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            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

         

         Peter Sumpter was born on 23 July 1948 in Barking, Essex, and he has been driving trucks on and off for more than 45 years.

         He started driving while serving in the RAF, and after five years including a tour in the Gulf he came home and started with Brain Haulage, where over the next 20 years he took photos and kept a diary.

         After the company finished he worked his way up from driver to become the transport manager of Elstran Freighters. When that company also finished, he moved on to become transport manager of Pentalvers, part of the large Maersk group of companies at its Tilbury Docks depot, until his retirement from the transport industry.

         He lives in Tilbury, Essex, with his wife, Brenda, and son, Leigh David.
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               The author and Charles Brain at the World’s End pub in Tilbury when Charles was 100 years old in 2015.
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               Charles Brain, Larry Kilby, Michael Brain and John Brain with Brains’ 100th Scania and first sleeper AEV 100L in 1973. The photo shows Larry Kilby, transport director, holding a plaque of crystal glass. which was presented by Scania Sweden.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         BRAIN HAULAGE WAS FORMED BY CHARLES EDWARD BRAIN in April 1950 and ran to September 1992, when it closed after 42 years.

         Charles Edward Brain was born in Kentish Town, London, on 31 March 1915. He lived with his mother and father and four brothers, Reg, Albert, Arthur and Freddy, together with a sister, Dolly. When he was a young lad he used to go to work with his father, who worked for the L.M.S. Railway at Camden Town, which is where he learnt to drive at around the age of 12. He later worked for the London, Midland and Scottish Railway as a van boy but then left to drive an International tipper for a chap called Joe Cunningham, who ran George Wiggins at Globe Road, Bethnal Green, and drove daily to and from Hertfordshire (near Bushey Heath) to sites in London. He then went to drive for Robert Deard, working out of James Street, off Blackhouse Road, London N17, with an old Ford tipper that had a wind-up body. He met and married Rayan and had three children, Jean, Carol and John. Sadly, Rayan died in September 1977.

         When the Second World War broke out in 1939 Charles joined the RAF and trained as a pilot, serving as such until the end of the war. At the age of 30 he went back to work with Joe Cunningham at George Wiggins. Rebuilding projects in London in the 1950s and ’60s, such as the South Bank, Millbank Tower, Shell building, the Barbican, the Old Bailey, Bankside Power Station and the Victoria Line, turned the area into one big construction site. This was the time to go into the sand and ballast business, so Charles went for it and bought a small company to start up on his own.

         I worked for Charles for 20 years from 1972 to 1992, during which time I kept a diary and took hundreds of photos. People kept telling me I had enough information on the company to write a book!

         Working at Brains was not only my job but also my hobby, so after another 20 years I went to see Charles at his flat in Buckhurst Hill, Essex, and he related the first part of this story. The rest of the book is taken from my diary and from interviews with as many ex-drivers as I could find, as well as a few managers and office staff along the way including two managing directors, Larry Kilby and Russell Winmill.

         In the 20 years on the road I did see life and made a lot of friends, some sadly not with us now and others I still see.

         I’d been at Brains for about a month after I passed my HGV 1, and was in the yard in Magnet Road awaiting a job when a plain dark green Seddon unit came in with a 20ft box on. The driver stopped right outside the office and came in asking the office staff where he could park the trailer. ‘Put it where you can,’ came the answer. I was talking to other drivers when he came over and said hello to everyone. His name was Ivor and he said to me: ‘You’re the new driver, right?’ I nodded. He got a £10 note out of his wallet and gave it to me. ‘Park my lorry up for me and you can keep it.’ Well £10 was £10 in those days and I was only on £32 a week. I jumped into his unit, started it up and found it didn’t have power steering. Well with a 20ft trailer and box it was always tight in our yard, you just about got a fag paper between each trailer on rough ground, too! I did a lot of sweating for the next half hour and then gave up, went back in and gave him the £10 back. The lads were laughing as he had done this before. After that I kept my mouth shut. Ivor’s party piece was to go into a room or café where drivers were sitting and who didn’t know him and say, ‘Phew it’s hot out there’ and take off his flat cap, which had a wig sewn into it (he was completely bald – giving him his name, Ivor the Bald), wipe his forehead and put it back on and walk out again. You should have seen the faces on the lads – mouths wide open.

