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Dedication

 


In memory of my Nan and Pop, Gladys and Jack
Froud, and my Mom Lilly Froud


Preface

 


 


Fifty years ago next month, a 15-year-old
Brummie school-leaver called Stephen Phillips walked into the
reception area of a big Midland manufacturing company to start an
apprenticeship in engineering. That was me. I hadn’t a clue what
was coming – the dirt and grind, the hard work and the long hours,
the legpulls and laughter, the calamities and the comradeship, and
the slow graduation from greenhorn to skilled man.

 


The next five years would prove arduous,
difficult and dirty, but at the end of it all, thanks largely to
some of the best mates and colleagues I ever had, I managed to
emerge a trained and qualified engineer on the holy-grail pay rate
of ten bob an hour – that’s 50p in today’s coinage. It doesn’t
sound like much, but it was a lot of money in those days. This book
is about those never-to-be-forgotten years.

Steve Phillips

August 2011


Prologue

 


 


“You can put that cigarette out for a start,
young man. A Guest Keen and Nettlefolds apprentice does not attend
his first day at work smoking!”

The speaker was a rotund bloke, probably
forty-odd, with a red face and gingery wiry hair. He must be the
boss, I thought (I hadn’t heard the correct term yet –
‘gaffer’).

My mate Jim Richmond sheepishly nubbed out
his fag and tucked it behind his ear, careful not to disturb his
Tony Curtis DA hairstyle (duck’s arse, if you’re wondering).

Bloody hell, I thought. It’s just like
school. I hope you don’t get the whack for smoking here as
well.

It was September 1961 and I was standing in
the foyer and reception area of Thomas Haddon and Stokes in
Digbeth, Birmingham. I looked around at the 20 or so other young
lads. They were all 15 to 16 years old like me and dressed in
trousers (not jeans) and jackets, some in ties, some in open-necked
shirts spread wide outside the lapel of the coat.

Ginger introduced himself. “I’m Mr Cockcroft,
your Apprentice Supervisor. Welcome to the GKN South Birmingham
Group of Companies. Today we will outline the history of Mr Guest,
Mr Keen and Mr Nettlefold and show you the Apprentice Training
School. The Senior Apprentices will take you on a guided tour of
the factory.

“Tea break is at 9.30 for 10 minutes and
lunch will be served in the canteen from one till two. There will
be another tea break at 3.30 pm. Before you leave this evening you
will be given a clock card and number and be shown how to clock in
and out.”

That was my introduction to a working life
which would continue for the next 45 years. There would be
different jobs, different factories, different industries, but all
within the wonderful world of engineering.

 


The first day was a blur, just like a first
day at school. I met a whole new crowd of people, each of whom
might turn into anything from a lifelong friend to just a bloke you
worked with. By the end of the day I knew how my life was to be
mapped out for the next month, the next year and the next five
years. By then I would be 21 and ready to emerge into the big wide
world as a fully-skilled craftsman. Steve Phillips (formerly known
as Froudy), fitter/turner, indentured apprentice, dreaming of
earning ten bob an hour. A bloody fortune.


CHAPTER 1

 


 


Davy Crockett might have been born on a
mountain-top in Tennessee, but I made my debut in a council house
in Chilton Road,Yardley Wood, when the dust was still settling from
the Second World War. It all happened upstairs in the big bedroom,
with the fire grate on the wall and the en-suite outside in the
garden. At just after midnight on the February 27 1946 Lilly Froud,
just turned 19, gave birth to an eight-pound baby boy – me.

In those days fathers didn’t attend the
births of their kids, but mine would have had a bit of a problem
even if he’d wanted to, as he was back home in America with his
wife and three daughters. His days as a fighter pilot battling the
Luftwaffe were long over, and so I hope were his days of breaking
the hearts of young English girls.

Mom was a great gal and I loved her dearly,
but in those days there were no free flats for young single
mothers. Families stuck together, so I was brought up by her mum
and dad, Jack and Gladys Froud, in Chilton Road.

Nan and Pop thought the world of me. Ten
years before my birth they had lost their son Billy, my Uncle Billy
as he should have become, when he was seven years old. They thought
all the love had gone from their lives. Instead they showered it on
me. Jack had toured the UK with Buffalo Bill and his Wild West Show
in the early 1900s, but that’s another story. Mom married an old
schoolmate, Eddie Phillips, who was in the Royal Marines, and he
knocked her about before buggering off to do the same to the
Communist-backed North Koreans in the Korean War. He was never
heard from again – either killed in action or deserted, we never
knew. I think it took Mom seven years to divorce him for
desertion.

Mom’s is another great story – fairground
worker, jazz singer, a one-time alibi for the Krays, passing her
driving test in London when over 60. A beautiful woman. She went on
smoking the funny fags until she had a stroke in her 80s.

 


I went to the local schools in School Road
and failed the 11-plus. Two or three of my mates passed and went on
to Moseley Grammar. Did I feel jealous? I don’t think so. I hadn’t
done any homework, because I was too busy playing football.

When I was about nine or ten years old I
became a keen trainspotter. Like all the lads, I wanted to be
either a train driver or an ice-cream man.

About this time I began to help my Great
Uncle Norman, my Mom’s uncle, who had his own painting and
decorating business with six blokes working for him- yes, he was on
the posh side of the family. He had an Austin A35 van and a
three-bedroom semi in Shirley with an upstairs bathroom. During the
school holidays he taught me to hang wallpaper and paint. Great
Uncle Norman was keen for me to join him when I left school. His
own son was severely disabled and would never be able to work.

One day in August 1958, when I was twelve
years old and playing about in the road, I saw two lads I knew.
They were only a couple of years older than me, but they were in
Army uniform.

“We’re in the Army Cadets” said one of them.
“We march on parade and go camping. We train with real rifles, it’s
great!”

I thought, if I can lie about my age to get a
paper round, surely I can tell the Army Cadets I’m 14. By February
1961, still only 15, I was a full corporal, a cross guns marksman
(.303 rifle) and held three shooting cups at Altcar. I was News of
the World 202 Champion and 33rd at Bisley out of a combined cadet
shoot of 5000. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

I might have failed the 11-Plus, but I passed
the 13-Plus all right and went to Handsworth Technical School.
Before I left in July 1961 I attended a Junior Leader Regiment for
two weeks. My career choice seemed to be between soldier, painter
and decorator or apprentice in trade. My Nan and Pop told me, get a
trade Steve, it’ll always see you through. I decided to take their
advice.

At that time the Birmingham Mail was full of
job advertisements placed by the big local factories – GKN, Renolds
Chains, Lucas, BSA, Accles &

 


Pollock,Ward,Wilmot Breeden, the list was
endless. They all required a yearly intake of apprentice
toolmakers, electricians, fitters, turners, millers, die sinkers,
plumbers – and that was just in the Birmingham area. Everything was
made in Birmingham in those days.

On advice from the Careers Advice Officer I
wrote to Austin and GKN applying to their advertisements in the
Mail for apprentices. Both firms offered interviews in the July
before I left school. I’m on my way, I thought.

I had two older mates who had been working
for a couple of years by then. Robin was “on the milk” and at 18
was earning eight quid a week with overtime as well as driving the
milk truck. Mugsy was a welder at BSA, earning about the same,
cycling to work and nicking parts for his brother’s motorbike. The
only snag with being an apprentice at fifteen was the pay – two
pounds fifteen shillings and eight pence a week. Even today that
would only be about seventy quid a week. I didn’t find that out
when I signed up, but Nan and Pop reminded me that in a few years’
time when all my mates were in dead-end jobs on fifteen quid a
week, I would be a skilled tradesman with more pay and better
prospects.

GKN’s T H Stokes factory was much easier to
get to than Austin, on the

13A bus route from Yardley Wood to Bradford
Street, so I plumped for this one. How our lives depend on little
accidents, just like the events in the film Sliding Doors.

