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If we found ourselves stationary we were waiting to go somewhere


What Do You Want to Be When You Grow Up?


‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’


You had to make the engine shift and fulfil its task


On a Normal Shift – Leicester to London and Return


Map of Great Central Line from Manchester to London


Oiling and checking the engine in the shed


Filling the tender with water


Checking the connection between engine and carriage



The Flying Scotsman


‘Thank you for my safe journey’


They also found three buckets of live fish


Cyril said he thought we had earned a pint


The Night the Fire Went Out


We backed up on to the train and set off on our journey


‘Take that pile there, mate,’ pointing to a pile of the Daily Mirror


I climbed down wearily from the footplate, signed off, got on my bike and slowly pedalled home


Jigsaws


We left on our return journey from Nottingham Victoria at 6.25a.m.


The signalman came to his window and said all the telephone wires were down


There were thousands and thousands of jigsaw puzzles scattered all over this white blanket of snow


‘I Bet that Bloody Guard’s Asleep!’


‘Wave after wave came at us. No one ever reached us’


I grabbed the coal hammer, jumped down from the engine and ran along beside the wagons


I spragged the brakes down with the shaft of the coal hammer on the wagons as they passed me


We stopped 2ft from the gates


And one man was even leaning over the crossing gate smoking his pipe


‘Put the Kettle On and Shout up the Stairs!’


He pointed in the direction of the main road


He said, handing me the fish slice, ‘Have a go whilst I make the tea’


I was the ‘knocker up’ that night


The church clock struck three


It became impossible to ride the bike any further


The council used to employ nightwatchmen


Line of Promotion


‘So you shovelled coal, did you? Like on the Titanic?’


B1 steam locomotive faceplate


Extra-curricular


We thought that chimney sweeping might not be a bad bet!


The children held their buckets and little wooden spades


I did my best!


Fog in the Fifties


He had rescued two injured soldiers under enemy fire in the First World War


I inched my way along the catwalk


Backstage


I could see the smokebox of an engine sticking through the end of the shed wall


The foreman rubbed his eyes, came out of his doze and stared at me


In the mess room there was a large open fire


Shove ha’penny was not quite as popular. It didn’t draw such a busy crowd


There were two tables. One accommodated the two-card schools


Disaster struck! As soon as I put the shovel back into the firebox – ‘swoosh’ – the whole kaboodle was pulled off the shovel


Another Right Mess


We left Leicester one early July evening


From where apprentice boys would come with trays specially made to carry beer


The coal hammer was a vital part of the kit on the footplate, alongside the shovel


I lifted the lump bodily and dropped it on to the handle several times


My overalls had to be scrubbed with a scrubbing brush


We looked like a pair of chimney sweeps


Attempted Murder?


There was blood trickling down his face from his eye


‘What the hell are you doing? You’re blocking all main lines’


‘Let’s see if we can put the driver or fireman away’


Eggs and Bluelegs


Ministry of Food pamphlet


We left our bucket with five shillings in it for a dozen


The pub was run by the sister of Stanley Laurel


I slipped across the fields to a place where I knew that bluelegs grew


‘We used to work a local passenger train, stopping at all stations betwen Leicester Great Northern and Grantham’


Redmile ticket office in ruins is all that remains of the station


End Note


It was a mucky, sweaty and very physical but exciting job


I Remember as if it was Yesterday


I felt like the Railway Queen herself




1


WHAT DO YOU WANT TO


BE WHEN YOU GROW UP?


‘You tell a good tale, don’t you?’ someone said to me recently. This brought me up with a start. I was telling a lady a story about my railway years that was perfectly true, with all sincerity. She clearly did not believe me. It made me recall a previous incident in which I had related the story Put the Kettle On and Shout up the Stairs! (chapter 7) to some young people I had met in a pub one evening. I was disconcerted to realise that they clearly did not believe me either.


All the tales in this book are true. The only documentary evidence I have in my possession is a witness report relevant to the story that I have entitled Jigsaws (chapter 5). The reader will appreciate that there will be evidence elsewhere, perhaps in the annals of railway history. But I have concentrated on the stories themselves; about incidents that happened to me. I am sure, however, that many railwaymen could relate dramatic events that happened to them: life on the footplate was full of drama.


The locomotive crew took risks with their own safety every day; the danger was part of the job, perhaps even the appeal of it. The men were expected to use common sense every moment of the day. Each story contains elements of these risks. It does not seem possible to make a direct comparison between life on the footplate in the 1950s and that experienced by train crews today. The use of different sources of power – oil and electricity – and the development of digital technology have completely transformed the footplate. The present-day driver does not have a fireman who performs the duties explained in this book. He/she has a different set of responsibilities as the train is driven along the same tracks that were laid many years ago. There is legislation that both supports and controls the daily duties of the crew.
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‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’


I was fortunate to work as a fireman on some notable steam locomotives in the final years of steam. As the steam era slid into history the work of the fireman as it was ceased. In 1965 steam was replaced by diesel and electricity as forms of traction by British Rail. The driver/fireman relationship on a steam locomotive, a relationship that had existed for years, was no longer there.


This is not a book about observing the workings of the footplate crew; it is a book about a fireman doing his job. A mere observer would see the discomforts of the train crew – the heat, the dust, the knocks – but he would also know that he, as an observer, did not actually experience them. I did.


The stories also offer an historical perspective on the job of being a fireman. In recording them I hope to go some way towards giving an account of the life and work of a footplate crew in the final years of steam. Perhaps, too, I am able to bring that to life through my stories.