         But it was not all fun and games. It was hard work getting up at 2 a.m. to go to Liverpool or Manchester in snow and ice and sometimes working 12 hours or more a day but I would not change anything. It’s taken a lot of years to get this book ‘on the road’ but I’m hoping, like me, you think it’s worth it.
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               George Batten Ltd, the company that started it all when Charles Brain bought the company in April 1950. Photo Peter Davies.
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               Brand new S20 Foden registered 00 8876 in 1960. Photo Foden-Marcus Lester Collection.
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               Driver Harry Harley with Foden eight-wheeler 137 UMV loaded ready to roll on the Durox contract dark green cab (Ex ICI) at the Durox yard at Linford, Essex, in 1965.
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               Brains taking the blue clay out for the Victoria Line in the 1960s. The drivers are Johnny Earl and Colin Carley. Photo Leyland.
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               Leyland AUT 579B in London 1964 taking blue clay away from the Victoria Line in Drummond Street to Woodside Brickworks in Croydon, which had exhausted its large pit and we were filling it back up. Photo Leyland.
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               Former Brain Haulage tipper CVW 927B bought new in 1964 working the fairgrounds in the 1980s. Photo Barry Brown.
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               CVW 926B also working the fairgrounds. Photo Barry Brown.
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               Eight-wheeler tanker 452 JMV belonging to CE Dormer Ltd, which Brains bought. Photo Peter Davies.
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               Former Brain Haulage Foden tipper at Gaydon truck show in 1999. Photo author.
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            THE BEGINNING

            (The History of JC Brain Ltd)

         

         THE ‘BRAIN EMPIRE’ STARTED WHEN J.C. Brain was formed by Charles Brain in April 1950 after he purchased George Batten Ltd for £3,000. The company was small and consisted of three lorries and a Chaseside shovel/digger, had A licences for five vehicles and it was based by the side of the A127 London to Southend Road. The three lorries were all Bedfords, two short wheelbase ex-army type tippers and the third a civvy 7-ton long wheelbase tipper.

         Charles stayed on this site until 1952, when there was a need for the A127 to be widened, so he moved to Morley Road, Romford. This was large enough to hold the five Bedford tippers that he had by then. Later he moved to Dagenham East, opposite the station yard, which was a sandpit (now a park). He also bought 12 Albion eight-wheeler tippers.

         Most of Charles’ work now was for Ham River sand and ballast (later taken over by Hall & Co. in 1962). And the majority of loads came from South Ockendon and White Post Corner in the Rush Green area of Romford. He was still doing a lot of site clearing in London as it was still full of bombsites. Also, the Underground was being extended in all directions from the city centre so he was loading sand/shingle and ballast and taking blue mud out of London from the tunnelling. He also went on to work for Hall & Co. in the 1960s on the Victoria Line underground, which opened in 1969. It was a big contract in its day, taking blue clay from the Victoria underground line in Drummond Street to Woodside brickworks in Croydon, which had exhausted its large sand pit and we, along with other companies, were filling it back up.