The day before the interview with Mr.
Cockcroft, I had to get permission to leave school early. No way
was I going to a job interview in my school blazer, so Nan
unstitched the school badge and I pinned it to my smart jacket so I
could wear it to school, then take the badge off for the interview.
My schoolmates noticed, but the teachers didn’t.

The badge came off when I caught the number
16 bus from Handsworth back into Brum, still paying child’s fare,
(“I’m still at school, got me pass to prove it”) though I was
nearly six feet tall and lit up as soon as the conductor had issued
my ticket and buggered off. I was almost a working man.

“Why do you want to join the GKN Apprentice
Scheme?” said Mr Cockcroft. He was sitting at his desk and looking
very important. I was sitting the other side, shitting myself. “I
see you play football for the school.” He was trying to get me to
open up. Let’s face it, your first go at anything is usually a
failure, unless you’re very lucky. However, we then got chatting
about my Army Cadets. “You’ve done well, why aren’t you joining the
Army?”

“You have to get up too early in the morning”
I replied. I hadn’t realised that an engineering career would mean
getting up at half past six for the next 45 years.

I didn’t think I’d done very well. I’m not
sure if I even remembered to tell him I always came top in
technical drawing.

After the interview I was off with Mugsy to
stay at his sister Marie’s place in Bath. She and her husband had a
lovely family and a fine house and they made us both very welcome.
Mugsy was an angler, so it was a two-week fishing holiday on the
Bristol Avon.

In 1961 there weren’t of course any mobiles –
in fact my Nan and Pop didn’t have a phone of any kind. If there
was an emergency they used a neighbour’s phone or went to the phone
box down the road. My future employment was not deemed an emergency
and I don’t think Marie was on the phone either, so no news
filtered through during my two-week absence.

I arrived back home to find two letters from
T H Stokes. The first said, in essence: “Thanks for attending the
interview, however on this occasion… good luck in the future”. Oh
well, that was that then. Then I opened the second. It said: “There
has been an administrative error… you Stephen Phillips have been
offered an Apprenticeship with Guest, Keen and Nettlefolds and
should attend T H Stokes at 8.00 am on.”

Bollocks. “Nan, Pop – I’m an apprentice!”

 


* * *

 


Frank Davies, same height as me but much more
in weight and build and with a dark shock of curly hair, sat with
Jim Richmond (who had smoked his dog end by now) and me drinking
our tea and dunking custard creams in the canteen for our first
afternoon tea break. Even after 40-odd years a tea break can’t be
accomplished in ten minutes – it’s impossible.

“I’m going to be an electrician,” said Frank.
He lived in Sarah Road, Small Heath. I think Graham Edge of the
Moody Blues lived in the same street with his parents. Les Edge was
a foreman in the Wire Mill, but more of that later. Jim, I believe,
was of the same thoughts as me – an apprenticeship would suit
him.

I don’t know why the three of us sat
together, perhaps because we were all six footers. I was definitely
good looking, I wasn’t so sure about the other two. All three of us
were eyeing up the girls. I’m going to like it here, I thought.

We were told the first week would be devoted
to an induction course in the classroom in Birmingham City Centre,
introducing us to the history of engineering, James Watt, William
Murdoch, Matthew Boulton and Thomas Telford, taking in the science
museums in the city. The next 12 months would be spent at Garretts
Green Technical College, where we would be assessed and monitored
regarding our achievements and suitability for being offered a
contract and indentures as GKN apprentices.

This Mr Cockcroft is a bigger bastard than
any sergeant major I’d met in my four years in the Cadets, I
thought to myself. I was right, as I found out later. I didn’t
appreciate that Mr. Cockcroft was motivating us all.

At 5 pm I joined the queue to clock out. Then
I waited for the 13A at the bus stop outside Bird’s Custard.
“Threepenny child’s please” I said to the conductor – it was
automatic, I’d been saying the same thing for almost ten years. The
conductor must have thought I was having a laugh. The ride cost me
a tanner (sixpence in old money to you).

Pop cut his ‘bacca up with his pen knife and
loaded up his pipe. “So how did you get on?” he asked. Nan came out
of the kitchen with a tea towel in her one hand and cup of Chinese
Puzzle in the other. Pop’s tea was always stewed and warmed up two
or three times.

“The factory was massive,” I said. “Great big
machines called cold headers, hundreds of ‘em, banging away making
nuts and bolts by the million and then they go on the thread
rollers and then…”

“What did they give you for your dinner?” Nan
wanted to know, more importantly. She was very pleased to hear that
a good meal could be had in the canteen for less than a
shilling.

I was full of it, telling them about the
one-week induction course and then the year at technical college,
the green all-in-one overalls with GKN on the pocket. In the second
year, if I had done OK, there would be a placement in one of the
GKN factories as an indentured apprentice, with a rise in wages.
“Bloody ’ell” said Pop. “It’ll be a long time afore yow get yer
‘ands dirty.”

He had worked with steam engines most of his
life, running fairground traction engines, big show engines and
boilers at BSA and Wilmot Breeden, until he had retired two years
before at 73. He even knew about Boulton, Watt and Murdoch’s
contribution to the Industrial Revolution during the

18th Century. He continued to work as a
gardener and odd job man for a firm of Solicitors until he died in
1972, the day after he held my firstborn son. He was then 86.

“You’ve a lot to learn Steve, but you’ll do
it, me and yer Nan always wanted to see yer get started” he said.
Nan went back into the kitchen, sniffing and dabbing her eyes with
the tea towel.

At this time Mom was singing with the Sonny
Rose Band at the West End Ballroom in Birmingham and was married to
Dougie Roberts, a trumpet player. They were well pleased that I’d
landed a good steady job.

Two pounds 15 shillings and eightpence
doesn’t go far, especially when you’re paying out a quid a week for
your keep, but I don’t remember being short during those first
weeks of working. Maybe I’m looking back through rose-tinted specs.
I always seemed to have a bit of fag money and I would down the odd
beer with Pop and Uncle Norman in the Haven or the Dog and
Partridge. Robin had his own van and Mugsy had the best racing
pushbike in Yardley Wood.

Years later, on the eve of my wedding, Nan
handed me a hundred quid. She told me she had been saving ten
shillings from my pound every week.

I’d always liked to go chasing after the
girls and at fifteen and a half I’d had my share of snogging and
groping. I think I would class myself as a semi- virgin. There were
three girls I’d gone out with for a month or so each and I had
brought each of them home to sit on my Nan’s leatherette settee.
Many years later I found out I had been conceived on it. However,
when I started work I was “between girlfriends”. With in a couple
of weeks of starting at Garretts Green Tech, that would change.

 


* * *

 


“Stephen, smoking under the age of 16 is
against the law,” said Miss Jones, who was in charge of our
induction course. This caused great mirth among the other
apprentices sitting round the classroom. She had copped me having a
fag outside.

“But I’m fifteen and a half, Miss!”

“Well you can smoke half a cigarette then,
but not where I can see you” she replied. It was my turn “in the
barrel” (having the piss taken) that morning, and everybody had a
good laugh.

She was good looking, as I remember, with a
nice figure and lovely brown hair, and I’m sure we all fancied her,
even though at 30 or so she was far too old. More to the point, she
was good at her job. She didn’t lecture at us. Instead she set us
tasks and targets to achieve. She pointed us in the right
direction. In small groups, almost like a treasure hunt, we set off
to the Science Museum and James Watts Museum to discover for
ourselves. We would report back every day about midday to pool all
the knowledge we had gleaned.

Even though it’s now 48 years ago, certain
facts have stuck in my mind. In the mid 18th Century the steam
engine was extremely inefficient. James Watt used his skill and
ingenuity to turn it into a usable machine. Within a few years he
moved from Scotland to Birmingham and became a partner to Matthew
Boulton, who owned a factory in Birmingham just north of the city
centre. This factory soon became the most important producer of
steam pumping engines in the world, supplying engines to tin and
copper mines in Cornwall, paper and cotton mills in Lancashire and
for work on the fast- expanding canal network – the motorways of
their day.

