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Introduction



Please leave two pints today, please ring if note blows away.


THIS book is a historical collection of folk tales about milkmen. Traditionally in British society milkmen have been family friends, sex symbols and cheerful chappies. They’ve been the eyes and ears of the community, and their genetic legacy has supposedly passed into the lineage of housewives. There is some truth in the milkman’s Lothario image, as we shall see in chapter seven, but there is also much fantasy. The hero of the milkman’s tale is more likely to be a settled family man rather than Jack the Lad, and sometimes the heroine is a milkwoman.


At the job’s peak, in the late sixties and early seventies, between 40,000 and 45,000 milkmen delivered to over eighteen million UK homes (about 99 per cent of households). By 2014, however, only 4,000 milkmen and 2.5 million homes remained in the delivery system, and only about 10 per cent of households had a milkman. The doorstep milk market has evaporated and it now feels appropriate to discuss milkmen in the past tense.


During the twentieth century the milkman’s working day changed only a little. At the start of World War One, three daily deliveries became two, and then, during World War Two, two daily deliveries became one. Horse-drawn delivery vehicles gave way to electric milk floats and diesel vans, glass bottles replaced measuring cans, security boxes were installed in some milk floats, cartons and plastic bottles took over from glass bottles, the number of products for sale increased, starting times became earlier, and computers replaced mental arithmetic.


The really big impact – the destruction of a muchvalued job – was orchestrated by a series of changes elsewhere in British society. The details of the milkman’s demise are discussed in the last chapter. In summary, the tale of vanishing milkmen is one of price deregulation, European rulings, improved refrigeration, increased shelf life, supermarket initiatives, competition from other soft-drink companies, the dissolution of the Milk Marketing Board, changing diets, traffic problems affecting the milk float, the increased size of delivery lorries (enabling better delivery to supermarkets) and, eventually, the relative powerlessness of dairy farmers and milkmen. The disappearance of milkmen meant that society lost tens of thousands of gatekeepers.


This book is roughly structured by the milkman’s working day. It starts with the milkman’s early wake-up call and ends when he returns home in search of sustenance and tender loving care. In between we look at the characters in the job and the many facets of the work.


The milkman’s work had some very attractive sides, such as physical fitness, the lack of supervision while out on the round, free time during afternoons, earning the respect of customers, and opportunities to see wildlife. The downsides were long hours, unusual sleep patterns, tiredness, injuries and the loss of independence when returning to the dairy. The job’s impact on family life could be positive (e.g. spending more time with the children) or negative (e.g. getting up early and disturbing the household).


A lot of milkmen were transients who stayed only a few months, but some were long-servers. Danny Quigley was seventeen when he started the job in Londonderry in 1945. He intended to stay for a fortnight, but he was still a milkman more than sixty years later. He began his career with a horse and cart in the days when a milkman filled up the jugs that customers left in windows, and he finished in the era of electric milk floats and diesels when a greater range of goods were on offer.


This book celebrates the lives and work of the people who have delivered milk to doorsteps. So come with me into the open air and follow the milkmen from midnight to midnight. Make sure you set your alarm clock or you might not wake up in time.
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1
Off to Work



Please leave one dozen eggs. If you don’t see me about, kick the hell out the door, put a window through. Must be up early.


IN THE sixties and seventies, most milkmen got up between three and five in the morning and started work between four and six. During the nineties, milkmen in conurbations began to shift their working day so that they started between midnight and two-thirty. This reduced the problems of traffic congestion, parking restrictions and milk floats not being allowed in bus lanes, and it meant that customers were more likely to receive fresh milk before breakfast.


Hughie Duncan was a milkman in Kilmarnock for forty-one years before retiring in 2012. In the last few years, Duncan got up at midnight and did much of his round while it was quieter on the streets. Some milkmen went to bed before their young children.



The Usual Routine



The milkman’s day usually started with the sound of an alarm clock. Julian Kearvell, a milkman in Tunbridge Wells, Kent, from 1985 to 2015, set his alarm for 3.45 a.m. and, nine days out of ten, he was awake before it went off. Others had different experiences:




I’d wake at the alarm. In winter I’d switch off the second alarm and dress as much as possible from inside the bedcovers. On a bad morning I’d drop out of bed on to my knees and then try to push up off one foot while hanging on to a bedside table. Then I’d take slow steps across the room and pick up my other clothes. Some mornings I’d spread liniment over the muscles on my stomach, back, shoulders and thighs. I’d finish dressing and then pick up my shoes and wonder how I might get into them. Eventually I’d make my way to the front door and place my key in the lock so I could lock the door silently when I was outside.