         Charles’ son, John, was about 15 when he went to work one day with his father, riding on the footplate of one of the Bedfords. The lorry went over a bump on a site near Victoria Park, London, and John went under the lorry. However, as it was soft, muddy ground he survived but it was a close call.
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               Loading ACT containers on Leyland unit DMU 701A in Linford yard in 1963.
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               Alf Elsdon and Colin Carley at the Orsett container base in 1969 posing with their two Leyland Shunters.
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               Guy KDX 427F still shunting in Magnet Road yard in 1984.
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               PMY 646F, a Guy big J Unit with a Jameson tilt loading in Southampton in 1968. Photo driver John Stowe.
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               Foden (Leyland 690 engine) MTY 129F. It is a poor shot but the only one I have got. Driver Ron Lucas told me it was a good runner.
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               KDX 425F Guy BIJ “J” Unit in Grays Magnet Yard Depot June 1968. Note the Corbett & Miller on the door. A company BH bought out in 1968.
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               The author’s first Brain Haulage vehicle, VMY 817G, at the Lorry Driver of the Year contest in 1970. Photo NA3T.
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               Volvo F88 tag axle NNO 681J. This is the vehicle the author had for his HGV training.
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               The first Leyland semi auto unit, VUL 883G, new on the ACT contract with John Brain, Ted Harold (driver) and company secretary Tom Wells. It is seen in the Magnet Road depot in 1969 on the first day of the contract.
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               Leyland semi auto VUL 883G with a Henry Smithers trailer unloading the first ACT containers into yard.

            

         

         The company was now run under the name of J.C. Brain Ltd. The vehicles were yellow and white, the livery very similar throughout the company’s history.

         Charles had leased 12 Thames Traders from Hensmen Ltd of Brook Street, Brentwood, and by 1959 he had a fleet of more than 30 tippers consisting of Ford, Leyland, Foden and Albion. Over the next ten years he bought several other companies for the A licences, including Tankard Transport, C.E. Dormer, Paddock Transport, Olley’s Transport, Fuller Transport and finally Corbett & Miller, all small companies, some with only two or three lorries. He also purchased the yard of Dawell’s Transport in Rainham on the A13, but not the fleet.

         In 1953 the east coast of England sustained a disastrous flood and many people died so the Government had to act quickly to prevent the same thing happening again. Charles had a contract to run sand and ballast up to Mablethorpe in Lincolnshire to build the flood walls all along the east coast. He had ten Foden eight-wheel tippers working seven days a week alongside hundreds of other contractors and it was a job that lasted more than two years. Charles also joined the Road Haulage Association at this time.

         In 1963 Charles bought his first two second-hand units; 14-ton gross 4×2 Commers that had two-stroke engines, purchased from a dealer in Carpenter’s Road. These units were to work for Silver Roadways out of Canning Town running sacks of sugar to Reading and Bristol on a trunk run. Trailers were loaded, roped and sheeted and dropped ready for the night drivers to pick up. Ted Parker, the manager, got on well with Charles and later went on to ACT (Associated Container Transport), which helped Charles again. A brand new Foden was purchased from Sandbach in the same year with a 180 Gardner engine and a 12-speed gearbox for a Ready-Mix contract. When the contract fell through, the Foden was converted to a six-wheel unit. It was very fast and the driver turned it over on a night run to Bristol. A Dodge six-wheel rigid was also purchased to run on a Durox block contract but this was written off in 1964.

         In 1965 two Guy Invincible units with 220 Cummins engines and ten-speed Fuller gearboxes were purchased from Maston Motors in Seven Sisters Road. These units were dark blue (Durox livery) and had CEB on the headboard. Twelve Foden tippers were also purchased from Hovenham’s HQ at Nottingham. John Elsdon, the chief engineer, went with Charles to buy these and the Guys.

         The company now had four units to start the general side of the business, which was called Brain Haulage Co. Ltd. The first jobs were for Ferrymasters, where Jack Clifford was the transport manager. Other vehicles purchased were Leyland Comets, Super Comets, Dodge (LAD cabs) and two Leyland Beavers. One of these was an export model with a seven-speed gearbox, a 680 Leyland engine and 1100 tyres all round, which was a cancelled order.

         Tankard Transport was a small company based at Brimsdown, Enfield, with a yard and garage in the front when Brains bought it. It had an ERF A series unit with a Gardner engine and some Foden units, all in Tankard’s livery of dark green.

         CE Dormer had three Atkinson eight-wheel tankers, one Atkinson and two Bedfords flat rigids. Charles purchased this company for the ten O licences only and the vehicles were sold on.