In 1777 a 23-year-old engineer named William
Murdoch walked from his home in Scotland to Birmingham for an
interview with Boulton. He had heard about the cutting-edge
technology of the day and wanted a job. Boulton was impressed.
Before offering him a job, he commented on Murdoch’s hat.

“It’s made of wood, sir and I made it on a
turning machine I’ve invented” he said. Boulton immediately saw the
potential in manufacturing of the machine his new recruit had
invented, and the lathe was born.

Joe Healy was my chargehand when I finally
started to get my hands dirty in the fitting shop at United
Non-Ferrous Metals. The characters in that factory were
unbelievable and I could write a book about the good times and
experiences I had. As you know, because you’re reading it.

Joe was a truly skilled craftsman who’d
forgotten more than I would ever know. He always said the lathe was
the most important machine tool in the shop and a good bloke on a
lathe “can mek anything”.

All metal turning lathes have a lead screw,
which allows a thread to be cut. One of the questions Miss Jones
tasked us with was how the first lead screw was made. It was rather
like the age-old question of which came first, the chicken or the
egg.

We found the answer. A round steel bar about
six inches in diameter and 24 inches long was set up on the bench.
Two lengths of rope were wound together around it.Then one length
was removed, which left you a guide for subsequent cutting by hand
tools, hacksaw, hammer and chisel and file. That first lead screw
is in Birmingham Science Museum. Miss Jones did us proud.

 


* * *

 


“Yow get three overalls each, one on yer
back, one in the wash and a clean ’un in yer locker. The works van
will bring the clean ’uns and collect the dirty ’uns from the
college every Monday morning. It’ll cost you a bob a wick and if
Cocky finds anybody with a dirty overall cos they’ve knackered up
the system yow’ll be bollocked up hill and down dale and med to
wash ’em yourself.

“Now, Blues supporters first. Villa fans can
fuckin’ wait.” (Birmingham City and Aston Villa were the city’s two
great rival teams – still are.)

Brian was a little bloke with National Health
glasses. How he said all that with a fag in his mouth I’ll never
know, but he loved his job as Head Storeman.

How would I get to the college? I decided it
would be the 13A from School Road to the 11 Route at Swanhurst
Park, then round the Outer Circle to the stop past the Swan at
Yardley, then on to the 16 for Garretts Green. It should take about
an hour. Once I was 16 I could buy a motor bike. I couldn’t wait
for Monday morning to arrive.

The Senior Engineering Lecturer, with Cocky
alongside him, welcomed us to the college and outlined the training
programme. Each day we would spend approximately four hours in the
classroom and four hours in the workshops, studying engineering
principles and theory. We would be concentrating on safe practices
at all times, with the aim of taking and passing the City &
Guilds London Institute Craft Examination Part I. The electrical
apprentices would attend different workshops.

My group consisted of about six apprentices
from the GKN group, six from Renolds Chains in Tysley, a couple
from Cadburys’ and a few each from Wards and Lucas – about 20 in
total. Our lockers were just outside the workshop, and down the
corridor was a gym with ropes, wall bars and a 5-a-side and
basketball pitch. The canteen was huge and there was a recreation
room with snooker tables, table tennis and a dart board. There was
also a large function room with a stage for dances. It really was a
fantastic place. As I sat there in the canteen with Jim and Frank
dunking custard creams, I wondered – where have all these young
birds come from?

 


* * *

 


I would spend most of my weekends on the
rifle ranges at Kingsbury, near Tamworth. Wet or fine, I’d be there
practising. I would cycle over the bridge by Tritiford Park, up
Highfield Road to the Stratford Road, turn left and on to Cateswell
House Cadet and T A Centre, opposite Hall Green Railway Station.
Lieutenant Croyer would cram at least 4 of us in the back of his
Morris Minor van alongside our personally-sighted .303 Lee Enfield
rifles with at least 500 rounds of live ammunition. You can’t shoot
at targets 500 yards away with blanks or pellets from an air
rifle.

At the end of the shooting season, if we had
ammo left over, we would have a bit of fun with the Bren gun, which
fired 400 rounds a minute. Looking back it’s difficult to believe
all this firepower was kept in the middle of suburban Hall Green,
locked up but with no special security. Billy Kilmartin, Frank
Blake, Pete Cassidy and yours truly were always there. A few years
later, when I bought my first house in Kingsbury after completing
my apprenticeship, Billy, who went on to join the TA, would roll up
on a Saturday morning with these weapons and modern semi-automatics
on top. We would shoot all Saturday, then rather than have to take
it all back to the barracks we would leave it in my hallway or
garage and go up the Royal Oak. Such innocence. The IRA and the
scourge of terrorism were all in the future.

When we passed Tyburn House on the Kingsbury
Road, where the Spitfire factory used to be, there were still
barrage balloons. Castle Vale was still at the planning stage.
Elvis, the Shadows, Helen Shapiro and Petula Clark were in the
charts. The Beatles were still the Quarrymen, and Love Me Do was a
year in the future.

 


So I had a steady job with prospects, but I
didn’t really have a clue what I wanted to do, no goals or targets.
Are all young people like that? I believe my Nan and Pop wanted me
to better myself and achieve more than they had, but all “parents”
want that.

We had a regular weekend camp at Walton Hall,
just outside Stratford on Avon (years later Danny La Rue bought it
and turned it into a luxury hotel). We’d go on night manoeuvres and
initiate the new recruits by applying boot polish to their tender
spots.

One Saturday night Billy, Pete Cassidy and
‘Corporal Phillips’ cadged a lift into Stratford and went to the
pictures. I met a young girl there and we went on to have a few
dates over the next couple of weeks, nothing serious. Hitching back
from Stratford that night, all three of us were picked up by an
Army 10-tonner and piled in. Pete disappeared into the back with
three adult WRACs, and when we arrived at Walton Hall 20 minutes
later his trousers were round his gaiters. Perhaps Billy and I had
BO.

The college looked impressive, built on three
floors with beautiful red brickwork and an abundance of windows. I
couldn’t guess how many classrooms there were.

The college canteen was laid out with
individual tables, each with four chairs. The lecturers’ tables
were arranged in a long line down one wall. As you walked in
through the double wood-framed, glass-panelled doors, you turned to
the right and saw that the whole length of the wall was taken up by
a stainless steel servery with the equipment for serving everything
from snacks, soft drinks and crisps to three-course meals. There
was always a choice of two or three main dishes and a pudding.

As you might imagine, with some two or three
hundred students and 30- odd lecturers in at any one time, there
was a constant loud, murmuring hum. You could smoke in the canteen,
though not in the classrooms or workshops. Something else different
from school – we actually wanted to be there.

All the apprentices were employed and earning
a wage, even if it was a low one, but many of the other students
were not sponsored. Even so everyone knew they were receiving some
of the best training available for their future jobs and careers.
This wasn’t a university and we wouldn’t be doctors, bank managers
or lawyers, but we did all have the opportunity to be factory
supervisors, works managers or company directors. And to get off
with girls.

Geoff and Dennis from Renolds Chain knew
where all the talent had come from – there was a large secretarial
and office training facility within the college. We would be seeing
them here every day. “Crumpet on tap, can’t go wrong” as Geoff put
it.

There was plenty of larking about, but we
didn’t shirk our studies. In fact we soaked up our training like
sponges. It wasn’t that it would pay our wages for the next 50
years, just that we enjoyed it.

Most of the apprentices carried their books
around in those old-fashioned briefcases that look like doctors’
bags, handed down from their dads probably.

