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Introduction

            





IN my younger years, motor vehicles were the ‘in thing’ as there weren’t many about. Horses were still the order of transport and not many people, my father included, could afford a car. I do remember my friend Ron’s father owning an Austin 7 Ruby saloon; I thought he must have been rich.

         


So to be able to drive a mechanical machine was like being a hero and to be able to drive a lorry was like being a superhero. This is what I thought of my father and I wanted to be just like him.


Lorries were very basic when I started, with no power steering, air-assisted clutches, air braking, cab heating or air conditioning. I even remember my father using bike clips on his trousers because of the draught from the foot pedal holes. Changing gear was like stopping; you had to double the clutch movement to slow the clutch plate and wait for the revs to drop before you could select your next gear. The Bedfords I first worked on were still rod and cable braking.


Synchromesh and automatic gear boxes then came into being and now vehicles are so improved that most people have a car, women are driving trucks and buses and the roads are much more congested. I often wonder what my father would have thought of modern trucks. Today, driving is a matter of everyday life and is of no major significance.


 


I had never intended to write a manuscript about my driving years. I was quite happy in my retirement, enjoying many things such as crosswords and reading, and Janne gets me doing the odd job around the house to help with the decorating.

         


However, I still get the newsletters from my old employer, Tankfreight Tanker Division (now Excel) every so often, and in one of these I saw that a driver had written of his driving career and experiences on general haulage. After reading this book I began searching for more, and it then occurred to me that I had a few stories to tell myself, some serious and some funny; ‘I could do that’, I decided. I hadn’t thought that a lorry driver’s account of life on the road would appeal to anyone except perhaps another driver, but I had found this one very interesting, so I sat down and started to recall my life as I saw it.


Once I’d started I think Janne felt as if I’d left home, because I would spend all day on the computer with my memoirs. Well, it kept me quiet. Obviously this book is a shortened version of things, as some were unprintable, but I found the main theme, once again following in my father’s footsteps: lorry driving.





  

  

    




    

      

    


         



Chapter 1

            


Early Days

            





I was born in December 1932 in an upstairs flat of a house in Helena Road, Plaistow, East London. When my mother saw me, she exclaimed, ‘Oh no, not a ginger baby!’ The midwife was kinder, saying that many women of the day would give anything for that colour hair.

         


My parents were born and brought up in Bow, East London, and made the move to Plaistow just before my birth. My father, a lorry driver, drove for Bouts Tillotson, a major haulage company of the day. As soon as I was old enough to understand, I wanted to be like him, and it took all my mother’s time and patience to look after me while I played lorry drivers.


I used to watch my father going to work in his big overcoat and flat cap and pleaded with my mother to get me the same outfit. Although she tried, she couldn’t find one, until she happened to mention it to the lady in the downstairs flat. ‘I have a coat that’s too small for my son. Do you want it?’ she replied.


My mother wrapped the coat up, so when I unwrapped it, as far as I was concerned it was brand new. I also had a cap to go with it. I used to take ages putting this coat on, hunching my shoulders and jumping up and down to get the coat to reach my neck. Then I would put on my cap. I had seen my father do this many times.


I had a small pedal car too. I would knock on our kitchen door and when my mother opened it she would say, ‘Hello, Al. Come home for a cuppa?’

         


‘Is it all right to bring my driver’s mate in?’ I would ask.


‘Sure,’ she would reply, making me a cup of tea.


My mother has told me that I would take off my hat and coat. Then, when I decided I was leaving, I would spend ages going through the whole routine of putting them back on again. On top of that there were the noises I made of lorry engines. I used to drive her mad, she said.


One time I kept whining with a bad earache. My father went out and bought me a big box lorry which I could sit on and push with my feet. On the side in big letters was Bouts Tillotson Ltd. I soon stopped crying.

         


We had a wooden table with a small drop-down flap. My mother told me that I used to play for ages putting this flap up and down and making out it was my tail board.


I used to listen to my father telling my mother stories of what had happened at work, including the practical jokes. One involved a young boy who had started but could not read or write and seemed a little backward. None of the other drivers had wanted the boy, so my father offered to take him, and every spare moment they had my father would teach him to read and write.


They used to have to go to a central distribution centre where all the haulage contractors assembled to be given loads, and while they waited in the outside office they would kick a football about. One day my father told the office clerk to call the boy over in the morning when he came in. The clerk was to tell the boy that while they were playing with the ball the bouncing and vibration had broken the office clock (apparently it was an old station clock). The boy looked devastated at the news. He did not earn enough to pay for the repairs.

         


‘What’s wrong?’ my father asked.


The boy explained the situation. My father said, ‘Well, get it mended and the drivers will have a collection to pay for it.’


When my father called in at the boy’s house to have a cup of tea, the boy’s mother said, ‘Please thank the drivers for what they have done. They must think a lot of him to do that.’


My father came out red-faced. ‘Serves you right!’ said my mother.


The boy’s family were all dockers and eventually the boy followed his brothers and father into the docks, but they never forgot what my father had done for him. They became great friends with my parents and we often visited them in Custom House.


My parents were a lively pair. I remember one time my father started laughing when he came home for a cuppa and saw that my mother had made a jam tart.


‘What are you laughing at?’ my mother asked.


‘We were in the café, and one of the drivers bought tea and jam tarts. When his boy came in he smacked the jam tarts in the boy’s face.’