         Fuller’s Transport was based at Brentwood, Essex, and Mr Fuller only had two licences with two vehicles (unknown). Olley’s Transport had two vehicles (unknown) and Paddocks Transport, based in Southampton, had three Bedfords.

         In February 1967, Commercial Motor featured Brains and another tipper company complaining about fly tipping by non-registered tipper companies and owner drivers in an article titled ‘Pirates in the Industry’ (RHA).

         John and Carol Brain were now adults working for the company. John was running it with Charles while Carol was the finance and administration director. Charles had purchased his last company in 1969, Ipswich-based Corbett & Miller, which had two Guy Big Js with Cummins 240 engines, LAD-cabbed Leyland Beavers, two ERF A series and some AECs and Bedford units, some of which went into service with Brains for a while. Although the name had changed to Brain Haulage Co. Ltd., the Corbett & Miller name was still on the vehicles until 1972.
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            THE CONTAINER REVOLUTION

            (History of Brain Haulage Ltd)

         

         BRAINS IN THE 1970S

         As containers came into service, Brains went into artics in a big way. The company was still working for Durox Bricks at Buckingham Hill, Linford, and the rigids were working from Tilbury Docks on timber contracts (Montague Myers) but this all finished when containers came in.

         Brain Haulage moved into a big yard just off the Old London Road in Grays behind the Magnet Timber Company. This yard had been owned by Ferrymasters but it had moved out to Ipswich. The company left behind a young office boy called Larry Kilby, with whom I went to school and who had told me that they were looking for drivers. He later became managing director of Brains and worked for the company for 24 years. In 1970 Brains bought another half-acre of land to the rear of the yard (now a body shop and repair centre). The company was now known as just Brain Haulage Ltd. Charles had bought a lot of second-hand units and was getting work from some of the early container lines.

         It was at this time that I joined Brains. When I started I only had an HGV 111 and 11. I had been in the RAF so I had never driven an artic on the road. Based at Orsett Container Base in Brentwood Road, Brains had a four-wheel rigid Albion, VMY 817G. This was in Brain Haulage livery but it was being resprayed into ACT contract livery by the time I started to drive it. I worked for about a year on the four-wheeler and then I was asked if I wanted to take my HGV 1. I jumped at the chance and started to work every Saturday with Alfie Elsdon in a Guy Big J, shunting the MOT trailers in and out of the workshops at Grays. I did this for about two months and then Alfie told Larry Kilby, the transport manager at the time, that I was OK to go on the road.

         
            WHISKY GALORE

            I started on the road with Dave Terry, who had a Volvo F88 sleeper-cabbed unit, HNO 681J, which, at the time, was running to and from Greenock Docks in Scotland. This unit had a lifting back axle and a 16-speed overdrive gearbox. I used to drive it to and from Scotland with ‘L’ plates on three times a week and it was a great motor to drive. The first time I went was in 1973. We got there late at night and there had been some sort of wild cat strike going on and the lorries were two abreast all along the dock road. About ten of us all got out and I went back down the line and sat in with a chap called John in his new Scania 111 sleeper. It was very cold as it was the middle of winter and someone banged on his door and said, ‘We are having a drink, come on.’ We got out, walked back along the line of lorries and we all got into another unit. I think it belonged to a chap called Alan. There were six of us in this unit. One of the Scottish drivers got out two bottles of White Horse export whisky, poured it into paper cups and passed them around. ‘I don’t drink whisky.’ I said. The Scotsman looked at me and said, ‘Don’t insult me son,’ so I took it and boy was it strong. John drunk his and so did the others. John had another one, then it all happened, the strike was off. We jumped out into the cold night air, all laughing and then John fell over. We got him into the passenger’s seat and Dave turned to me and said, ‘You’ll have to drive his lorry onto the pad to get his box off, and another one on,’ which I did. I was told to move off the pad and the gate was only a few hundred feet away. Suddenly, before I knew it, I was driving out of the gate into Greenock town at midnight with no idea where to go. So I parked up where I could, waited for a Brains driver to come out and waved him down. He laughed and I followed him around a few corners to the Salvation Army building.