A dark blue canvas rucksack with biro
graffiti gave you more street cred. We used to play a prank with
people’s bags. The classroom windows were pivoted horizontally in
the middle, so when you opened them till they were flat the top
half of the window stuck out outside the building and the bottom
half protruded into the classroom. If you took your eye off your
bag for a second, you would turn to find it was being dangled out
of the window, ready to plummet three floors to the ground. You
just had to shrug your shoulders, mutter curses at the perpetrator
and trudge down six flights of stairs. Unfortunately on one
occasion the window two floors below was also open and the bag
smashed through it. The poor lad sitting next to it was combing
bits of glass out of his hair all day.

We had different lecturers for different
subjects – maths and geometry, technical drawing, materials, steels
and plastics, the steel-making process, machine tools, cutting
tools, measuring equipment, manufacturing processes, report writing
– it was endless. Two or three nights a week we had homework. At
least there wouldn’t be any exams for nearly a year.

In the workshop there was only one
instructor/lecturer. “I’m Mr. Fisher and I’ll tell you when you can
call me Harry,” he said. “The workshop ain’t the playground, mess
around in here and you’ll end up blind, no fingers on yer ’and or
yer ’air ripped out by the roots.

“Now then, all those wearing Slim Jim ties,
take ‘em off. Put all yer fancy rings and watches in yer pocket, do
the buttons up on yer overalls and roll yer sleeves up. During the
year I’ll give you a glimpse of what it is to be a craftsman. With
any luck I’ll get yer through Part 1 of the City & Guilds
without losing a finger.”

He was a great bloke, tall and approaching 60
with a full head of grey hair. He had started work with BSA Machine
Tools at 14, just before the end of the First World War. After
reaching the position of Machine Shop Superintendent he had decided
to move into training.

All us young lads swore in conversation
between ourselves, but it was most definitely not on in our world
to swear out loud. Apart from the odd ‘bloody’ or ‘daft bugger’ I’d
never heard my Nan, Pop, Mom or any member of my family swear. Same
as in college you wouldn’t dream of swearing in front of a
lecturer. I mention this because Mr. Fisher had a particular turn
of phrase, one I still use nearly 50 years on. “Kin’ell” he would
say. If you did a good job or if you dropped a clanger Mr. Fisher
would always say “Kin’ell”.

So with my watch in my pocket, my overall
sleeves rolled up and the buttons done right up to my chin (I
didn’t like having to do that, most unfashionable), I started work
as a craftsman.

To produce a tapped hole with say a half-inch
Whitworth thread you had to consult the thread chart to identify
the correct diameter twist drill to use. You drilled the hole,
using suds as coolant, then tapped it by hand using a wrench. To
produce a good tapped hole you smeared the tap with tallow, a
greasy, smelly, horrible mixture with the consistency of lumpy rice
pudding, and a right bastard to get off your hands.

Geoff and Dennis had been working at Renold
for about a month and they knew the difference between tallow and
hand protection cream. Geoff said you should put plenty of tallow
on your hands at the beginning of the day to protect them and make
it easier to wash the dirt off later. Unfortunately I missed the
wink he gave Dennis and the rest of the lads.

I duly smothered my hands with tallow, almost
up to my elbows. Everybody was pissing themselves – the bloke in
the tool stores, a couple of technicians from next door. Even Mr
Fisher poked his head out of his office when he heard them
laughing. “Kin’ell!” he said. I scrubbed and scrubbed my hands and
arms, but hours later I still stank like a dead pig.

I was on my way back to the workshop when one
of the lads told me he had just come past the gym and seen a load
of girls playing netball. “You want to see ‘em – they’ve only got T
shirts and knickers on,” he said. We thundered off like a herd of
elephants. Even though the windows in the double swing doors were a
reasonable size, they could not accommodate a dozen heads peering
into the gym. It was true. They were all wearing T shirts and
knickers (not the lacy type, big blue ones). They soon noticed the
rabble at the window and started giggling and nudging each other,
until a large busty woman in shorts with a whistle round her neck
came striding towards the door. By the time she got to it the
corridor was empty again.

“Did you see the blonde with the big tits
jumping up to the net?” said Dennis.

“Couldn’t miss her. I’ve seen her in the
canteen, her name’s Diane. I bet I go out with her before you do”
replied Geoff.

The banter went on until Harry returned from
his cup of tea and we all resumed marking out, centre punching,
drilling, hacksawing and filing to make our tap wrenches and centre
finders.

Learn to use hand tools first, was Harry’s
motto. Hit your thumb with a hammer to get rid of your inexperience
before you work on a machine, where a mistake will cost you your
hand or your eye. Looking back, he set us all on the right
road.

A couple of days later I was standing in the
queue for a cuppa when I recognized three of the girls who had been
playing. There was some banter about the knickers, all in good fun.
We collected our tea and went back to join our usual crowd. The
girls stayed on their tables and the lads on theirs, with only the
odd glance at each other.

Little did I know I had just met my future
wife.


CHAPTER 2

 


 


A couple of Christmases before, Mom had
bought me an acoustic guitar. With the aid of Bert Weedon’s Play In
A Day and a little practice, I could now strum about five chords.
My best was It Takes A Worried Man To Sing A Worried Song. Hank
Marvin I was not. But Mugsy had an electric guitar, an amp and a
speaker with a microphone, and he was forming a group. Spikey
Wayne, the maths and music teacher at Yardley Wood, had discovered
I could sing a bit (in fact I had once sung in a choir in
Birmingham Town Hall). So with Mugsy’s dad out and his mum Nellie
wearing earplugs, me, Mugsy and Rollo (he had an electric guitar
too) practised in Mugsy’s bedroom.

I soon gave up the guitar – it was murdering
my fingers, and anyway Cliff didn’t have to play, he just sang. But
we soon had a formidable line-up. I was occasional lead singer,
Mugsy played rhythm guitar, Chris Jones lead guitar and Kenny Bland
was on drums. Chris Kefford, on bass guitar, went on to be a star.
He formed the Move with Roy Wood and became Ace Kefford.

We practised at youth clubs in Shirley, just
down the road from the railway station, upstairs in the Warstock
Pub, in a café on the Stratford road and anywhere else where they
would put up with the row and not charge us. We were all dead keen,
talking of giving up work and going professional. There was talk of
giving Germany a shot.

Soon a new singer appeared on the scene, and
this bloke was prepared to wear a gold sparkly suit. By then I had
my motorbike, a steady girlfriend and exams to swot for, so I was
happy to wait for stardom. Billy and I used to watch the group.
They were getting better. In fact in an hour’s playing they were
only repeating three or four songs.

“We’ve got to start earning some money from
this, not just pissing about, if we’re going to turn professional”
said Mugsy one night after a particularly good practice session
upstairs in the Warstock. We were having a pint of mild, one
shilling and threepence.

“This room could hold over a hundred people,”
he said. “If we charged two bob entrance we’d have ten quid to
whack out. That’s two quid each for us and any over Steve and Billy
can share if they run the door.” Mugsy was serious.

“How are we gonna get a hundred people to
come?” I said. “Easy, we all tell all our mates.”

Two weeks later, with a raffle book of
tickets, me and Billy sat on the door upstairs in the Warstock. The
group was tuning up and we were waiting for the rush. The tickets
were necessary because the toilets were downstairs and Charlie the
gaffer was not going to open the bar upstairs. “There will be too
many young ’uns and I can’t risk me licence” he explained. So
anyone leaving the room and wanting to come back in would have to
show their ticket. Me and Billy were good at management.

By nine, when the group took a break, we had
sold 25 tickets. “They’ll all be up in the second half, they’re
having a drink downstairs. Anyway let’s have another beer on the
stage, we’ve only had a couple so far” said Mugsy.

The second half kicked off with Long Tall
Sally and by 10 o’clock another five ‘fans’ had appeared and 10
more pints had been delivered to the stage, plus another four for
me and Billy, the hard-working management team.

It was a good night. The 30 fans had a great
time, Mugsy and the group were pissed, me and Billy were pissed and
there was no trouble. Even Charlie was impressed.