‘That’s not nice,’ my mother said, but before anything else could happen my father had smacked the jam tart in her face. So it was no jam tarts today!

         


My mother was always cooking cakes and scones. One day when my father called in for a cuppa my mother had made a mince tart. As she came into the living room she dropped it. My father was quite upset.


‘I’ve a good mind to throw it at you,’ he said. So she dared him and the battle started, all in good fun.


My mother later said that she found mince pie for ages after when she was cleaning.

         


My father left Bouts, and got a job with more money, driving for Towler and Sons boilermakers. This suited me fine, because then he could take my mother and me out in his lorry, an International.


Whenever my father took us out I insisted we stopped at a transport café. I would keep running to the door to make sure the lorry was all right. ‘Come and sit down,’ my father would say. ‘Nobody’s going to take it.’


We moved to a downstairs flat in Stratford soon after this. My mother took me shopping in the local area and on the way back we came down the next road to ours where I saw a small café, no more than five hundred yards from our house. I couldn’t wait to tell my father about my find: ‘Dad, instead of coming in for a cuppa we can go round to the café!’ I could just imagine what he thought.


I was five years old and getting ready to start school when my mother told me I was going to have a baby brother or sister. ‘You’ll have to save up all your farthings,’ she said. The baby turned out to be a sister named Catherine.


 


I started at school just before the war began, in January 1938. My father was exempt from the forces as Towler and Sons were making munitions such as invasion barges.


We stayed in London, but when my parents thought it was getting too bad my uncle came round in one of his firm’s vans and picked us all up and took us out into the country. There were three families: my mother and her two sisters, with seven children altogether.


I don’t know where we were meant to go, but we finished up in Dane End, Hertfordshire. We just happened to stop outside the cottage in which the village school headmaster lived. When we children heard the words ‘school’ and ‘teacher’ we all ducked down out of sight.

         


The headmaster arranged for the villagers to assemble in the village hall, where we were all allocated to lodge with one of the villagers. My mother, sister and I were billeted on Lordship farm.


I was the only male amongst nine females and in the evenings we all congregated together. They taught me to knit and do embroidery. When I embroidered two chair-back covers and gave them to the farmer’s wife she said, ‘When I look at them I will think of the little evacuee boy who stayed with us.’


We shared a large bedroom with a big bay window around which was a window box. I used to sit on the box and look out the side window – my windscreen – and drive my mother mad with my engine noises, including the pre-selected gearboxes on the buses, although at that time I didn’t know what type of gearbox it was.


Friday was shopping day in the town of Hertford. We would walk into the village and get the Green Line bus into town. The bus was a half-cab coach, and I could not take my eyes off the driver, with his overcoat collar up round his neck (there were no heaters then).


Also staying at the farm was a London teacher whose husband was a London fireman, later killed in the bombing. I couldn’t read or write, so in the evenings she would teach me.


I had not yet used pen and ink. On my first day at the village school I made a big blot on my exercise book. I thought I would be clever by scratching it out with my pen. I dried my pen and started scratching. I thought I had made a good job, only to find I had a hole right through the book.


The teacher was not impressed with this and gave me a good caning. When I got back to the farm and told my mother she went mad. First thing in the morning she waited for the teacher and in no uncertain terms told him that if he ever touched me again his feet would not touch the ground!

         


I was envious of the village boys because they wore riding britches and had nice bicycles with pump-up tyres. If they had a puncture they went to the village blacksmith.


My father managed to get down most weekends and one weekend he came with a nice blue bicycle. I could not wait to get a puncture so I could go to the blacksmith’s forge.


A steep hill ran from the village school to the farm. My friend had an old-fashioned ladies’ bike and I was chasing him down the hill when he fell off. I could not stop and went straight into him. I picked myself up, battered and bruised, but could not believe my eyes: my bike had disintegrated into parts that were all over the place. I could not manage to carry all the bits under my arms; in my hands I was trying to manage the wheels, frame, forks and pedals. It was a total disaster. I found out that my dad had bought the bike from a junk shop. It was scrap.


We used to help out on the farm which was owned by two brothers, one of whom had a false leg following a motorbike accident. This brother looked after the poultry, making his way across the field with a bucket of chicken food and whistling as he threw the feed out. It was quite a sight to see the chickens and turkeys spread out across the field.


The farmer asked me if I would like to do the feeding. With my bucket of feed I would copy him by whistling and throwing the feed to the ground, quite proud that they did not notice the difference between me and the farmer. However, one of the turkeys would always make a bee-line for me, half-flying across and trying to peck my legs. All I could do was hold the bucket in front of me and try to ward him off.

         


One weekend my father said, ‘I’ll come with you.’


‘Here he comes,’ I said when we got into the field. My father took fright.


When we told my mother, she said, ‘Next time take a big stick and hit him with it.’


That’s what I did. I gave the bird such a whack over the head that I saw his eyes roll. He staggered away never to bother me again.


I also used to fetch the cows in for milking. Wearing my welly boots and slapping them with my stick I was quite proud as I ushered the herd in. The cows knew when it was milking time and stood by the gate ready. Although most of them went to their own places in the stalls in the shed, a few were crafty and nicked food from someone else’s stall until they were ushered out.


One of the cowmen while milking once asked my sister if she had seen the bottom of the cow’s teat. ‘No,’ she said, and bent down to look. The cowman gave the teat a squirt into her face and we all laughed.