I had two or three alarms at five- or ten-minute intervals. I was worried about sleeping through them. I had them on full volume. I was also worried about waking the whole village. I was anxious all the time. I was especially anxious about being late. I was in danger of being late and getting the sack.


With the light evenings, I tried to sleep with the windows blacked out. I found it harder to sleep in the summer. In the mornings I’d wake up and find out what the weather was doing. Some mornings I’d wake up and hear the sound of rain beating and pounding on the house, and I wanted to carry on sleeping. While I was having breakfast I’d listen for the noise of Ray’s milk float when he delivered to our street. He always started earlier than me. I’d hear the clink of the milk bottles and the pitter-patter of Ray’s feet as he sprinted along our street. I kept thinking that one day I’d lie down on the floor, open the door and grab his hand while it was still on the bottle.


I went to bed reasonably early but still slept through the alarm. I tried two alarms in saucepans, but got used to the sound of the alarm. I tried bigger saucepans one day and then frightened myself to death.





Some milkmen walked their dog before going to work. Others made sure they had a breakfast of cornflakes (and milk, of course). But a lot of milkmen left the house without considering food. Running around without a decent lining on their stomach was an unhealthy start to the day and sometimes it led to headaches and dizziness. Many did part of the round and then stopped somewhere for breakfast, but it could be five hours without food if a milkman was behind with his calls or out on a new round. Sensible milkmen took a flask of coffee. On collecting days they brought sandwiches or stopped at a cafe.


Milkmen’s partners might wake up with the alarm clock and then have the second part of the night on their own. Some milkmen’s wives worried about the dangers of the road. They might have worried even more after hearing about some horrendous milkman tales (see chapter nine).


By the time they left the house, most milkmen had a clear idea about the weather. They’d have listened to their customers the previous day – ‘they say it might snow tomorrow’ – and checked the forecast. Milkmen always knew where the weather was coming from.


Off to a Bad Start


Milkmen made two classic mistakes at the beginning of the day. One was to wake up too early; the other was to wake up too late. Here are two cases of arriving for work much too early:




One day I got up in the dark, had a quick breakfast and set off for the dairy. There was a little bit more noise than usual, with some people coming out of restaurants, but I didn’t make anything of it. Then I walked past the big clock and it said one o’clock. It turned out I hadn’t reset my alarm clock after my lunchtime nap the day before.


My alarm clock was set for 4.15 a.m. and I woke up ten minutes before that. I switched off the alarm and back-up alarm and went through my normal breakfast routine before setting off for the dairy. On the journey to work I noticed that some streets were quieter than normal and other streets had people stumbling around drunkenly as if they were still going home. They’ve had a good night, I thought, staying out past four o’clock in the morning. Then I arrived at the dairy and found the gates locked. It was eerily quiet. Why is the dairy closed? Have they given us the day off? I eventually realised that I’d read the clock wrong. It wasn’t 4.05 when I woke up; it was 1.20 in the morning. I’d got the little hand and big hand mixed up.





A second type of error came when a milkman heard the alarm clock and switched it off without properly waking up:




My second sense clicked in. It was much too early to get up because there was no traffic noise and no noise from the early starters. The street was very still. It was much too early to get up, so I went back to sleep. I woke up later and it was still very quiet. But the clock said 5.15 a.m. I couldn’t believe it. It didn’t sound that late. Then I looked out of the window and understood why it was so quiet – there was snow on the ground. I jumped out of bed, dressed quickly and raced out of the house in record time. I was not looking forward to doing the round. I was already behind schedule and I’d lose more time by getting stuck in the snow. That was a very long day.





Another problem arose in the days when milkmen used electric alarm clocks. ‘My rival started at 8.30 one morning,’ a milkman told me, laughing heartily. ‘He’d set his alarm for the normal time but his electricity went off.’