“Where were all our mates?” said Mugsy.
“Still, we must have about three quid in the kitty, that’s nearly
10 bob each.” I was surprised he could talk, let alone add up, but
Mugsy could always hold his beer.

As the money was counted I was beginning to
feel a bit nervous.

“Thirty bob. One pound 10 shillings. Where
the fuck’s the rest gone?”

“Beer for the boys” said Billy.

Charlie was locking up. “That was a good
night, lads. What would you to say to making it a regular do? And
by the way, who’s paying me for the room?”

“How much is it?” we all asked, dreading the
answer.

“I normally charge three or four quid, but
because it’s a Wednesday night you can have it for thirty bob” he
said.

 


* * *

 


Five days a week I would leave home to catch
the quarter to eight bus opposite the Co-Op, next to the Haven pub
in School Road, arriving in Garretts Green just before nine. I
don’t ever remember being late. After a month or so all our group
had settled into the nine-to-five routine, generally with classroom
and Engineering Theory in the morning and Workshop Practice in the
afternoon.

Everyone had permission to use Harry’s
Christian name by now, and under his experienced eye we were
introduced to all the machine tools in the workshop. In the morning
we were taught the correct angles to use on the cutting tools and
how they changed depending on the material and its hardness, and
just as importantly how to measure the work we produced. We were
using micrometers andVerniers which could measure to an
unbelievable one thousand of an inch, half the thickness of a human
hair. They were very different from the easy-to-read digital
read-out equipment we have today – you had to work at these.

You had a little disc about the size of a
half crown (a bit bigger than a 50p piece) with your number on it,
and when you needed a tool you would take it to the stores, hand it
to the storeman and collect whichever tool or piece of equipment
you needed. We were repeatedly set up by being sent for such items
as a tin of elbow grease, the Gaffer’s deckchair, a sky hook, an
ear clip, a hard punch or a long weight (and Bert would make sure
it was very long).

A year later in the factory the system was
similar, except that it was done with paper. Joe Healy would write
you out a chitty which you handed in to Bert Roe in the stores and
he’d shuffle off to get the tool you wanted, moaning about the
bugger who had interrupted him from the Daily Mirror crossword.

 


We had machine tools as well. The lathes
could swing up to about a 12 inch diameter, the millers and
grinding machines had beds up to 24 inches and the shaper would
stroke up to 18 inches. These were all relatively modest in size,
but much bigger than I’d been used to in the metalwork classroom at
school. When we went on day trips to factories as Walter Summers in
Halesowen, BSA Tools in Mackadown Lane, Jones and Shipman or Taylor
and Channon, the lathes, planers and power presses were
immense.

“Right then” said Harry Fisher one afternoon.
“I’m going to teach you young craftsmen how to screw.” A few
sniggers rippled around the group as we watched him set up a
two-inch diameter mild steel bar in the three-jaw chuck on one of
the lathes. Quickly centre-drilling the end and clamping the
tailstock with revolving centre in position, he took a quick ten
thou off the diameter, all the way down the length.

“Look in your reference charts and tell me
the TPI, pitch, angle of thread and depth for a two-inch BSF
thread,” he said. We all eventually came up with the correct
information and Harry proceeded to show us how to grind the
high-speed tool bit to the appropriate angles and set the gearbox
on the lathe to produce the right TPI and pitch. He put a fresh wad
of chewing tobacco in his mouth.

“You all know a cutting tool must be kept
cool when machining, and that’s why you have a pumped supply of
coolant on all machines, otherwise you lose the edge on the tool.
Only use a trickle, you’re not removing a lot of metal per cut.
It’s important you can see the cutting action clearly, otherwise
you’ll have a right smash up. Watch the dial on the leadscrew and
engage the travelling nut.” We all watched in amazement as the tool
travelled down the length of the revolving bar and cut a perfect
shallowV in the metal, producing a screwthread.

Then, a fraction of a second before the tool
would have smashed into the revolving chuck, he disengaged the
leadscrew with one hand and simultaneously, in the blink of an eye,
wound out the cross slide with the other.

I’ll never be able to do that, I thought.
I’ll smash up half the machines in the workshop.

He increased the depth of cut by 10 thou and
repeated the procedure. Should I tell him he hasn’t put his coolant
on, I thought to myself?

My question was answered when on the third
cutting pass he coughed and spat out, bang on the cutting tool, a
supply of brown, tobacco-flavoured coolant.

 


* * *

 


By November 1961 my 16th birthday was three
months away, so it was motorbike countdown. I hadn’t saved much,
but I did have certain assets – a Dawes 10-speed racing bike, a
single-speed track bike with chrome strengtheners on the front
forks and a five-foot snooker table with balls and cues. If that
wasn’t enough there were always the clothes on my back. I really
wanted that motorbike.

I used to cycle to the drawbridge just up the
road from the Aqueducts in Shirley and every night there would be a
gang of lads with BSA Road Rockets and Triumph Bonnevilles. One big
bloke, Slobby Combes, even had a 1000 cc Vincent which had a speedo
that read to 150 mph.

One Friday lunchtime I was thinking of this
as I stood in the queue in the College canteen and realised one of
the netball girls was next to me. She was tall, five foot nine,
long legs (I had last seen them in navy blue knickers), brown hair
tucked behind her ears and a pretty smiling face. We had exchanged
the odd word and glance during the last month, so I knew her name
was Pauline. Now it was crunch time.

“Hi Pauline” I said. “Would you like to go to
the pictures tonight? The Alamo is on at the Kingston. It starts at
half past seven.” I don’t think I took a breath as I said it.

It was done – I’d asked her out. I was sure
nobody had overheard, so at least if she turned me down my mates
wouldn’t know about it.

“I know where it is, it’s at the top of
Kingston Hill near the Blues ground. I’ll get my dad to drop me
off.” And she was gone.

Blimey, I’d got a date. I’m not telling
anybody, I said to myself, not even my Nan and Pop.

 


Three o’clock arrived and it was tea time.
Our group of about eight apprentices all squeezed our chairs
together round one of the tables.

“What are you doing tonight Steve?”

“Not sure” I replied. “Out with me mates I
suppose.”

“Come with us if you like” offered Jim. “Us
lot are going to the pictures to see The Alamo, it’s all about Davy
Crockett, stacks of action.”

“Which picture house?” I mumbled.

“The Kingston’s got the best seats. If the
film’s no good you can watch the couples snogging in the back row”
Frank replied.

Oh shit, I thought to myself. Pauline’s in
her class – I can’t contact her, and if I did she’d think I’d
changed my mind.

Shit!

On Fridays we finished at four and caught the
bus to Haden and Stokes to collect our wages before going home. My
Nan and Pop didn’t have a phone and I didn’t have Pauline’s number
anyway. But there was no way I could sit in the pictures with a new
girlfriend with that lot watching. We would have to go somewhere
else, but where? The next nearest picture house was halfway down
the Coventry road.

Normally at four on a Friday afternoon all
the apprentices were off, but this particular day everybody seemed
to be hanging about. I began to sense that’s something was up.

Harry Fisher was locking up his office. “See
you lads on Monday. Steve, let me know how Davy Crockett gets on
tonight.”

I looked around at the others. “Phil heard
you ask your new girlfriend for a date” said Geoff. “You’re the
first one she has said yes to.”

That made me feel pretty good. I walked away
feeling on top of the world as the strains of “Davy, Davy Crockett,
king of the wild frontier” followed me down the corridor. Half the
college knew I was going to the pictures that night, and who
with.

“I’m going to the pictures tonight Nan,
meeting a mate from college, got to be there before half past
seven” I said. “I’ve had fish and chips for lunch in the canteen (I
was now calling it lunch, though to Nan and Pop it was still
dinner), so I’m not really hungry.” I still ate the tea they had
prepared.

I went out in my best tapered trousers,
open-necked shirt and my “interview jacket”, which was the only one
I had at the time. I got off the bus at Camp Hill and walked past
the gothic church, down under the railway bridge and over the canal
and up the start of the Cov (the Coventry Road).