While we were at the farm we would hear the German bombers going into London and back again. One night we were sitting taking it easy when there was an almighty WHOOSH! We fell out of our chairs on to the floor. The next morning the farmer found a parachute in the fields. He alerted the police and army thinking a German had landed, but it turned out to be a land mine that had buried itself in the soft earth.


We were told that some of the bombers would unload their bombs rather than going into London so that they could make a quick exit home. When the bomb disposal squad came we were evacuated for the day to Hertford where we heard the bomb go off.

         


For a short period we came home to London, sleeping at night in the garden shelter. During this time I became dangerously ill with pneumonia and pleurisy and I was not expected to live. I was rushed into Whipps Cross hospital and was so ill that they could not put me to sleep to operate and I had to have the operation while I was conscious. They froze my back and the surgeons got me to hold their hands while the operation took place. ‘If it hurts, squeeze our hands,’ they said, and afterwards: ‘What a good boy!’ One of the surgeons gave me five shillings, and the other gave me ten shillings.


While I was in the hospital a man in the next bed told me he was a lorry driver and he had knocked his knee up getting on the back of his lorry. It looked really painful. We talked about driving and I got to really enjoy our chats. He had numerous operations but eventually they had to amputate his leg as they could do no more for him.


A couple of days later I found his bed empty when I woke in the morning. ‘Has he gone home?’ I asked the nurse.


‘No,’ she replied. ‘He died in the night.’ I was shocked. I couldn’t believe that he had died and I had slept through it all.


I was in hospital for six months. They placed a rubber tube in my back to drain the fluid from my lungs into a bottle under the bed. For Christmas 1943 the nurses gave me a book as a Christmas present. I was eleven years old.


When I left hospital we stayed for about six months in Glasgow with friends of my mother. Then we returned home.

         


I remember once playing with a bat and ball outside the house while my sister was crying from wanting the bat. I would not let her have it, so my father came out and said, ‘If you keep arguing, no one will have it,’ and took the bat indoors.


Our front door had a glass panel that rattled, and I thought to myself, I will aim the ball at the door and the glass will rattle and frighten my father. I took careful aim and threw the ball and it went straight through the window, into the hallway. I did not know whether to run or face my father.


He told me afterwards that he could not stop laughing and had thought I was saying, ‘You took the bat, now you can have the ball.’ He said the glass wanted replacing anyway.


I had a three-wheel bike and as I rode by a house up the street the girl who lived there would always punch me in the back and I kept coming home crying. Eventually my father said, ‘Give me that bike,’ and he threw it up the garden, buckling one of the rear wheels, so that when I rode it my bum used to wobble.


As the war came to an end my father applied to London Transport and he started on the trams. I used to watch him getting dressed in the clothes he put on to drive the tram; they did not have windscreens so he had a coat over another coat, and then a big rain mac, goggles, and a bus man’s hat with the strap under his chin. One day my aunt came round and they dressed her in my father’s clothes – she could not stand up with the weight of them.


The progression from trams to trolleybuses took place around this time. My friend (whose father was also a bus driver) and I used to get the sixpenny all-day and meet up with our fathers to ride on their buses, because they were on different routes.

         


After a few years on the buses, my father returned to Towler and Sons and lorry driving. I remember on one of my trips with him he ran over a bird and I would not talk to him, calling him a murderer. He soon pulled up and went back, telling me that the bird was all right and had flown away, but I knew he was only saying that because I was upset.


I couldn’t wait to go out in the lorry with my father and get on the back to help unloading. One day when we did a delivery the man gave me sixpence. I told my father that the man had given me some money, and he said, ‘That’s your beer money.’ I asked him what beer money was, and he replied that it was for helping the man.


We did the same delivery another time and I remembered this man and my beer money, but when we started to leave I said to my father ‘That man forgot my beer money!’ My father then got out and went round the back of the lorry, getting sixpence out of his pocket and told me the man had forgotten and had apologised (he told me the whole story later).


A good friend and I went out in the lorry one time for a ride. My friend wanted to ride on the back, but my father refused, saying, ‘It’s too cold,’ but my friend kept on at him, so my father did put us on the back and after a couple of miles going round roundabouts my friend was sick, so we got back into the cab.


We went out in the lorry another time and were on the back trying to help in our own way, when my father said to the man unloading, ‘Make out that they have caught your hand’. The next thing I knew, this man was hopping about holding his hand and shouting that we had hurt it; so then we were very reluctant to get on the back and help again, until my father told us he was only kidding.

         


My father came home one day and said to me, ‘How would you like to go on a journey?’ I asked where to, and he replied, ‘Stafford. I have to get some machinery and we will be out two nights.’ My mother was worried for me but my father said I would be all right. I could not wait. My first taste of distance work and lodging; I could not be happier.


My father was always noted for his joking. Once, in the London docks waiting for a load with a few drivers having a smoke, he was in the brown suit that he had been given, with bicycle clips to stop the draft coming up through the pedals.


Some PLA (Port of London Authority) officials came along and called my father over to speak to him. When he returned, the other drivers asked what they had wanted with him. My father replied that the men were going to move the barges and bring them back for him in the morning and had asked him if that would be all right, so my father had said ‘yes’. The drivers started laughing because the PLA men had thought he was the dock ganger.


Another time when he was waiting, two drivers approached him and asked, ‘Excuse us, mate, but will we be unloaded today?’