For a period in 1993, one particular alarm on Teesside proved problematic to neighbours. A milkman set his radio alarm on full volume because he’d been oversleeping. Neighbours complained about the early morning blasts so Middlesbrough Council issued a warning. The milkman was later fined £200 for breaking the Environment Protection Act.


Another bad start to the day was a rotten dream. ‘Since I mistakenly missed a road out of my round during my first week as a milkman, twenty-six years ago, I’ve had this recurring dream of it happening again,’ said Roy Dyer. Other milkmen woke up from a bad dream where their milk float crashed silently at the bottom of a hill.


The classic milkman anxiety dream was the one where he delivered the whole round in his sleep. He took two pints to the first house and obeyed the note at the next house (‘One extra, please’). Then he drove into the factory and lifted down a churn of milk. After that he dealt with the dog at number twelve, remembered the orange juice at number fourteen and continued with the calls until the alarm went off and he woke up exhausted. Then, to his horror, he realised that he had to do the round all over again.


The most common fear, though, was one of being late for work and getting behind on the round:




One morning I ran over a cat in the car on the way to work. The cat was still alive, so I tried to find a vet, which wasn’t easy at six in the morning. The foreman reported me for being late. He said he would have left it there or run it over to finish it off.





Equipment


Milkmen talked a lot about shoes. They went through a lot of footwear. Some dairies supplied shoes as a perk of the job – ‘They weren’t bad,’ one milkman said, ‘with our place I’d expected flip-flops’ – but other dairies let their employees buy their own shoes. Some milkmen’s shoes lasted nine months, others’ only three weeks.




Did I get through a lot of shoes? Yes. Do you remember back in the days when Tuf shoes were guaranteed for six months? Well, after my third pair they wouldn’t replace them any more. I could wear a pair of shoes out very quickly. You’d walk miles, up and down steps. The shoes very often split along the side there and they’d crack across the sole. I think that was where you were bending your foot on the steps. You were using the ball of your foot a lot.





The right shoe usually went first. Milkmen got in and out of their vehicle up to 250 times a day, so a big hole or a large crack appeared in the right sole, perhaps also caused by pressing the brake and the throttle, stepping down from the van on to the right foot and pushing off for a sprint to the next call. Anyone with two left feet could be served for life by a milkman’s perfectly good left shoes after the right ones had been discarded.


The topic of footwear stimulated many discussions. The footwear needed to last but also needed to be light enough so that milkmen could jump from the float and hit the floor running. In summer most milkmen preferred trainers, in winter they wore boots, and in wet weather they sometimes put on galoshes. The wrong footwear could cause nagging tendon trouble, sprained ankles and fall-related injuries. When Jim Hadley retired in 2009, with painful knees after forty-eight years as a milkman, he estimated that he’d got through a hundred pairs of boots in his career.


Winter clothes were essential – gloves, thick jeans, heavy jumpers, jerkins, woolly hats, balaclavas, thick socks, and so on. Some dairies provided an oilskin mackintosh – ‘it was great if you were ten foot tall,’ said one milkman – and many milkmen wore bobble hats in the cold. Woolly hats changed shape in the rain and grew enough to carry a few pounds of potatoes. In the early days, milkmen touched flat hats as a sign of politeness to a customer.




I tried all sorts of waterproof gear and in the end I found that the best thing was just an ordinary jacket, come home and get in the shower, because nothing would keep you dry. If you wore all this heavy oilskin type stuff, you sweated like a pig inside and you were just as wet. The biggest problem, you’d find, was that when you got in the van the next morning, the seat was still soaking wet.





Some milkmen didn’t wear gloves. ‘You were using your hands all the time, picking the bottles up and all that, and trying to do it with gloves on used to slow you down,’ said one. But many found gloves essential. One suffered from Raynaud’s disease:




I wore layers of gloves in winter. I had linen inner gloves, woollen gloves, and sometimes rubber gloves on the outside if it was wet. It was well worth keeping the hands dry because I had such bad circulation. If I lost sensation it could take hours to get it back.





Many had problems with swollen fingers. Here is a milkwoman talking:




My fingers got to look like feet. I used plenty of cream but there were times when I couldn’t get my ring off. I think it depended on a person’s skin. Some were not affected. My hands were used to being in and out of water, whereas blokes were not used to washing clothes and not used to moving from one extreme to another.





