new job 10 minutes before knocking-off time. Well, I suppose a few years later I became a prat too when I got my own staff. I was saying the same to them as what Derek had said to me.


Yes, what it cost to train me up to be a farrier was quite a lot of money with all the courses that an apprentice farrier needs to attend. Perhaps I should have looked at not how many hours I worked, but how much work I put into those hours I did work. I often thought what I was being paid, I would have more than earned on a Monday morning. Derek must be raking it in, but, and very big but, which never entered my head at the time, I never thought about him having to pay me holiday pay. Then there was public liability insurance in case I lamed a horse, vehicle insurance which may have not being cheap with most of us under 25, college courses which lasted weeks and many unforeseen costs that a business incurs. Plus, Freda wasn’t charging me the going rate for lodging in her home. Now I think perhaps it was me who owed a great debt to the Spence family to have got me to where I am today.

We could all have a laugh and joke with Derek. We could all give out what I call polite cheek to him and get the same back with no malice meant. I suppose we were lucky to have a boss who we could class as a mate. Although none of us called him a prat to his face.

		

DAYS NOT LONG ENOUGH


Working at Derek’s some days never seemed long enough. None of us watched the clock. I remember going out with Charlie to do a repair on a combine harvester at around two thirty in the afternoon. We were so engrossed with what we had to do to fix it that time just seemed to fly by. It was only when the farmer’s wife came out with some tea and sandwiches and said if we hadn’t a home to go to, she had better feed us. Didn’t we know what time it was?


‘What time is it?’ we asked.


‘Eight o’clock,’ she replied.


‘Eight o’clock! We thought it must be nearer blooming five o’clock. Not blooming eight o’clock! God am I in f***ing trouble, I was supposed to pick the girlfriend up at seven!’ shouted Charlie.


The problem with the combine was repaired, and Charlie knew he was in for a rollicking from his girlfriend, so he decided he might as well have a good rollicking rather than half of one and said to the farmer, ‘Strike her up, see if it works.’

When the farmer struck the combine up, I never seen anything like it, when what looked like five thousand rotten hen eggs came shooting out of the back. It was like a machine gun spraying bullets everywhere, only these bullets were some of the best stink bombs I had ever come across. They splattered everywhere, with the farm now resembling the local sewerage works. Weeks later, the stench of rotten eggs was still there… The farmer had thought his hens had stopped laying.

		

REG ASHTON


Two years into my apprenticeship, Reg Ashton joined us only for a couple of months. He had had his own blacksmith and farriery business, but at 63 years old, he was swapping careers for a guest house in Bournemouth. At a loose end, he came to help out until the sale of the guest house was finalised. He had passed all his horsey clients on to Derek, who thought he would big help making the shoes for the horses and any general blacksmithing. I also got lots of valuable tuition off him on forge work on how to hold a hammer and where to place steel on the anvil. In fact he gave us all lessons and had good ideas on how best to go about work that was not straightforward not connected to blacksmithing.


I can remember a call to one of his old clients, who I will call Major Thorn, who had two horses to shoe. Reg knew the horses in question and said he would make the shoes ready. A big set and a little set. If the customer had said a big and little one it wouldn’t have meant a thing to us. A big horse can have little feet and a small horse can have big feet, but with him knowing the horses it saved us time making a big variety to cover ourselves.


Two or three days later, we went off shoe the major’s horses, and we arrived at the village not knowing exactly where the major lived. Derek asked a guy who looked as if he was a farmer worker if he could give us directions for Major Thorn’s stables. It turned out the guy worked for the major but not with horses and said, ‘Go to the end of the village, there is a field gate next to a phone box. Follow a track across a field until we come to a crew yard that has got two stables attached, and the horses are already stabled.’


So over this field we go and sure enough, there is a crew yard where we find two horses in the stables. A big one and a smaller one. No one was there but we carried on regardless with both horses standing perfectly; we had them shod in no time. Derek commented that Reg had not only made the shoes the right size but got the shape as well. They hardly needed altering to fit the horse’s hooves.