My father replied, ‘Are you heavy or light lift?’


They said, ‘Heavy. Only you sent us away yesterday and told us to come back today.’


My father said, ‘No, it wasn’t me.’ They both insisted it was him, until he said, ‘That’s my lorry there and I’m waiting as well.’


They were full of apologies, saying, ‘We were sure it was you.’

         


 


I attended Whitehall Modern Secondary School, which was at the end of Forest Lane, opposite Forest Gate station. I became a prefect and enjoyed my remaining school years.


I remember in particular one funny thing that happened at school. My friends and I used to visit a local café. One evening we left the café in the dark and got on our bikes to ride home, giving our mates who did not have bikes a ‘crossbar’ ride, even though we had no lights.


Suddenly a policeman came out of the shadows pushing his bike and stopped us. He made us give our names and addresses, some gave false names of course, and then he made us turn our bikes upside down to get the serial numbers. Eventually he got to his bike, standing on the kerb, and wanted to know whose bike it was. He had a huge rant at us for not owning up to whose bike it was, and proceeded to turn it upside down to get the serial number, and then realised it was his own. I think he was quite embarrassed and told us to clear off and he would be looking out for us in future. We could just not stop laughing; we all thought ‘What a nutter.’


I remember as well being taken to my first football match at West Ham by my father when I was about six years old. We stood on the terraces, freezing cold, and I was cuffing my runny nose on my coat sleeve, not a bit interested in watching the football. In any case, I could not see over the people in front of me, and this made sure I was never a football supporter.


Sixty-seven years later I returned, after an invitation from my thirteen-year-old grandson, both daughters and my son in law, and was now able to sit down, so I really enjoyed it.

         


My school days were coming to an end, and I had one thing on my mind – driving. Both my father and uncle tried talking me out of it. My uncle told me there was no money in driving and that electricity was the thing of today, so why didn’t I take that up as a career.


However, I could not be told, my mind was made up, so my father said, ‘Well, if that’s the case, why don’t you get a job in a garage, and find out all you can about motors. Then, when you’re old enough, see how you feel.’ I still had four years before I could drive anyway, so my father talked me into going into a garage rather than being a van boy.


When my father took me out in the lorry he used to let me have a go. I was twelve years old but looked older than my age and my father would say, ‘Sit in the corner of the seat and rest your elbow on the door, so if anybody sees us they will think you are a real driver.’


I used to make a right hash of the gear changing and when I let the clutch up I nearly broke both the half-shafts (I think it was because I could hardly reach the pedals). About this time, a man who my father knew bought a Hillman Minx car, and asked my father if he would teach him to drive. My father agreed, so in the evenings when the man went home, my father and I would take the car back to the garage and my father would let me have a go at driving that. I kept driving on the right side of the road, which always made my father say, ‘We are not on the Continent yet!’ I was starting to get very depressed about my driving skills.


But at the age of fourteen I left school to make my mark on the motor and transport industry.





  

  

    




    

      

    


         



Chapter 2

            


Starting Out

            





TO get me started, my father took me to a small garage in Leytonstone High Road. The manager there explained that I could have an apprenticeship if I wanted.

         


‘I’ve got a boy here who, if asked, could tell you how many grease nipples there are on any make of car you care to mention,’ he said.


This turned out to be true, but as far as the apprenticeship went, I think this was a red herring. He promised that I would be sent to all the car manufacturers during my apprenticeship for trade training, but I wasn’t there long enough to find out.


Some of the fitters fascinated me. One was an ex-navy man who, no matter what job he did, would walk out at the end of the day as clean as he had started in the morning. Another was a middle-aged man who could not drive a car. I could not believe that he could pull a car to pieces, without being able to drive it. They had another younger fitter who wore an old army overcoat, and I thought to myself, ‘I must get one of those.’ He did look out of the ordinary.


There were a couple of boys at the garage and, being the more junior, I was puncture boy. However, one day the manager asked me, ‘Will you wash the governor’s car?’ I had never washed a car before, so I got a bucket of water and a piece of rag and basically just moved all the mud and dirt around the car so that it looked worse than it had before I started! The manager came out and nearly had a fit. He rushed into the garage to get one of the other boys to help me before the governor saw it and had a fit himself.

         


Another time, an elderly fitter was building up an engine he was reconditioning. He had the engine, minus the cylinder head, on a trestle, when he decided to go for a haircut.


Having just repaired a puncture, I came into the garage and took two half crowns out of my pocket. I approached one of the boys who happened to be standing by the engine, and boasted, ‘Look, beer money!’ With that he hit my hand, sending the coins spinning in the air so that they dropped straight into the push-rod apertures of the engine.


There was panic on both our faces as we ran to the other fitters and explained what had happened. They came over, picked the engine up and turned it over, shaking it like a money box until the two coins fell out. I was so relieved as I had had visions of the fitter having to strip the engine down again. When he came back we all simply remarked what a nice haircut he had had. If only he knew!


On the corner of Sugar House Lane and the main Stratford to Bow Road was Jessups, the main Vauxhall and Bedford distributors, very close to Towler and Sons where my father still was, which was at the end of the cul-de-sac. My father spoke to the foreman at Jessups and I went there for an interview. I was promised an apprenticeship when I was sixteen years old. I had been at Leytonstone garage about six months by this time.