Every milkman had an opinion about a torch. Some saw it as essential equipment but others saw it as a nuisance because they had enough goods to carry in their hands anyway. One milkman solved this problem by fitting a miner’s lamp on his cap. Other milkmen put their torch in the front compartment of their handcrate. Milkmen also made sure they had their wallets and satchels before setting off for the dairy.


The Journey to Work


Whatever the journey to work – car, motorbike, moped, bicycle or pedestrianism – milkmen greeted other early-morning characters. In the milkman’s heyday the other essential workers included bakers, postmen, paperboys, street cleaners, office cleaners, binmen, police officers, taxi-drivers, railway station workers, road sweepers and coalmen. If all those people had ever started a revolution, it would have kicked off between five and six o’clock in the morning. There was camaraderie on the streets at that time, but there was also a hierarchy in the service industries. Dustbinmen took centre-stage with their large vehicles and teams of runners, but they weren’t as attractive to female customers as milkmen, who had more opportunities for face-to-face contact.


The start of the day was generally predictable. On most days the journey to work – seven days a week at some dairies – was routine:




Trying not to disturb my wife, I am up, dressed and eating my breakfast in a quarter of an hour. With a final yawn, I go outside and am soon cycling to the milk depot, still half asleep.


When I first started, the depot was only half a mile away down the road, and I could just nip down on my bike, but now [2007], with only one depot left – all the others have closed – I have to travel to Leicester, which is half an hour journey by car. Now that all the remaining milkmen operate from one depot, there’s very often a queue when I get there.





Hardly any buses were running at three in the morning. Over the years, milkmen lived further away from their dairies and became more reliant on cars for getting to work. Milkmen sometimes phoned the dairy because they couldn’t get their car started . . . and who could give you a push start at 3.30 a.m.? Big dairies had someone on stand-by to fetch a milkman whose car had broken down.


Other milkmen were so paranoid about breakdowns that they had a back-up plan. One kept a moped in the back of his car, just in case. Others had a taxi company’s phone number handy. Some, such as John Gaunt, cycled six miles to the dairy and carried a puncture repair kit.


Overall, it was hard getting up in the morning and it was even harder getting out of the house. Not everyone was attracted to the early starts, inclement weather and long hours. Being a milkman was also a physical job. Milkmen had to be fit. Like sports stars, they were constantly nursing their injuries, dealing with tiredness and coping with variable energy levels.
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2
‘Good Morning, Milkman’



No milk today because we have bought a cow.


THE town was asleep, but the dairy was floodlit. It was a surreal scene. A foreman arrived at the dairy before the milkmen. Let’s call him Jack. He’d grown up in the nearby streets, started work at the dairy on leaving school and was now close to retirement. Over the years he became virtually irreplaceable and now he unlocked the dairy, switched on the lights and wheeled stacks of milk crates from the fridge ready for the drivers to start loading their floats. Very occasionally Jack took a holiday and chaos descended. Some security-minded person might have padlocked the dairy’s doors and no one knew who had a key. A late start made everybody jittery.


Finding the Van


When the milkmen arrived, they walked to the dairy’s garage, found the appropriate van and drove it round to the loading-bay queue. Some milkmen raced each other to get to the queue first. ‘It’s just like the Le Mans race, everyone struggling to get their vehicles loaded and get away,’ said milkwoman Jean Cogar, describing a Co-op dairy in 1984. ‘It’s every man for himself, it would make a marvellous film.’


The electric vehicles started quickly. Milkmen removed the charge mechanism from the socket, took off the handbrake and away they went. The milk floats roared off with as much noise as their electricity allowed. This simple operation was sometimes made difficult by a practical joke:




Jeff and I used to arrive about the same time and we’d race to get in the queue first. One time Jeff caught his recharging lead on his bumper and when he reversed at full speed he pulled the plug right off. Another time I ran from my car at full pelt and Jeff raced to his van. Then I walked back round to the queue where I’d already put my van. One of my favourite tricks was when Jeff drove his van to the start of the loading bay and then went off to prepare his load. I’d turn Jeff’s van round and reverse it in. Then I’d block him in with mine. He’d have to reverse through the loading bay, loading up on the way.