Later that day, back at the forge, the phone rang. It’s Major Thorn on the other end, wanting to know if we were still going to shoe his horses that day.


‘We’ve been, your guy told us where the horses were stabled in the crew yard across the field, a big one and a little one,’ answers Derek.


‘Oh, them, they are not mine, I have let a friend stable his horses there. Mine are at home,’ he mumbles.

We had shod the wrong horses, and I never found out what happened in the end but we never saw the two horses again. I don’t even know if Derek got paid for them or not. We were certain that we had the right horses for how well the shoes Reg made had fitted.

		

SHOEING


Winter used to be the busiest time for horseshoeing. In 1964 when I started work, Derek’s main horsey clients were hunting horses that were only shod in the autumn and winter months from the beginning of September until the end of April. When the hunting season was over, these horses were just turned out to grass for the summer months with no shoes on. Most didn’t need shoes just to walk around grass fields, just a foot trim every six weeks or so. Gymkhanas were few and far between then, although they were on the increase so the odd ponies needed to be shod, although I suppose there was also one or two show jumpers. Not like today; horseshoeing is non-stop all the year round. I would say from about 1967 was when I started not to have time to do much wrought-iron work. The only work I was doing in the forge was making horseshoes.


The steel fabrication side of Derek’s business, though, was really taking off from about 1966. He was making more and more farm gates and fencing, building big free-standing hay racks and animal feeding bays. With farms getting more modern and a lot getting away from the rickety old cow sheds and buildings, new purpose-built cattle barns were being built. In fact Derek made anything, and it was not only for farms but industry as well. He was also getting into a little bit of precision engineering. That side of the job was not for me, I was getting more and more interested in the farriery.


Derek decided Charlie needed more help so Mick Harrison joined the staff around August 1965. Now with two Micks, Mick H got called by his middle name, Steve. Steve, a year or so younger than me, was like Charlie who had good ideas for working out difficult and complicated jobs, and he too had lost his front teeth at an early age. (No, I was not responsible for him losing his teeth this time.) Thank God his swear words were very limited. Derek really wanted to do less horseshoeing and move his business into more of the making gates and railings, etcetera, for farmers’ crew yards and purpose-built cattle barns. I had not actually started to shoe horses by myself, even though I did in Derek’s presence. With Steve arriving, my trips out to help Charlie to do repairs on farm machinery and helping to erect farm gates and fencing was tailing off apart from some really big jobs where all four of us would go.


A year later, I was going on my own shoeing the horses. While Derek was getting more focused on the steel fabrication side of his business, I had started to organise my own days around the increasingly busy farriery work. I think he never did have a big interest in the farriery side, although he was very good at forge work. His interest was away from horseshoeing and was concentrating on the manufacture of cattle pens and farm gates and railing and any many other products that farms needed. It was the opposite for me, although I enjoyed the decorative iron work, the farrier side got me more and more interested. The only time I was involved in the fabrication work was if it was a slack day shoeing horses, and then sometimes I would deliver orders to the customers or collect materials from the steel stockist.


Around six months after Steve started, Charlie handed in his notice as he got offered another job. He hadn’t fallen out with any of us. He felt he needed a change. So Steve seemed to get promoted to head of the fabrication and repair side of the workshop. I don’t think at the time he knew that he was in charge, but if any farmer called with something that wanted fixing, they went straight to Steve. He just took over where Charlie left off. Although Derek was boss, I think he was pleased we all used our head when he was not about.

Steve, though, didn’t have to be on his own long as Andy Hatfield joined the workforce. Andy had just left school, aged 15, and ended up working for Derek for the next 40 years. By now I was seeing less and less of my workmates apart from first thing in the morning or last thing in the afternoon.

