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New Job

The interview for a job with Caledonian Airways in 1970 was something of an eye opener for a 21 year old motor mechanic with little idea of what airlines were about!

Ok, my older sister had worked for Caledonian even before they had any aircraft and was Secretary to one of the Directors at their offices in Horley, Surrey near Gatwick Airport and because of her contacts, I had spent a few holidays with my parents in Palma courtesy of the airline’s Spanish agent that handled the Inclusive Tour Flights (Package Holidays now) when they arrived. 

This was in 1968 when package holidays were in their infancy, Dan Air were a player as was Laker Airways and a few smaller outfits tagging along behind trying to get in on the British Airways’ monopoly. 

Then along came Caledonian with a couple of Douglas DC7s followed by an ex UK Air Force  Bristol Britannia four engine long-range prop-driven aircraft and later a Boeing 707 and four BAC One-Eleven 500’s together with an entirely new take on flights for the masses, rather than the elitist attitude of the national flag carriers and the protective British Government.

Caledonian subsequently moved to the top floor at Sussex House in Crawley and it was there that I went for an interview with the Operations Manager as a Crew Bus Driver, all set up by my sister. 

At four years older than me we had never really moved in the same circles and she had moved out of the family home some time before so we had lost touch to a large degree.

I had really wasted my last few years at school, as I found the whole thing pretty boring and only later realized it was because I couldn’t be bothered with tests and exams and just jotted down a few answers to pass the test and then gazed out of the window for the rest of the time. 

I left school without sitting formal exams (those were the days!) and really wanted to be a Merchant Navy Sea Captain having chatted for an hour with a guy in a fancy uniform from the Shell Tanker fleet at a careers’ open day and being offered an interview. When I told my father he was horrified.

I took up the five-year apprenticeship with day release at college that I had already been offered at a local garage.

So I spent five years working in a job I hated as an apprentice motor mechanic passing both the City and Guilds Part One Mechanics and Part Two Technicians courses, and the National Craftsman's Certificate with good marks. 

It was also an unwritten rule that apprentices at our garage group joined the Territorial Army.

I enjoyed the day release at Crawley College as we were treated as adults not children and people on the course who could not be bothered soon stopped attending either by choice or expulsion; that left the boys who wanted to learn which now included me.

By the end of the third year the garage had put a different pay system in place, based on the time it took to complete a job rather than paying the paltry apprentices’ wage

I was driving a commercial breakdown truck by the time I was 17 having been issued with a full car and truck driving license at in the Territorial Army and having spent weeks on camps being taught how to drive big trucks off-road with a 25-pounder gun on a Gun Towing Vehicle on the back. 

Whatever anyone thinks of the Territorial Army, the training with the regular army instructors was first class.

I left the garage on the day my apprenticeship indenture papers were handed to me and got a job straight away as the only mechanic in a body building shop, this was just as dirty and even more boring than before and I only lasted a short while, hence the interview as a driver with Caledonian.
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Interview

I arrived at the offices on the top floor and was immediately shown into the operations (Ops) room.

Now for the sake of an explanation as to how far out of my comfort zone I was in my shirt and tie and dark blazer borrowed from my neighbor, this partitioned room was about 10 or 12 meters long and maybe 8 meters wide with doors at each end.

There was a long desk running along the length of a raised platform with an angled section sloping away at the front with clipboards all the way along hanging down the slope towards the desk top, and at each end there was a wire basket fixed to the top of the raised section.

Along the whole length of one wall, from about 2 meters high and going down below waist height, were white magnetic boards with black horizontal strips of tape stuck on, about 10 cms apart and vertical strips about every 30 cms.

At the top we’re labels with the days of the week and a date number written in black marker in each section and there were 21 days marked up and in every single section there were narrow magnetic strips in different colours, with writing on them and I noticed they were different lengths and different colours. These were the actual flight schedules, STD, DEST and STA. (Scheduled time of departure, destination and scheduled time of arrival, I soon learned).

Down each end there were black letters stuck onto the board, each one starting with a capital G and then a dash followed by four more capital letters.

These I later learned were the registration letters of the aircraft and there were three groups for the Boeing, 1-11’s and Britannia’s.

None of this meant anything to me at the time and I was completely bemused by it all.

People were coming and going along the corridor outside, most holding pieces of paper and  there were several red and white telephones fixed onto the sloping desk panel.

A tall man rose from the desk and introduced himself as the ‘Ops Manager’ and asked if I was alright starting on the following Monday, that they didn’t have a mini-bus, or any other cars for me to drive at the moment but they would find me stuff to do around Ops and Flight Watch, as they desperately needed a runner; I had no idea what those terms meant.

The money he said hadn’t been finalized but I doubt would disappoint me and the only other thing was I would certainly have to be willing to occasionally work odd hours and it was a uniformed job we will sort out next week.

The phone rang and he answered it immediately and a girl came in with a sheet of paper she dropped into one of the wire baskets, smiled at me and walked out.

The tall man was talking on the phone and he gestured towards the basket so I collected the piece of paper, glanced at it noticing a ‘G’ number at the top in heavy type and handed it to him.

He glanced at it and pointed along the desk and I saw the clipboards had labels with the same ‘G’ registration numbers as on the movement board, so I lifted the clipboard off it’s peg and handed it to him.

He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said he would see me Monday and could I leave my name and address with the receptionist and see myself out.

I said, ‘Yes sir, see you Monday’ and that was the job interview.

Over the weekend my sister gave me a run-down on how an airline works, with its planning, crewing, operations, flight watch, engineering and commercial sections.
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