In the Queue


Milkmen sometimes acted out a comedy routine while they waited in the loading-bay queue. Imagine three milkmen standing talking and a fourth joins them. The conversation starts like this:


‘Good morning, milkman.’


‘Morning, milkman.’


‘Good morning, milkman.’


‘Morning, milkman.’


And so on.


The weather was a big conversation topic, and milkmen in the loading-bay queue were ready to tell you what was coming. They might also chat about who’d left the job, potential fiddles, tiredness and new recruits who would ‘never make a milkman’.


‘Anything happening?’


‘Nothing much, just the usual balls-ups.’


‘They appointed a new milkman and it turned out he didn’t have a driving licence.’


‘You’ve heard that Johno’s going to hand in his notice?’


Some dairies had a rest room where milkmen went for a cup of tea, but most milkmen were keen to start their round. While their vans sat in a queue, milkmen collected goods from the stores and searched for the round’s book (see p13) if someone else had done the round the previous day.


On Monday mornings milkmen needed extra crates to collect the weekend’s empty bottles. In the late sixties the old metal crates were replaced by plastic crates. ‘Wire crates used to be lethal with bits of wire sticking out the side of them,’ said one long server. ‘The plastic crates were a lot better: a lot lighter, much easier to handle, and it was less weight on the van as well, not so noisy.’


Gradually, the milk floats moved towards the loading bay and the milkmen estimated the amount of milk they needed. One old-time milkman, who did the same round for twenty-nine years from the forties to the seventies, was particularly precise in the days before computers:




There was no messing with Bill. If you wanted extra, he used to leave it the next day. If you cancelled, you’d get that day’s milk. And you’d pay for it. Bill used to count his milk exactly.





On the Loading Bay


The physical work began when a milkman’s van reached the loading area. Crates of full milk bottles were heavy and they seemed even heavier after a break from the job. The loading bay was big enough for a few vehicles and it was important to drive the vehicle close to the bay so you could slide the crates on to the van. It was easy to lose your footing on a bay that was slippery with spilt milk. It could be very painful if you slipped and a foot went down a gap between the float and the bay.


All sorts of other things went wrong:




I made a typical fool of myself one morning. I was pushing four crates along the bay and swerved them around another milkman. Unfortunately, the bottom crate had no corner notches, so the top three fell off. A few of the lads cheered.


I remember one of the milkmen pushing over a crate of milk one morning. There was a delay while the foreman swept up the broken glass. ‘Have you got a hammer?’ the foreman asked the culprit. ‘I want to see if I can break these bottles up into even smaller pieces.’





‘Jack’, the loading-bay foreman, counted and checked out the number of pasteurised, sterilised, skimmed, Jersey, creams and goods that were needed for each specific round. Unpasteurised milk (green top) was sold until the eighties, when it failed to satisfy new regulations. Other milk goods, such as evaporated milk, sour cream and UHT cream, were not sold by milkmen because they weren’t fresh products. For safety reasons, in the seventies and eighties, cartons were used instead of bottles when delivering to hospitals, shops and other public buildings. In the twenty-first century, cartons and plastic bottles took over from glass bottles.


Sensible milkmen checked each crate to ensure there were no gaps or broken pints of milk. They stacked them on the van in various ways, and on some mornings a milkman argued with the foreman about how many pints were on board. Four people might come up with four different totals. ‘When you have a full vanload of milk and churns, you need a degree in building,’ said one milkman.


New recruits were often surprised at the amount of hard work involved – loading, lifting crates of full bottles, redistributing crates on the van and lifting churns when delivering to kitchens in factories and colleges.




The five-gallon churns were fine. The ten-gallon ones were heavy. If you dropped it on your foot you could break it. You would roll it off the bay on to the van. You would be hoping that someone would be in the kitchen where you were delivering.





Most new recruits were surprised by the physical work, but they were soon lifting two crates at a time. (Well, those who stayed in the job.) On the dock, in the morning, the old hands watched how new recruits handled themselves. It was an important part of the induction course and a step towards acceptance.


Over the years, milkmen have sold lots of goods other than milk. In 1968, they delivered tea, coffee and sugar as well as traditional dairy products. In 1973, a Unigate milkman described himself as a travelling grocery store because he stocked butter, chickens, potatoes, vegetables, canned fruit and biscuits. Bakery products were additional options when the number of bread roundsmen fell dramatically. In 1984, a Co-op milkman stocked bread, eggs, sugar, tea, fruit juice, yoghurts and long-life milk.