I started on a Monday morning; I was issued with a boiler suit and introduced to the fitter I would be working with, called Harry. I was excited to learn that we were going to do an engine change on an ex-army Bedford lorry; I had not done anything so technical before. We got started, Harry telling me all the nuts and bolts I had to remove from the front grill, and which spanners from his tool box I would need.

         


The first nut and bolt I began to undo was so rusty and corroded that it broke. I was devastated and had to go and find Harry who was waiting at the stores for some parts. I explained what had happened. ‘Will I have to tell the foreman?’ I asked, worried that he would sack me.


But Harry replied, ‘Don’t worry, they will all be replaced anyway, and you’ll find that most of them will break.’ I then explained that at the Leytonstone garage there was a court of enquiry if you broke a nut and bolt, because money saved was money gained.


From then on I began to settle down and took every opportunity to get behind the wheel (the slang for this was ‘clutch-happy’).


Opposite the garage was a pub, and behind the pub was a piece of waste ground, possibly bomb damaged, where Jessups put all their road-worthy vehicles, and did small repairs.


One of the boys was told to show me how to clean spark plugs. He demonstrated how to sand blast them, gap them and then test them, but the plug we were testing did not spark. ‘Perhaps the wire is not on properly,’ I said, and went to take the wire off. I got a big electric shock.


He shouted at me, ‘What are you doing? You bloody fool!’


I shouted back, ‘I thought you had taken your finger off the button!’


The man who did all the grease and oil changes used to put engine oil on his hair, insisting that it made his hair grow thicker; it was just a shame it did nothing for his brain.

         


Me and some of the boys used to get in early, pull the shutters up and drive the non-essential vehicles over the road onto the waste ground. I would also always be on standby with a car, lorry or van to take my father down to his firm at the bottom of Sugar House Lane when he got off the bus, trying to impress him with my driving.


One time I took him down the lane in a small ‘artic’, and by the time he had watched me turn it around I think he was late for work, but he always encouraged me in my driving.


One evening Harry told me that the ex-army lorry on the front had no brakes, and the servo and master cylinder had not been put back on yet, so I should take it carefully in the morning.


I arrived early and got the shutters up pronto. I jumped into the lorry, and all over the cab in chalk was ‘NO BRAKES’. I thought to myself, ‘I know, I don’t have to be told again,’ so I started it up and drove steadily out of the garage, thinking I would try a bit of gear changing. I got up to second gear and turned right to go into the bomb site. Those lorries did not have much steering lock so I realised I was going to hit the brick wall. I went for the brakes and … nothing happened. I hit the wall and knocked part of it down, as well as damaging the lorry.

         


I had to go and see the manager and he gave me a right rollicking, saying, ‘I know you boys come in early and practise your driving skills, but be more bloody careful in future.’


Another time Harry told me to get a car from the bomb site to work on. As I pulled up I ran the handbrake up the ratchet, just as the manager was walking by. He stopped and stared at me. ‘Do not ever let me see or hear you do that again,’ he said. ‘Push the button in and lift it, a good driver never runs it up the ratchet like that.’ Another lesson was learnt.

         


One of our fitters had an artificial leg. Once he was lying under a car just inside the garage entrance, with all four wheels off and the car on stands. Just as he got out and went to his bench one of the boys came flying in and hit the car, knocking it to the ground. There was a loud crash and every one rushed to the garage entrance to see what had happened. The fitter who had been working on it saw the car on the ground which he should have been under and fainted.


I also remember an accident happening when two boys took a lorry down Sugar House Lane. One stood at the back of the lorry watching the other reversing, with his arm up, beckoning as they were getting close to a wall. However, he managed to get his arm wedged between the lorry and the wall and broke it.


I was the garage tea boy, so it was my responsibility to get all the mugs out and put them on the fire stove in the engine room (where the engines were reconditioned). One day the manager came in and as he walked past he stopped, looked at the mugs, and suddenly threw the lot in the dustbin. ‘Go and see the foreman, get some petty cash and buy some new ones,’ he said to me, ‘Don’t use cracked mugs.’


I had been at Jessups for six months when Harry asked me if I had had my beer money yet (it was coming up to Christmas). I suspiciously replied that I hadn’t, so he said, ‘Well, see Alf the foreman and ask him for it.’ I was reluctant, thinking that this just had to be a windup.


We both approached the foreman and Harry simply said, ‘Al wants his beer money.’ I half-expected Alf to say, ‘Piss off,’ but he got his notebook out of his top pocket saying, ‘You have £18 to come,’ and wadded me out with some cash. Considering my pay was about £4 10s a week, I was rich! Apparently the scrap metal and customer tips were all handed to the foreman to be shared evenly amongst the boys.

         


One of the fitters was called Chipperfield, Chippy for short. He dealt with all the breakdowns so I asked if I could be his mate for a while. Harry was a bit upset but admitted that it would be good experience for me, so I was to be the new boy on breakdowns. I could not wait to be called out, anything to be on the road. The only snag was that Chippy was a chain smoker. He would have a cigarette in his mouth that he wouldn’t touch until it was about to burn his lip. He would then take out another from the packet and put it in the other side of his mouth, taking the smaller one out and lighting the new one. This carried on all day. It would get to the stage when I would look across to him and think, ‘Why don’t you get another out of the packet?’