Pauline was standing on the steps outside the
entrance to the Kingston, dressed in a grey mackintosh, hands in
her pockets and a scarf around her neck. When she saw me she waved
to someone in a big old fashioned Austin with shiny headlamps,
running boards and mudguards. I could see her younger brother
staring at me through the windscreen. Her father slowly drove away
back down the Cov towards Hay Mills.

We paid the four shillings for two tickets
and walked into the darkened cinema. Carefully avoiding the back
row, we sat about five rows down. I kept nervously looking around
for a small gang of sniggering apprentices. They never appeared of
course, but it was at least half an hour before I dared to put my
arm around Pauline’s shoulder.

It was a great film. Afterwards I saw my date
on to her bus and walked back to Camp Hill to catch the 13A to
Yardley Wood. I had to get up early in the morning to go shooting
on the Ranges. We were going back to Altcar the following spring
and Lt. Croyer had entered the team for Bisley in the summer, so
wet or fine we had to practise.

By now quite a few of the apprentices were
going out with someone, so to be seen chatting to a girl was no big
deal and Pauline and I started sharing some of our tea breaks. I
think it was a Sunday afternoon a week or so after our first date
when I was invited to tea to meet her mum and dad. Pauline lived in
Kingscliffe Road, Hay Mills, not far from Beddows, the famous fish
and chip shop. It took three buses and a five minute walk – I
really did need that motor bike.

Mr and Mrs Smith had put on a nice spread
with sandwiches and cake. Bobby, her little brother, had been well
scrubbed for the occasion. His hair had been well plastered down,
but it still insisted on sticking up,

 


My Nan and Pop reciprocated the following
week and then we went to the Haden and Stokes Christmas dance
together, so we were now definitely “going out”.

One day I heard that Reg Spruce, who lived
next door to my Uncle Norman and Aunt Ada in Shirley, was selling
his motorbike. It was a Francis Barnett 225 cc Cruiser (in those
days you could ride a bike up to 250 cc even without passing a
test), and he wanted fifty quid for it. He had had it for three
years and had used it to go to work, but now he was buying a
car.

Billy came with me and we looked it over. It
was dark green (they all were), with a two-stroke engine. It was
wonderful, and I wanted it.

The big snag was that I was still four weeks
away from my birthday in February and I hadn’t yet sold my assets
as planned. I asked Reg if he could hold on to the bike for a week
while I worked out what to do. “That’s ok,” said Reg. “I ain’t got
me car sorted yet and until I do I need the bike for work
anyway.”

Where was I going to find fifty quid on two
pounds 15 shillings and eightpence a week? I had no way of
borrowing it.

But I’d always loved a challenge. Nan’s
friend Lily Smith had a son who bought the snooker table, Billy
Waters had the Dawes 10-speed and my mate Custard paid me a fiver
for the track bike. I had about twenty quid in the Municipal Bank,
an old account my Nan had set up when I was born. Even so I was a
good few quid short.

Nan and Pop came to my rescue, as they always
had. I repaid them over 10 weeks.

The walk to Reg’s house with the money took
me three quarters of an hour. The walk back, pushing the best
motorbike in the world, took me an hour and a half. It wasn’t taxed
or insured.

At the bottom of the garden Pop had built two
sheds (probably without permission from the council). When I was
little they had been used for chickens, to make sure I had a fresh
egg every morning, but they were now used as tool sheds. My new
bike fitted into the shed a treat. A long cable from the kitchen
supplied an electric light, and I spent the next couple of hours
polishing every spoke with Brasso chrome cleaner. Reg had looked
after the bike well, and they came up a treat.

The week before my birthday I managed to tax
and insure my pride and joy and buy a crash helmet – don’t ask me
where I found the money. Mr Smith gave me a pair of leather
gauntlets that reached up to my elbows, along with his old
sleeveless leather jerkin with four big buttons up the front. I
looked like someone from Dad’s Army. With an L plate stuck on the
back and my college scarf tight around my neck I pushed the bike up
the path, kick-started it with my right foot and set off.

My Pop used to work at Wilmot Breeden in
Tysley and when the buses occasionally went on strike he would
borrow my push bike to get to work. He told me how to get to the
Swan at Yardley without following the bus routes. Once at the Swan,
it would be easy.

I left home at the usual time, bought a
gallon of petrol for three shillings and sixpence (about 4p a
litre) and was in Garretts Green before half past eight. My
travelling time had been nearly halved. The wider joys of
motorcycling became apparent on the way home, when it pissed down
all the way. I didn’t mind a bit.

The world was now my oyster. After tea I rode
the bike around for hours, ending up at the drawbridge in Shirley
where I parked the Francis Barnett alongside the big machines.
Everyone knew you had to start learning on a little bike, so there
was no piss taking, only congratulations. When I bought a bike 30
years later the biking fraternity was still the same, though the
bike I bought in 1992 cost three times as much as my first
house.

Terry Huggins lived in Glastonbury Road. He
was 18 and a regular at the drawbridge on his Ariel Arrow, a fast
250 cc sports bike, and we often went out together. One summer’s
evening on the way to the Red Lion at Earlswood we were larking
about when he shot past me. Even if my bike had had the power I
wouldn’t have responded (I was probably chicken). Twenty yards in
front of me he lost control and ended up bowling down the road with
his bike in the ditch.

 


I swerved around him, braked and ran back to
find him sitting in the road laughing his head off. “That was a
fucking good ‘un” he said. He jumped back on his bike and by the
time I got to the pub he had finished his first pint.

Somebody gave Terry a beating with a bicycle
chain at the fairground on Billsley Common once and he went
straight back home for his air rifle and went back up to the fair
to sort it. The bloke had gone, fortunately for him. That was
Terry, a good lad on your side but a bit wild. A month after our
Red Lion escapade he was overtaking a coach on the way to Stratford
Mop when he hit a car head on. He was killed outright.

The months flew by. I was really enjoying my
studying and my confidence with the lathes, millers, grinders and
shapers was increasing in leaps and bounds. My fear of wrecking the
machines was proving to be unfounded.

The Intermediate Part 1 City & Guilds
exams were now approaching. For the practical part we were issued
with a drawing of a metal component which would require the use of
all the machine tools in the workshop. The other component we had
to make was to be mainly crafted by hand with a small amount of
drilling, tapping and reaming. We would be allowed 15 hours to
complete the practical, together with five three-hour classroom
exams in maths and geometry, engineering drawing, metrology,
materials and production processes.

The week before the exams, the lecturers took
us through papers from previous years highlighting important
questions of principles of engineering, while Harry did the same in
the workshop. I didn’t do much socialising that week – it was all
swotting. Pauline was doing the same. We had now been going out for
six months. “Our Pauline’s courting” her granny would say.

Failure in these intermediate exams would be
a disaster. No apprenticeship would be offered, and if you wanted
to sit them again it would mean three nights a week for the next
year. We were all under pressure, and there was no larking
about.

The main hall was being used for the exams.
About a hundred students were seated at individual desks arranged
three feet apart in long rows. “I could do with a fag,” Jim
whispered to Frank and me. “Roll on 12 o’clock” I replied.

Armed with my log tables, slide rule (it
would be another 10 years before the calculator was invented) and
writing materials, I sat looking at the maths paper which was lying
face down on my desk.

“Gentlemen, the time is 9.15 and you have
three hours to complete the exam paper. There will be no talking or
conversing of any sort. If you wish to leave the room please put up
your hand and I will attend your desk. If you complete the paper
before the allotted time, bring it together with your belongings to
my desk and leave the room quietly. Make sure you write your name
and course reference number on the top. You may now turn over your
paper.”

I’d been through all this many times at
school, and it always terrified me. Would I blank out? Would I be
able to understand all the paper, some of it, or none of it? Well,
I would soon know.