An episode of The Dick Emery Show in the seventies featured a milkman serving a male customer who had his arm in sling. In the sketch the customer uses his good hand to pile up the goods in the milkman’s arms – two pints of milk, a dozen eggs, butter, bags of sugar, a loaf of bread – and then, when the milkman has his hands full of awkward goods, the customer uses his good hand to steal the money out of the milkman’s front pocket and runs away.


The job became more complicated:




The milk, I didn’t mind. It was all the things that a milkman has to sell with the milk – potatoes, bacon foil, everything else. It’s three o’clock in the morning, it’s pouring with rain, and I’ve got two cellophane bags in my hand. One has got a granary loaf in and one has got a brown loaf in. Which one is she having? I’ve got no idea.





By the twenty-first century, milkmen carried anything that could be sold, including pet food, pot plants, refuse sacks and garden compost. A strange addition to the milkman’s grocery provision was discovered in 2009 when a seventy-two-year-old milkman in Burnley was found to be supplying cannabis to some of his elderly customers. He had amassed seventeen customers for the drug over a three-month period. He was given a thirty-six-week sentence, suspended for a year.


One of the foreman’s duties on the loading bay was to check that every milkman was sober. Virtually every dairy has a tale of an early-morning roundsman who was so drunk that he fell off his van when loading up. (‘It was a wonder he made it past the first corner,’ a foreman said about one such incident.) Here was an ethical dilemma – what could the dairy management do when a milkman came in tanked up from the night before? Should the foreman let him loose on the customers and turn a blind eye? One morning in the early sixties, in the days before the breathalyser, about twenty milkmen went straight from a party to their Midlands dairy and reported for work. The dairy manager took a look at them and said, ‘This is a dairy but it smells more like a brewery.’


Drink-driving became even more of a problem when milkmen started their rounds at one in the morning rather than 4.30 a.m. and there were cases of milkmen being arrested. In May 1991, milkman Edward Rolls was three times over the limit when he was tested for drink-driving. He had spent the previous day drinking with friends. The day of the offence was actually down as holiday but a colleague had talked Rolls into turning up for work as they were short of staff. Rolls was banned from driving for eighteen months.



From the Dairy to the Round



In the heyday of milk delivery, in the late sixties and early seventies, one southern dairy had thirty-four milk rounds within a five-mile radius of the dairy. Loaded up for the day, the milkmen roared off towards customers’ doorsteps. They were flat out at fifteen miles per hour (for an electric milk float) or over the speed limit (for a diesel van).


Driving away from the dairy was the start of ‘Independence Day’. No one was looking over their shoulders and they delivered the round in a way that suited their own pace. First, though, they had to travel to their round. Some had to go a long way:




When I drove a milk float I had to bring it from out in the country. My first hour and a half was bringing the float along the main roads into Malvern before we even got into town, so that was a nightmare. And then you had to get the milk float back, after it was empty, along the main road. I used to drive almost in the ditch to let lorries through, otherwise nothing could get past me.





On the way to the round, milkmen exchanged more greetings with the early-morning crowd. They’d see cleaners walking through the streets, warehouse night watchmen on mopeds, postmen cycling to the sorting office, and men in builders’ vans, hands on the horn, waiting for colleagues to get out of bed. On Saturday and Sunday mornings, anglers sat by roadsides awaiting lifts and cyclists met for their day’s ride. But there were still signs of the previous day. Nightclub revellers staggered along the streets and people in evening dress were on their way home from dinner dances.


Sometimes the ‘up-all-night’ crowd bought a few pints of milk off the milk float. Some milkmen didn’t serve them because they were worried about what would happen to the bottles. Others served them and hung around until they had drunk the milk so they could take back the empties.


Everything was wonderful in the outdoors, unless it was ‘one of those days’. On some mornings milkmen missed the first alarm and then, behind time, raced to work, loaded the van dozily, and headed for the first call while still wiping sleep from their eyes. Chances were that they were still uncoordinated when they reached the first few calls and that was why they injured themselves on broken bottles protruding from the edge of a crate.