		

MIKE SMITH


Michael Smith, who became Mike, was another newcomer when I was about three years into my apprenticeship. He was employed to help me to shoe the horses and do forge work. He had worked on farms before but never with horses, and like me, had never seen one shod before. I hadn’t finished my apprenticeship then, but I suppose I became foreman of the farriery department and I was now teaching Mike. He was of medium build, and at least he had got all his teeth. He was also mega strong, didn’t swear too much and was quite calm around the horses. Now he had started to help me, Derek’s farrier days were getting less and less. His customers would often book with Mike and myself for the next six-week appointment before we left the previous one. Or if they phoned, often they asked when Mick and Mike could come to shoe their horses. They just took it for granted and got used to the idea it was just us two and not the boss. He didn’t mind, no one was complaining, and after all, we were picking more work up and not losing any, and it gave him more time to concentrate on the steel fabrication side of his business.


Mike was one of the easiest guys I could have worked with. Neither of us worried about a difficult horse to shoe until we got to it. Getting hurt was not on our radar, we were young and indestructible. Derek was the more nervous one and often told us to leave and walk away from anything that looked dangerous. The owners could get another farrier to shoe them as far as he was concerned, but we had other ideas. No other farrier would want to come to a stable yard just for one wild horse and who would blame them. I certainly wouldn’t. I would want the easier ones as well. For the sake of one difficult one, we would end up losing the whole yard which we didn’t want. Both of us would sooner be out shoeing than stuck in the forge and were prepared to take the rough to get the smooth.

It was as if we were our own bosses. We were often deciding if there was time to shoe extra ones or time to nip into so-and-so to free more time up for the next day. Derek didn’t care what we got up to work-wise as we were not losing work but gaining more.

		

DELIVERY DRIVER


By 1967/68, Derek’s workforce had increased from three when I started in 1964 to ten. Believe it or not, two more Micks had joined the staff too. Mick Bottomly and Mick Grey. Mick Bottomly became Micky and Mick Grey to MG. Also Charlie had returned. Derek had also built a new bigger workshop at the bottom of his yard. It was installed with a big power saw, which cut through steel like butter. New welders and numerous pieces of state-of-the-art machinery which helped to cut manufacturing time in half. The old workshop stayed as the forge where I made my horseshoes and did general blacksmithing. The delivery truck had been swapped from an old Bedford van to a five-ton Ford Thames Trader lorry with orders getting bigger and heavier.


Some days I only saw my workmates first thing in the morning as I was out on the farrier round. Derek often asked me what I had organised farrier-wise. Would I be back in time to do a delivery to some far away destination? I remember one day in particular. An order of two farm harrows, which Derek’s workforce had made that fitted on the back of a tractor, hydraulics had to be delivered to a firm in Leighton Buzzard. This was about a 150-mile round trip. Not getting back to the forge until two thirty in the afternoon, then a quick late lunch, I jumped in the lorry and left at about three. Overtime sprung to mind that day with apprentice wages being not that good and any extra hours were all for the better. I made Leighton Buzzard in good time; I had to because the firm that ordered the farm harrows closed at six o’clock. Not knowing where in Leighton Buzzard this firm was, I needed to ask someone local for directions. Spotting a corner shop, I collared a guy coming out to ask which way I needed to go. I didn’t need to get out of the lorry as it was a hot day and the passenger window was down, and he gave me directions through the open window. It turned out I was nearly in spitting distance but it meant turning around. With stopping near a side road, I checked in the lorry mirrors and reversed round the corner and went off to deliver my load.


Two days later a policeman arrived at the forge, wanting to speak to who was driving the lorry in Leighton Buzzard two days before. Also he wanted to see the lorry’s logbook. (Tachographs had not been invented then.) Well, Derek’s face went crimson because he knew, including himself, that we were all guilty of never filling it in when we stopped for rest or unloading and when we returned back to base. Whoever took the lorry out always meant well and made a start filling it in, but none of us seemed to get round to finish it when we returned. Anyway, on this occasion I had, to Derek’s relief, and that page was shown to the copper, and he never took a second look at all that were left unfinished. The copper did have a bit of a grin on his face, and it turned out I had reversed over some guy’s bike when I turned the lorry around.
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