I duly filled in the front of the paper with
my name and course and looked at the first page. I knew a little of
the techniques of sitting exams, and they had been emphasized by
the lecturers in the run up to this week. Quickly read all the
questions in the paper and decide which you believe you fully
understand and will be able to answer comprehensively and
correctly. Do these first – leave the difficult ones till last.
It’s common sense really, but sometimes in all the tension common
sense disappears.

I read through the paper. There were a couple
of right bastards which I knew I would really struggle with, but
you did have a choice of questions. I’m glad I put the work in, I
thought to myself. It wasn’t too bad. I was reasonably confident
that I could do a good job on 75% of the paper, and I’d be OK-ish
on the rest. I dug out my slide rule and got stuck in.

After 15 minutes or so one lad, not from our
course, got up from his desk looking deathly white. He collected
his stuff, walked to the front and put his paper on the desk. He
looked as if he was about to be sick.

At the end we all went outside into the yard,
everybody talking at once, lighting up and relieved that the first
exam was over.

 


Half an later we were in the workshop for the
start of the practical and Harry was issuing all of us with two
engineering drawings. One showed a mild steel shaft 12 inches long
with eight different diameters ranging from 1-3 inches, two screw
threads, four flats on one diameter and a diameter which had to be
case-hardened and ground to a tolerance of plus or minus half a
thousandth of an inch.

“You’ve done all this in the last 12 months,
so don’t worry” Harry assured us. “Before you start cutting metal I
want you all to fill in the Method of Manufacture form – this is
part of the exam. Before you do, we’ll have an open forum to make
sure we follow the correct sequence of operations. If you don’t
start off correctly you’ll never be able to finish it to the
drawing.” The second drawing wasn’t so bad. A half-inch plate had
to be hacksawed and filed to a profile, with four dowel holes and
four tapped holes, ground flat to 0.475 inches plus or minus two
thou. Again a Method of Manufacture had to be completed before work
started. I was keen to get started, but it would take most of that
afternoon session to finalise how we set about manufacturing the
components. Half the class started work on the hand- crafted plate
while the others started machining the shaft.

Mild steel contains up to 0.25% carbon plus a
very small amount of lead to improve the cutting ability of the
steel. In its normal state it cannot be hardened or heat treated.
To fully harden steel you need a carbon content of up to 0.5%.
Then, after heating it to a glowing red and quenching in oil or
water, the steel will be extremely hard. You would then temper it
back, just like a medieval sword maker. This shaft, however, needed
to be hardened on one diameter only, as a journal to run in bronze
bearings, leaving the rest of the metal relatively soft. This would
be achieved by inducing carbon into the appropriate surface.

I faced both ends to the required overall
length, drilled the ends with a centre drill and mounted it between
centres on the lathe. Because you were machining on one machine,
removing it to the miller for subsequent operations and then the
universal grinder for finishing, you could not use either a 3-jaw
or 4-jaw chuck. Machining between centres would ensure the
accuracy, and more importantly the concentricity, of the shaft. It
would run true, not “wobble” or “run out”.

The bell rang. It was 5 o’clock and I had
only just made a start. Looking around, so had everyone else.

“There’s no rush” Harry assured us. “It’s
achievable in the time, and you don’t want to scrap it when you’re
only half way through. If I think you need a little extra time
later in the week you can stay over at night, I’m teaching the
night school anyway, and no-one will know.” With a bloke like that
on your side we all stood a chance.

Because it was exam week I was setting off to
college really early just to make sure I wasn’t late. But as I
approached the Swan on the second morning my faithful Francis
Barnett stuttered, coughed a few times and conked out. I kicked it
over a few times, then shook the tank – no petrol! What a prat. It
was 8.30. On the bike it would have took me 10 minutes, but now I
had two buses to catch to get to Garretts Green before 9.15.

I pushed the bike on to the car park of the
undertakers’, explained my predicament and was told to wheel it
round the back out of sight and make sure I collected it before 6
pm.

To cut a long story short I got there at
9.16, just in time. “Steve, someone’s nicked your bike” Frank
said.

“That’s why I was late. I ran out of petrol
at the Swan” I replied.

Travel problems soon disappeared and my
thoughts were channelled into the next stages of machining my
workpiece. During tea break one of the older Apprentices offered to
give me a lift back to my bike, and he had a petrol can in the
boot.

My shaft was going to plan, with all
dimensions correct (or so I thought) to the drawing. All the
surfaces except the one to be case hardened had been coated with a
sulphate that would not absorb the carbon. The process to induce
the carbon to a depth of 40 thou would be done Wednesday morning.
My workpiece would then ready for final polishing, removing the
sulphate and grinding the hardened surface. The tolerance of plus
or minus 0.0005 was quite achievable on a universal grinding
machine.

Mounting my piece between the centres on the
grinder I measured the diameter. Bollocks – I had not left enough
metal on from the turning stage. You would normally allow 15-20
thou to grind off, but I had left only about

5 thou. Would it be enough to “clean up”? The
drawing specified 2.500 inches plus or minus 0.0005. This meant it
must measure between 2.4995 and 2.5005.

Harry saw me looking at bit worried and came
over. “Take it very steady,” he said. “You only need to lick the
surface with the wheel without taking too much off.”

I was sweating. All the other features were
bang to drawing and my screwcutting and milling were perfect.

Harry could have done it for me with his eyes
shut, but he had to walk away. The grinding wheel was spinning at
3000 RPM and I had to just touch the revolving work piece without
removing any metal. It was vital that the dark carbonized surface
cleaned up and I still had five thou to work with. A gnat’s cock,
in engineering jargon.

I had almost a full diameter of shiny ground
finish when I stopped the work piece and measured it. 2.4995 –
bottom limit. I couldn’t remove any more metal. I decided that the
tolerance was the important part and removed the shaft from the
grinder.

“You made the right decision,” Harry said
later. “You’ll lose a mark or two, but it’s rare for a student to
make a part 100% correct. Everyone will have a couple of features
not to drawing.”

The hand-crafted component was not too bad –
coating the steel plate with engineers’ blue, marking out the
profile and hole centres with the vernier height gauge, dotting the
scribed lines, centre-punching the hole centres and then
hacksawing, filing, drilling, tapping and reaming the holes. Then
taking off the sharp corners and grind flat to the tolerances on
the drawing.

Job done. By about three o’clock on the
Friday afternoon everyone had finished.

The City & Guilds Examiners would be
there on Monday to go through all the papers and we would get our
results about two weeks later.

“We can’t wait that long!” we all cried.
“We’ll be on our holidays!”

“Then you’ll all have something to think
about then when you’re eating your ice creams at Blackpool.
Seriously, I’ve been involved in some of the marking and you ain’t
done too bad. I’ll make skilled men of you yet.”

My holidays in July 1962 were almost a week
at Bisley, followed by the annual Army Cadet Camp on Salisbury
Plain. It would be the middle of August before I would know if I
had passed.


CHAPTER 3

 


 


“Last two days of practice before our first
National Shooting Event” Lt. Croyer announced as we piled into his
Morris Minor van, together with four Lee Enfield .303 rifles and
500 rounds of ammunition. There were no seats in the back and a
rifle was uncomfortable to sit on for the hour it would take to get
to the ranges at Kingsbury.

We’re now back in the early spring of 1961. I
was just 15 and still at school, but I’d been an Army Cadet for
three years (I lied about my age – at over six feet tall I could
get away with it). I had been shooting competitively for almost two
years and wore the cross guns of a Marksman on the left forearm of
my uniform, just below my Lance Corporal stripe. We would practise
all day and return on the Sunday to do it all again. It was school
holidays the following week, and we were going to compete in our
first major event, the North Western Command Weapon Meeting at
Altcar Ranges near Formby in Lancashire.