More commonly, however, the milkmen and milkwomen enjoyed the early-morning air. They often demonstrated a temporal arrogance because this was the best time of day. Jean Cogar loved the sunrises, the birds singing, the badgers playing, and other animals frolicking about. At such times it was the best job in the world. And it was a valued role. According to the Milk Marketing Board’s training booklet The Milky Way (1977), ‘you as the milkman are the last vital link in the chain connecting the contented cow with the contented customer’.
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3
Different Types of Milkmen



Sorry not to have paid the milk bill before, but my wife has had a baby, and I’ve been carrying it around in my pocket for weeks.


NO TWO milkmen were the same. Indeed, one of the virtues of the job was that milkmen could mould a round to suit their character. At one extreme were slow, sociable milkmen who provided a social service for customers. At the other extreme came the fast, efficient ones who did the job as quickly as possible. But every milkman had to be fit enough to do the round. A dairy recruitment booklet suggested that the new milkman might drive ten miles and walk four miles a day, but many milkmen covered greater distances.


Slow and sociable milkmen knew their calls for a cup of tea and tender-hearted care. Such sociable types served their customers in all sorts of ways. They posted letters, changed light bulbs, fed cats, mowed lawns, painted houses, cleaned windows and cut hair. One milkman spent most of his waking day on the round:




They called him The Midnight Milkman. He used to leave at seven in the morning and sometimes not be back by nine at night. He used to do everything on the way round. If you wanted any rabbits skinning or shoes soling, as well as the routine pension fetching. He cultivated cigarette ash the length of his cigarette. Even in a force ten gale he’d still have a cigarette length of ash. One time, when he took a day’s holiday, a customer complained to the dairy because the relief milkman hadn’t brought the dustbin from the back garden to the front ready for dustbin day.





In contrast to the slow, sociable types, the fast, efficient milkmen galloped up and down paths, carrying bottles by the dozen. They sneaked through hedges, leapt over fences, and trained the customers to line up on starting blocks on pay day. Some runners had little more than a cursory comment for customers, but others seemed to have all the time in the world. The speedy milkmen included an ex-commando who leapt hedges and climbed fences, a round-the-world sailor who bounded down the street with a crate of milk hugged to his chest, various milkmen who trained for London marathons by running their milk rounds, and a collection of wiry cross-country runners who pitter-pattered into the darkness, sometimes stumbling, occasionally falling, but generally emerging with a smile. All these milkmen were athletes of one kind or another.




When I worked in the kitchen at Minehead Butlins in 1969, our milk was delivered every morning from a dairy in Taunton. The delivery man was bigger, stronger and more tanned than the Incredible Hulk. He used to climb on the back of the truck and pick up the biggest, fullest milk churn with one arm and swing it down for me and Steve Wood to deal with.





In 2010, Gary Qualter walked ten miles a day on his Exeter milk round, so he decided to walk from John O’Groats to Land’s End in aid of Macmillan Cancer Support. Qualter wanted to help the charity because he had heard a lot of cancer-related stories from his customers. So, in his forties, he took two months off work to walk the famous route, sometimes taking a detour to meet other milkmen at local Milk&More depots. Qualter walked 1,008 miles in forty-eight days. He lost nearly a stone in weight and had never felt fitter. Then it was back to being a milkman.


Various Backgrounds


Milkmen had various work histories. Some were the third generation of a milkman family, but most had tried other jobs before they signed on with a dairy. I’ve met a milkman with scars on his hands from working with knives in a slaughterhouse, and I’ve talked with one who couldn’t stand the smell of paint after five years as a decorator. One chef was advised by his doctor to get an outdoor job and lose weight, so he signed up for the milk. Others desiring more exercise included former plumbers, electricians, taxi drivers, lorry drivers, bar stewards and bus drivers. Some milkmen had a professional background – accountant, lawyer, teacher, engineer, etc. – but needed to work on the milk after being made redundant. Others became milkmen after a career in professional sport. Ron Redrup had been a light-heavyweight boxer for over ten years, Jim Sharkey a professional footballer for Celtic, and Tony Fowler a jockey and racehorse trainer.


Jock Kane became a milkman in Hampshire towards the end of his working life. Before that he’d been a GCHQ radio officer in Hong Kong, where he uncovered fraud and security breaches within the government security organisation. Kane’s first memoir, The Negative Asset (1984), was confiscated by Special Branch and remains unpublished. An injunction was also placed on Kane’s follow-up book, The Hidden Depths of Treachery (1987). After that experience, dairy politics must have been relatively easy for Kane.