            We were all booked into the building to stay for the night, it was clean and the beds were good. We got John out and one of the drivers went in to get the keys. If you were drunk you were not allowed to stay so somebody got the man behind the desk to do something for him while we got John up the stairs and into bed. We undressed him to his pants, vest and socks. Something woke us all up about 2.30 a.m. and when we went outside our rooms to look over the balcony down into the open lobby John was on top of the desk with his hands around the night porter’s neck with about four other drivers trying to get him off. All he wanted to do was phone his wife to say goodnight. The night porter explained it was 2.30 a.m. and that was it. We all calmed down and went back to bed. We were (as a company) banned for a month after that. Sunglasses were the order of the day the next morning and John slept in the bunk a lot while I drove home.

         

         When I passed my HGV 1 I was given an old Guy Big J, PMY 663F, with a Gardner 180 engine, and put on the ACT contract. After that I had a Scania 80, FVX 814H. ACT was based in Tilbury Docks on Berth 45 so I moved home to Tilbury as well. I then had a BH Scania 110 day cab, TOO 260K, followed by a Scania 111 sleeper, JAR 679N, both in Brain Haulage livery. I then got a new Scania 81, UAR 752S, for lightweight work on the ACT contract, followed by a Scania day cab 111, UJN 309S, and then a Scania 111 sleeper, MWC 329V. Then we went over to DAFs, which I did not like much. I had a DAF 2300, Later I had a Renault 260, A512 OKX, then a new Renault 260 C77 LVX, and I ended up back in the ACT yard shunting the MOT trailers to and from Purfleet testing station with a very old Scania 80, YEV 636L, before the contract closed down. I then had a Renault 290GT D747 THK, and the last one was D728 THK on spot hire work until the demise of the company, and both were sold at the auction.

         By 1973 Brains had bought four second-hand Guys with 6LXB engines from the Mobil Oil Company and also some second-hand Scania 110 day cabs from Carter’s of Colchester (light blue units).

         The container revolution saw the two largest shipping companies in the world, the P&O Group and Cunard, set up companies to deal with this. OCL was formed for P&O and ACT was formed for Cunard, both working from 40–43 Berth at Tilbury Docks and later 39 (OCL) and 45 (ACT). Brain Haulage was the first company to get a five-year contract with ACT.

         OCL & ACT had a clearing depot at Orsett container base and Brains’ first two units on the contract were based there. These were Ergo-cabbed ten-speed semiautomatic Leyland Beavers powered by Turbo 680 engines. The other two units were Scania 80 super models in ACT livery. All had white cabs with a blue logo on the doors and the drivers wore white boiler suits to match with ACT badges on the breast pockets. This was to become the biggest contract that Brains had and a five-year term was unheard of in those days.

         Brains had 12 to 14 units when this started and the first two Scania 110 day cabs were BVW 425G and 426G. The latter was cut up in 1980 and 425G was sold in 1981 to an owner-driver in Liverpool who repainted it red and white. He fitted a third axle and worked it up to about 1987.

         Early jobs were for General European, Jameson, Belgine Line and Massagenies (later CGM), Sealand and United States Lines as well as ACT/OCL.

         The company was still buying Guy Big Js, some with 240 Cummins. Two V8 Perkins were also purchased as well as the Gardner 180s. All the Scanias were bought through Scantruck at Purfleet. Fuel returns were very good and the Scanias were mechanically sound. The Scania 110 had an 11-litre engine producing 188bhp and the price for a unit in July 1968 was £4,855.

         Back to when I passed my test, Brains bought two three-axle units, factory built, not converted. One was cut down to a 4×2, the other sold to Harris Haulage of Grays to make a recovery vehicle. It was still in use up to 1992 when it was sold but it is now in preservation (I’m glad it was saved). In 2002 I drove it up to Dave Lawson’s yard as the company I worked for (Elstran) was going to run it after buying it from Harris. It brought back a lot of memories.
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               Early Brain Haulage Scania 110 day cab in Liverpool yard in 1973.
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