On arriving at Kingsbury we checked in with
the Range Warden and Molly the red setter jumped all over us as
usual. Driving down the narrow tarmac road that separated the two
500-yard ranges, we parked up behind the butts outside the Target
Shed. Each target was five feet square on a strong timber frame
with two four foot support legs. We hoisted two of them on to one
of the trolleys which ran on the railway lines from the shed, and
pushed them along the rails round to the back of the butts. There
were 50 firing points, so there were 50 target stations and the
rails ran the full length of some

100 yards of track. In competition all firing
points would be in use, but today was practising for just the four
of us. Other teams might arrive during the day, but they would get
their own targets.

Billy and I stayed in the butts and Lt.
Croyer, Frankie Blake and Pete Cassidy drove back up to the
200-yard firing point. The butts were a mound of earth 15 feet tall
and 20 feet thick and the inside where we worked was lined with two
feet of reinforced concrete. A .303 bullet traveling at 1800 feet
per second will penetrate six inches of solid oak at 200 yards, so
we needed to be safe.

Crack – the first warmer came down, raising a
puff of dirt in the huge bank of earth directly behind the targets.
Rifles need to be warmed up for accuracy and following the next
crack we hoisted up one of the targets – the other lowered
automatically on a counterbalance. Another crack, a sighter and a
small hole appeared in the target.

There are four rings on long-range targets,
the bull, inner, magpie and outer. Using a long pole with a large
white triangle on the top we pointed to the top right hand corner
of the target, indicating that an inner had been scored, then
pointed to the exact position of the bullet hole. The pointer was
then dropped from view and the target pulled down out of sight,
automatically raising the other target.

The bullet hole was patched with a pasted
square the same colour as the inner – all the rings were different
colours. Armed with our paste pot, brush and hundreds of perforated
patches on a roll, we would be there for an hour, after which the
roles would be reversed.

The first thing you always did on picking up
your rifle was to point it skyward, open the bolt to ensure the
magazine and breech were empty, close the bolt and pull the trigger
to hear the comforting click. Then you can start shooting.

Occasionally I would put my warmer into the
very top of the butts, showering the lads underneath with a pile of
earth, but they always got me back. A couple of rifles firing every
10 seconds or so didn’t make too much noise, but it took me quite a
time to learn to ignore the noise of 50 in a competition and
concentrate on my breathing and squeezing the trigger.

We took a break to eat our pre-packed
sandwiches in the green wooden sheds which we shared with private
shooting clubs as well as the TA and other cadet teams. A bottle of
pop and we were back shooting. Then targets away, back to Cateswell
House Barracks and home on my 10-speed for my tea.

Then we did it all again the next day. The
four of us were averaging 90 to 95 out of 100 regarding points for
the different disciplines, so Lt. Croyer was pleased.

We fired at 200 yards, 300, 400 and 500. You
had to make adjustments for the strength of the wind and the
distance, especially at 500 yards. If the wind was strong the
allowance was so much that you were aiming at the target next to
yours, four feet away.

That first year at Altcar, competing in our
first Major, our team came second out of over 100. The team
received a big silver cup, and more importantly we each received an
individual 10-inch version. Mine was engraved L/Corporal S.
Phillips, 2nd Place North Western Command Weapon Meeting 1961.

Lt. Croyer told us we would win it next
year.

 


* * *

 


Now the time had come for us to find out if
he was right. As soon as we broke up from college on the Friday I
would be off to Bisley. The only fly in the ointment was that it
meant waiting three weeks to hear my exam results. If I passed I
would be offered a five-year apprenticeship and a placement at
United Non Ferrous Metals Ltd (in those days part of the GKN
Group). If I failed… who knows?

While I had enjoyed my time with the cadets,
my priorities were changing. I loved motor bikes, and couldn’t wait
to pass my test and get a bigger one. I’d been going out with
Pauline for almost a year now, and my Nan and Pop still thought
learning a trade was better than joining the Army. Don’t forget
that it was only 17 years since the Second World War had
finished.

I parked my bike up in the yard and joined
the others having a smoke and discussing last week’s exams. Most of
us thought we’d done all right, but nobody was boasting.

“Come on you lot, we’ve got work to do” Harry
called, sticking his head out of the door. “All the machines need a
bloody good clean, oil and grease, and my office and the inspection
department next door need painting.”

We all looked at each other in dismay. We had
expected a cushy week. “By the way, you’re all going on a couple of
factory visits. There’ll be a day at BSA Machine Tools down the
road and another at Wickmans’ in Coventry. And on Friday I’ve
organized a basketball competition. Two of the teams are girls –
the ones you randy lot have been chasing for the last 12
months.”

There was only one possible response.
“’Kin’ell!” came the chorus.

We put on overalls and got stuck in brushing
and removing all the swarf and pieces of metal from every machine
in the shop, underneath the benches and between the tool cupboards.
Every time we had used a machine in the last 12 months we had
cleaned it – “Harry’s Rules” – but now he wanted a proper job
doing.

“We’ll leave the final oiling and greasing
till Thursday,” he said. “It’s important all the machine slideways
and beds have a good coating of oil because they’re not being used
again till September, and by then they’ll have a film of rust all
over them if we don’t. Right, now who out of you lot can paint?
It’s only the walls, I don’t want you lot up ladders.”

“My uncle is a painter and decorator and I’ve
worked with him during the school holidays” I said, before I had
time to think. I should have kept my trap shut.

One of the lab technicians employed by the
college was going to supervise and help me make a start in the
Inspection Room. Brian was about 20 and dressed as a teddy boy with
drainpipe trousers, brothel creepers, a proper Tony Curtis, DA and
side burns. He also wore glasses.

All the measuring equipment was put away and
the metal cupboards, benches and walls were brushed down. “We can
make a proper start in the morning” Brian said, looking at his
watch. I was seeing Pauline that night, so I didn’t want to hang
about.

The following morning as I put on my overalls
I couldn’t see any dust sheets in the room. Uncle Norman always
laid one immediately under where he was working, “Just in case you
drop a spot of paint”.

Setting the first five-gallon tin of white
Dulux on the bench, Brian prised the lid off with a screw driver,
picked up a length of wood and tried to stir the mixture. It seemed
very thick.

“This is no good, we’ll be here all day
stirring this,” he said.

He looked around and saw the bench drilling
machine in the middle of the room. “That’ll stir it up great” he
said. “All we want now is some sort of paddle to put in the drill
chuck.” He wandered off and came back with what looked like a small
propeller attached to a spindle, which he clamped into the
chuck.

All machine tools have a variety of spindle
speeds, which you select with a gearbox, as in a car. The slowest
speed on this particular driller was about

100 revs per minute, while the fastest was
close to 1000 rpm. I backed away. As far away as I could.

Brian admitted later he should have checked
which speed the machine was set on. He switched on, and the
home-made stirrer immediately got entangled with the wire handle of
the paint tin. The tin proceeded to revolve around at the full 1000
rpm. Within a matter of seconds, Brian was covered from head to
foot in white paint. He stepped back in horror with the driller
still running, and the whole room was splattered, including all the
cupboards, benches, doors and windows. At last the tin came free
and rolled on to the floor, spilling the final gallon.

The rest of the apprentices heard the racket
and came running in to see what had happened. We were all falling
about laughing, but Brian was crying.

When you’re a kid you don’t see danger. In
those days eye protection was only used for the grinders, while
lathes, millers and drillers were all operated without safety
glasses. In later years everyone in the machine shop I managed was
issued with safety specs, with prescription lenses for those who
normally wore glasses, all at the expense of the company. But that
didn’t happen till 1977.

Brian could have been blinded if he hadn’t
been wearing his normal glasses. It was the first works accident I
had witnessed, if not, sadly, the last. Needless to say all
painting ceased.

The visits to BSA Machine Tools and Wickmans
were an eye opener to a young apprentice. The machines were
enormous. The workshops were twice the size of a football pitch,
with massive overhead cranes carrying huge slabs of steel to be
machined, bored and turned. There were two foot long measuring
micrometers (the largest I’d seen till then were no more than three
inches). There were supervisors and foremen striding about. It was
a different world.
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