One time, when I was listening to a milkman tell me about his PhD in historical geography, the other milkmen looked at him as though he’d just returned from a milk round on Mars, Jupiter and Pluto. In 1987, an Oxford milkman, Michael Billson, reached the final of BBC’s Mastermind and missed winning the trophy by only two points. That’s two points; not two pints.


The milkman population included lovable rascals and dislikeable scallywags, but there were also some of the best people you could wish to meet. One milkman summarised his take on the requirements for the job:




It’s not intelligence that makes a good roundsman. I work with one who’s as thick as two short planks and can hardly write, but he makes a really good job of the round. Does it matter that he writes geergorcer in his round’s book rather than greengrocer?





Milkman careers varied in length. A high percentage of new milkmen gave up the job within the first year, and one dairy foreman guessed wildly that only 5 per cent stayed for longer than six months. Some experienced milkmen were derogatory to newcomers, resorting to comments such as ‘He couldn’t handle a pram’ or ‘He’s as much chance of becoming a milkman as I have of being a nun’. New recruits were perhaps unable to cope with the weather, the unusual hours, the physicality of the job or the financial nous needed to balance the books, so they left for a more suitable job. Such transients gave management headaches. They cost a lot to train and the money would be wasted if the recruits left within weeks.


Some milkmen left early because they could see no real career progression. Others stayed a few years before moving on to another job, perhaps one with more sociable hours. Many spent ten to twelve years in the job while they raised children. And other milkmen spent the majority of their working career on the milk, lasting until the physicality of the job brought arthritis, gamey knees, dodgy hips or other chronic problems.


Long-serving Milkmen


Derek Arch was fourteen when he took over his father’s milk round in 1943, at a time when his home town, Coventry, had been decimated by German bombs. He started with a bicycle, two buckets and a ladle. Arch was still a Coventry milkman sixty-six years later, when he was interviewed by the Express and the BBC. He walked about eight miles a day on his round and reckoned he had delivered over eight million pints in his milkman career. He described himself as ‘an old man trying to earn a crust’. By 2014, Derek Arch had taken his long-service record up to seventy-one years and he was still rising at two-thirty in the morning and driving a milk float made in the fifties. The business, D Arch & Sons, had been going since 1873.


Jack Moon worked as a milkman in eight different decades. He started in 1933 and worked until 2004. He never took a holiday. Around Ashwater, Devon, he was known as the Dairy Dynamo. In the thirties, Moon delivered milk, groceries and coal in a horse-drawn cart, and his only break from milkman service was a spell in the tank corps in North Africa during World War Two. When he started, his mother had a small milk concern with a couple of cows, and customers came to collect the milk in jugs, bowls and buckets. He sold up to a bigger dairy in the early eighties, when it became too difficult for him to conform to the new rules and regulations, but he continued to visit doorsteps for another two decades. Moon never considered retiring. Here he is, speaking at the age of ninety, when he was still working:




I like the exercise and I was getting up early – I’d only lounge about in bed otherwise. I can’t remember the last time I had a lie-in, even on a Sunday. I do have a day off then but I hate it – I don’t know what to do with myself . . . It’s hardly a strain carrying around a bottle of milk. I’ve just got through the winter and now I have the summer to look forward to. I’m not doing it to keep any traditions alive – just myself.





Stan Robins, MBE, delivered to Wootton Bassett doorsteps for fifty-three years. During World War II, Robins survived Colditz. After the war, at the age of twenty, he ran his milk business with his wife Diana, and his two sons, Adrian and Mark, also became milkmen. Robins dedicated his MBE to his friends and Colditz inmates. He had been secretary of the Colditz Association for ten years.


Ernie Tisdale was a Shropshire milkman who retired from the job in 1995 after forty-odd years delivering milk. Tisdale started his milk-delivery career with a horse and cart but switched to a milk float after his return from National Service. His customers often sang him the Benny Hill song, ‘Ernie (The Fastest Milkman in the West)’, and they gave him copies of the record. At his funeral, in 2014, ‘Ernie’ was the last song played.
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