All the boys at the garage smoked, so I soon followed suit. Chippy looked at me one day and said, ‘Let me see you smoke that cigarette.’ I looked at him, inhaled and puffed out, and he exclaimed, ‘Oh! So you don’t take it down.’ I asked him what he meant, and he replied, ‘Take a big draw in and swallow it.’ I did as he said, and coughed my heart out; I had soon thrown all my cigarettes away and have never smoked since. I thanked him for that – but it was too late for him to stop.


The breakdown wrecker was a short wheelbase Bedford (most likely a Tipper Chassis). Sometimes when we had to lift a very heavy vehicle with its crane, the front of the wrecker would come off the ground and, as we had no steering, we had to carry sand bags to keep the front wheels down.

         


During our tea breaks we all sat round the fire stove eating our sandwiches and drinking our tea. For entertainment one of the boys brought a shock machine in; we would hold hands and sit there shaking with the electric shock.


I always remember a good-looking sixteen-year-old who worked there called Alfie. During our tea breaks he used to tell us about his girlfriend, always mentioning her silk underwear. We all sat glued to our chairs with eyes like organ stops. I think he took great delight in seeing the expressions on our faces.


Women were always the subject of conversation, we were even told about the ‘ladies of the night’. I often could not believe what I was hearing.


One evening a friend and I started to discuss what we had heard about all of this, so we decided to try it out. We took the underground to Soho and walked along Wardour Street to see these ladies standing in doorways, but nothing happened. My friend then decided to walk on the other side of the road to see if this would help. Very quickly a lady approached me, saying something in my ear, but I only caught the word ‘time’; so I looked at my watch and said, ‘Nine-thirty’ and hurried on. My friend rushed over to find out what she’d said. When I told him he fell about laughing and said, ‘She was asking you if you wanted a short time!’ Then I started laughing and he said, ‘Come on, let’s go home. We’ve proved them right.’ So we headed home a little wiser.


Once when we were on a breakdown, Chippy wanted some cigarettes, so we stopped for him to run into a newsagent’s. They only had cork-tipped ones which he didn’t like, but he lit up anyway. Later I looked over to him and noticed his trousers were smouldering. I shouted to him, ‘Your trousers are alight!’ He looked down and tried to damp it out with his hand. I then looked back up and realised that the traffic had stopped, but by the time I could warn him we had hit the car in front. It turned out that while he still had the cork tip in his mouth, the end of the cigarette had dropped off. ‘That’s why I hate those bloody cigarettes,’ he grumbled.

         


On a breakdown in High Street, East Ham, we arrived to find that a furniture lorry had broken down. The lorry was petrol, as most vehicles at the time were, and a forward control with the engine in the cab, so we had the cowling up and were checking the ignition for spark, with our heads directly over the engine, when Chippy took the distributor cap off and flicked the points which were sparking. He put the distributor rotor arm in the cap on the plug lead segment and by sheer chance it was the next cylinder to fire. As he flicked the points there was an enormous ‘bang’. We both jumped out of our skins, thinking the lorry had blown up. Ever since then I have always been wary when checking the ignition systems, and stand well back.


Chippy was partly deaf. This proved to be a problem when we had to get a furniture van out from a yard on one occasion. We hooked a rope onto the vehicle and began to move out of the yard, him driving out with the wrecker and me in tow. It was tight; I could see that we were not going to make it, so I started to blow the hooter frantically, but he did not hear me. The back end of the body struck the wall pillar and tore a gouge from the van.


He got out and said, ‘Well, that came out all right, didn’t it?’


I looked at him and said, ‘No, not really, look at the body!’

         


‘What!’ he replied. ‘Have we done that?’


Once when Chippy was off sick, the foreman said to me, ‘You know where Chippy lives. Can you go round his house and get the trade plates which he took home?’ So I got on my bike and rode round to his house. I knocked on the door and leant my hand on it. Two men in white overalls approached and stood looking at me. One of the men said, ‘Are you quite comfortable there?’


I thought, ‘What is he on about?’


‘Take your hand off the door,’ he said. I peeled my hand off, and there was my palm print in the freshly grained (but not painted) door; they were really not amused. I could just imagine them saying, ‘Look at that prat.’


It was not all work and no play. We would often wind the older fitters up to get our own back for the strokes they pulled on us. One trick was to connect the plug tester on the metal tops of the work benches. When the fitter came to the bench to put the parts in the paraffin tray, we would quickly push the button and send a shock wave down the bench, watching him jump. We had to quickly run and hide before he could find out who had done it.


The fitters were once larking about with a boy and went as far as to strip off his trousers and pants, tying him to the stanchion. They then put axle grease on his private parts. When the manager happened to walk by the boy exclaimed, ‘Look what they have done to me sir!’


The manager just said, ‘Serves you right for sodding about with them.’


Another time they took a boy’s boots off and threw them on top of a furniture lorry, so that the boy had to get a ladder to climb on top to retrieve them. The fitters then took the ladder away and started rocking the lorry until the boy was screaming to be let down.

         


Fortunately I never suffered any such experiences.


At Jessups we had a man who did the general tidying up of the garage. He was a bit backward and he always wore a collar and tie. The amount of times his tie would dangle in the oil trays or in something that would cut bits off of it until he had just the knot left, would always make us laugh.


One day the boys joked that a girl passing on a bus had noticed him and left her phone number for him to ring her. But instead they gave him the London Zoo number and told him to ask for a ‘Miss Lion’. The person answering said, ‘The only Miss we have here is Miss Fortune.’