I worked on the footplate from 1947 to 1960 and of course I am only writing about what happened to me. Some railwaymen gave their entire working life to service on the footplate and my contribution was small in comparison. I am sure that many footplate incidents have gone unrecorded. I hope that in relating these stories I will help fill what I consider to be a gap in the history of footplate work.


I have tried to illustrate the life we led from day to day, from the fairly routine to the downright hazardous. It was always one of movement; if we found ourselves stationary we were waiting to go somewhere. It was a moving job. You had to make the engine shift and fulfil its task. You needed to know your engine so that when it was asked to perform you made sure that everything had been done for maximum efficiency. Engines had their own personality and their own life, sometimes happy and sometimes mardy.


We all had our favourite engines. Galtee More (an A3 Pacific) was my favourite. She was easy to get to steam and full working pressure and I could even take liberties with her. We could start away with less than a good body of lit coal in the firebox. Galtee More was a free-steaming engine and responded very quickly. But you dare not take liberties with some engines where you needed a really good start with everything on your side. The boiler needed to be fairly full and have a good head of steam. All engines, however, had to be prepared ready for the journey with the fire bright, so that when the regulator was opened by the driver a full head of steam was in the steam chest, and the water in the boiler was at the right level. The fireman and the guard would then watch the train safely out of the station precincts. They then returned to their prime duties – the fireman to that of firing the engine correctly and maintaining the water level in the boiler and the guard to the train itself and the welfare of the passengers.


My sixteen shifts (a.m./p.m.) – one week a.m. and one week p.m. for sixteen weeks – meant it was extremely difficult to socialise. It was hard to plan anything either for my family or myself. I could not, for instance, take a course at night school, join a football team or attend anything that involved regular commitment. Every shift started at a different time: 12.01a.m. was regarded as a day shift, and 10p.m. a night shift. These timings were related to the times of the trains throughout the night and day.


I considered that the best shift in the ‘fast train link’, of which I was a member, was: book on duty at 7.40a.m., work the Master Cutler to London, leaving at 9.19a.m. and arriving at 11.24a.m.; then bring the 12.15p.m. dinnertime fast back to Leicester from Marylebone, arriving in Leicester at 2.40p.m. When I had done that I could be watching Bill and Ben the Flowerpot Men on the television with my family at home in the late afternoon.


I always had a canvas bag which I put on my back as I rode to work on my bike. Inside I had sandwiches, sometimes an apple, a mashing of tea, milk in a Camp coffee bottle and a screw of sugar. This all fitted, with the enamel tea can, neatly into the bag.


The Great Central and the Great Northern Railway engine sheds at Leicester were situated in two locations. One, serving the Great Central line, was at the southern end of the city and was close to the canal that flows through Leicester, connecting with the River Soar. The other served the Great Northern line and was approximately 2 miles away. They were constructed of brick and completed in the latter part of the nineteenth century. The Great Central shed, the major and the larger of the two, had four bays housing about thirty engines, depending on their size. Four bays, with a gap between each, meant that the shed area would be about the size of a football pitch. The smaller shed had only two bays. When I approached the sheds on my way to work I was always struck by the shape of the roof, as the shed architecture included a series of scalene triangles across the whole length of the shed. To the right of the engine bays there was a shed master’s office. Alongside that was a walkway that gave access to the enginemen’s lobby and the running foreman’s office, the loco crews’ mess room, the stores department, the blacksmith’s shop and the boiler cleaning section, the machine shop with several lathes and drilling machines, the fitters’ shop, and finally the fitters’ mess room. General maintenance was done ‘in house’. These sections ran the whole length of the engine shed.
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You had to make the engine shift and fulfil its task


‘Booking on’ happened in the stores department. I would tell the storesman, whose name was Mac, that I was there. After booking me on duty Mac issued me with the appropriate kit for the engine allocated to us. That meant a shovel, a coal hammer, a bucket, a gauge lamp, detonators, a hand brush and some hand cloths. It was here that I was told which engine we were to work that day and where that engine was standing. This would usually be on the shed front of one of four bays, ready for our departure to the station. After booking on, my driver would read the essential notices in the enginemen’s lobby about speed restrictions, single line working, fitters’ reports, line repairs and anything pertaining to the track for our journey that day. Then he would sign the Road Book, which meant that he took responsibility for the safety of the locomotive and the train that he was about to drive to and from its destination.


I was now ‘booked on’. Eventually it would be my turn as a new driver to examine the notices. When a fireman was approaching the time for him to pass his exams to be a driver he would be notified by the company. As well as studying his rule book and making himself conversant with all the aspects of engine working and the rules and regulations required of him, he would also need to know how to drive the engine correctly in the different situations he might encounter. For instance, driving a shunting engine means working closely with a ‘shunter’ when assembling a goods train. He would have to know that driving a loose-coupled train required a completely different technique to driving a passenger train with a continuous brake, what these differences were and how to deal with them including the knowledge of what to do in case of a breakdown or signal failure. No driver was obliged to hand over the controls to a budding driver but most drivers would give their fireman a chance at the controls if only for a short distance. In reality, of course, over the years a fireman would get the opportunity to switch positions with the different drivers with whom he was rostered. Some became great friends. I was most fortunate with my last driver. He let me drive all the local passenger trains and he drove all the fast passenger trains. I was very grateful to him for allowing me to gain this valuable experience. He was confident I wouldn’t let him down and I made sure I didn’t.
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