I was sixteen when I started my apprenticeship, and over the course of five years I went right through the trade: engine shop, stripping and rebuilding engines, rebores, chassis shop, brakes, steering, differentials, electrics and the stores. I also attended college once a week for the City and Guilds. I passed the first two years, but failed the third because my schooling was very interrupted by the war.


There were five boy apprentices, myself being the youngest. We were a mixed bunch. Some of us knew the theory, but could not do the practical, and some the opposite, of which I was one.


At eighteen I applied for my licence and went with a fitter in the service van to the test station in West Ham Lane. You had to park in the road opposite which had a small gradient and my fitter suggested I practised coming out of it onto the high road. I stalled it three times so he said, ‘We will face the van downhill.’


The driving examiner called me out and after I had read some car number plates we started off. We came up the road parallel to the one we had been in and fortunately there was nothing coming along West Ham Lane, so I did not stall.

         


Back at the test station I was informed that I had passed. I wanted to take the ‘L’ plates off and drive back to Jessups so that they could all see I had passed, but my fitter (appropriately named Arthur Carr, or, ‘Arfer Car’) said, ‘I will drive.’ I was choked with disappointment.


I was working on a Bedford lorry once, adjusting the brakes, when the driver said, ‘My brakes are pulling to one side. Could it be an air lock?’


I asked him what he meant and he said, ‘You know, an air lock in the brake fluid.’ I looked puzzled and explained that he had cable brakes. He then said, ‘Oh! I have been putting brake fluid in!’ I didn’t bother to ask where.


I had a similar experience when a driver told me he kept blowing bulbs in the side light. I went to the stores to get a twelve-volt bulb and it lit with no problems. He was surprised, so I had to inform him that the vehicles had all been upgraded to twelve-volt systems and were not six any more.


One evening when we were sitting indoors having tea my father told us a story about one of his workmates. Apparently, as my father finished work, the chap needed a push to help start his car, so my father lent a hand and the car started. My father said, ‘Why don’t you use the starting handle? Then you wouldn’t have to keep pushing it.’


‘I would, but it’s broken,’ he said.


So my father offered, ‘In the morning, I will see the blacksmith and get you a new one made up.’


The next day the blacksmith went and measured up and made a new starting handle. After a few days my father asked the chap if the starting handle had been a help. He replied, ‘No, not really. Someone stole the car.’ What luck!


One of the customers was Erith Builders Merchants. They had about twelve O- and S-model Bedfords that were replaced about every two years and two or three came in for servicing every week. The drivers would leave the vehicles for one of the older boys to deliver to their depot at Leytonstone after work.

         


I had my eye on this job, so when the boy left I told the foreman that I lived in Leytonstone and could deliver the vehicles, so I got the job (I actually lived quite a fair distance away from it).


 


One afternoon I ran into the boy who had lived upstairs of our old flat. He told me that his friend had bought a Morris Eight Saloon and was taking driving lessons and when he passed his test he was going to take three friends to Devon.


He then came over a few days later to tell me that his friend had failed his test. He asked me what I thought about coming with them to do the driving, as the holiday was already booked. I had to ask him how he thought we would get five blokes with their luggage into a Morris Eight, but he had that covered. ‘We will send our luggage down by rail, and it will just be us five in the car,’ he said. I agreed, so in July we took our luggage to the station and sent it to the Wheatsheaf pub in Tiverton.


The car found the hills rather a struggle, so sometimes the others had to get out so I could drive up the hill on my own. I would go a little further on and stop and lie in the sun until they reached me. They called me all sorts of things, but I said, ‘Well, the driver has to get his rest!’ It was all good fun.


I remember the pub having an arch which you had to go through to get into the courtyard and a hundred yards further along the road there being a roundabout. Every evening after we had been out I did two circuits of the roundabout and then shot straight through the arch; the boys loved it.

         


We were out one day, going along the country lanes, when I got stuck behind a local who was plodding along. I wanted to get by him, but I could tell the Morris was not really up to the job. Eventually I started to overtake until we were almost racing him, when suddenly I noticed a little humpbacked bridge coming up fast. I thought to myself, ‘Well, I have got this far, so I will have to carry on,’ and we both went over the bridge together.


Unluckily, waiting the other side was a speed cop on his motor bike, who came straight after me. When we stopped he looked at us and said, ‘London boys.’ I admitted that we were and he said sternly, ‘What you have to realise is, the roads here are not like yours in London, they are very narrow and you took a chance overtaking that car on a bridge. Now enjoy your holiday and don’t try foolish things like that again. Be on your way.’


I sit here now and cannot think what possessed me to do such a stupid thing. I can only think that I was young and senseless.


In the evenings we would sit chatting to the locals and playing darts with a few beers. I really enjoyed that holiday.


I had good friends away from work as well. I always remember going to the cinemas and paying for the dearest seats just so we could roam about looking for girls. One time my mate kept tapping the girl in front of me on the shoulder until she turned round to me and told me to stop it. I tried to explain that it wasn’t me, but she would not have it. He kept on at it, until suddenly she swung her handbag back over her head and hit me so hard it nearly knocked me out. I do not know what was in it but it bloody hurt. I really shouted at him then.

         


We were out one night when that same friend told me he had some dope. He showed me what looked like bird seed in some grease-proof paper, saying he had bought it off one of his workmates. He proceeded to roll a cigarette out of it, even though he did not smoke. I couldn’t stop laughing, ‘You’ll start chirping in a moment!’ I said.


 


An ice-cream parlour opened in the Leytonstone high road, right by the bus stop. One evening my father got off the bus on his way home from work and by chance met an old friend from his Bouts Tillotson days and found out that he was actually the proprietor of the parlour. They got chatting and my father offered to help out with selling the ice-cream by riding a three-wheel tricycle with the fridge box on the front all around Canning Town.


This was a fair few miles and he would come home very tired after peddling the heavy bike. When they eventually bought an old Bedford ambulance they took the windows out of the body and the rear doors off and put a fridge box in the back. This was much better, but my father had to keep getting in and out of the van when he was stopped for ice-cream sales. So he suggested that I could go with him. I would drive the van and improve my driving skills, while he sat in the back and sold the ice-cream. In the evenings we would go all round Canning Town and Woolwich selling ice cream together.


There were always local children trying to sit on the van while it drove around. One particular evening my father kept telling the children to get off the step, but they wouldn’t. So I thought that if I started off quickly, it would chuck them off. I saw that my father was sitting on the freezer box looking out the back so I revved up and slipped the clutch and started off as quickly as I could. I then looked round to see my father hanging on to the back-door supports. I had nearly shot him out the back of the van!

         


He shouted out, ‘What the bloody hell was that all about?’


‘I was trying to get the children off the step,’ I said.


He laughed, ‘I thought you were in a hurry to get home and were practising your clutch starts!’ he said.


One evening in September we all piled into the van to go and see the Southend illuminations. After a nice evening we started on our way home, but when we got to Vange near Basildon we got a puncture. With no spare wheel we had to sleep in the van, and with no windows or back doors we nearly froze.


In the morning a lady from one of the nearby bungalows came out with tea and biscuits and asked if she could help. My father requested the use of her phone to ask a friend to bring us a spare wheel on the train.


So we waited for him to arrive with the spare and when it was fitted we left for home; it was mid-day by then. Back then it had seemed like we were in the outback and miles from home, but today we live fairly near Basildon and it’s actually no distance from London at all. Vange is just down the road from where we live and it brings back memories every time I pass by.


Around the corner from where we lived was the manager of the Kings Cross coach station, and when he found out my father had a PSV licence (Public Service Vehicle) he offered him a part-time job driving the coaches at weekends.


The coaches would bring servicemen home to London from Norfolk. They would be parked up until the Monday, so the station made use of them by contracting them out to Grey-Green Coaches. My mother was pleased, saying ‘At least you will get paid for what you do’ (he was not paid for his help selling the ice-cream). So my father began his part-time work, later finding work nearer to home with Galleon (or Essex County Coaches as it was then).

         


On most weekends my mother and father would go to the local for a drink, often coming home with their friends, one of whom was a pianist, which allowed them to have a good ‘knees up’. I was a bit shy and not really a party person, but on one occasion I sat talking to a young girl named Pat all night. A few days later my cousin came round and said that Pat had bought a blouse, which she then decided she did not like, so had given it to her. When my cousin asked Pat how much she wanted for it she said, ‘Nothing, if you can get me a date with Al.’


A friend and I went round to her house and were invited in by her father. He told us she was out dancing at Leyton baths, although she had told him to expect me and to tell her when she arrived home. He was a lorry driver who worked for Metropolitan Transport, which served the International Food and Kearley and Tonge stores, in Devon and Somerset. I got on well with Pat’s dad mainly because we were both motor enthusiasts. I used to listen for hours about his journey work as a lorry driver, the nights away from home and the comradeship of the long distance drivers, although Pat’s mum did not see it as quite so exciting.


The following day I went back to her house and Pat and I went out on a date. We carried on seeing a lot of each other for a whole year, until my call-up.


At Jessups I had become very friendly with a young car salesman who had just started. He couldn’t drive and asked me if I would take him out in the evenings with the service van to give him driving lessons. So he, his girlfriend, Pat and I used to have pleasant evenings driving round Epping Forest, always stopping for a drink somewhere.

         


Every year we had the firm’s outing to the coast (a beano) where everything was paid for by Jessups: beer, sandwiches and cigarettes for the smokers (naturally Chippy was the main smoker and made sure there were none left at the end of the day) and, when we arrived at the coast, a lunch in one of the restaurants.


However, I was more concerned with the coaches and drivers, who were mainly from Timpsons, of Catford. I watched the driver like a hawk, anticipating the engine noise and when he was going to change gear; in my mind I was driving it for him.


I was able to do plenty of driving around the garage, but it was not enough for me; I wanted to get out on the road. Some evenings I would ride miles on my bike trying to find my way to different places, reading road maps to get a general lay-out of where places were and in what direction.


All these things about my time at Jessups took place over six and a half years and I still remember all of them well now.


At eighteen I had the option of doing national service immediately, or of finishing my apprenticeship and then going when I completed it at twenty-one. I opted for the latter. When the national service boys came home on leave they would ask me which service I wanted to go in for. I would say I was not really bothered, as I only had to do two years. They would press upon me not to go in for the Army with all that web bulling, but to join the Merchant Navy so that I could see the world and buy the silk shirts, ties and clothes they got from abroad. But I was not convinced. I was then told to go in the RAF, as there was not as much spit and polish. So I chose the RAF. I wanted an easy life for the two years.
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