Three weeks had passed since my last day at school. The memory of hoisting Mr. Clare’s bike up the school flagpole was fading rapidly and reality had kicked in with a vengeance. 


I had to find a job. There was conflict on the home front between my mother’s desire for me to find an office job and my father’s working class credo that there was nothing wrong with working with one’s hands.





Each day, dressed in my best suit topped off with my brother’s best tie, I accompanied Mum up to London. I actually landed a position as an office boy in an insurance company.


Since I had a fortnight’s grace before starting, I decided to look around locally. My brother, three years older than me, who rarely bothered with my activities unless he needed me to kick a ball around in the park with him suggested that I went down to Erith and tried for an apprenticeship at Fraser and Chalmers.


Once there Mr. Hinds the apprenticeship master interviewed me.


“What do you want to do Son?” he asked. The true answer to this question was ‘Nothing!’ but wisely I just looked blank. I honestly had no idea. 


“How about being an electrical apprentice?”


I nodded. “OK!” I answered.


Things moved along. Mr. Brown was summoned. He was the foreman of the Electric Furnace Shop. A tall thin Boris Karloff type. 


“You will do two years in the shop here, then two years on outwork then one year in Wittons Birmingham, do you understand?”


It sounded like a prison sentence but I nodded. 


“Start Monday 7am” He vanished as quickly as he had come and I walked out to catch the 99 bus home. It was Friday.





Telling mum was the next hurdle. She had already bought me a white shirt and elastic armbands. The latter was, in her words ‘To keep your cuffs out of the ink.’





Dad showed no emotion whatsoever at my news! “I suppose you will need some tools,” he said. I shrugged “I suppose so!” I answered.


“I’ve got the very thing for a toolbox,” said father. “That old wooden crate I bought home from work, just the ticket!” 





Ah! I could see a problem with that crate. It no longer resided in Dad’s shed. I had buried it in the woods behind the house.





The week before, whilst fooling around with my brother’s air rifle I had spotted the cat from next door stalking the birds in the rhodedendrum bushes at the bottom of the garden. Not wishing to harm the animal I put a shot across it’s nose, at least a foot in front of it. Unfortunately, an air rifle pellet is sub-sonic. The cat on hearing the shot leapt forward and collided with the pellet.  


Filled with remorse I decided that nothing less than a state funeral would be appropriate. Therefore I had commandeered the old man’s wooden crate, lined it with an old woolly jumper and placed the cat reverently upon it.


An hour later I returned the shovel back inside the shed. 


For a week I had to endure the sound of Mrs. Collins calling for Montegue.





“Right you kids! Where the hell is my crate?” Dad had returned from the shed. Two blank stares met his accusing eyes.


 That afternoon Dad walked down to the Village (Belvedere) for his fortnightly haircut and I grabbed the shovel and exhumed the cat.





6.45am Monday morning. I entered the main gate of Fraser and Chalmers. I was already dressed in a pair of Dad’s old overalls. The toolbox had presented a problem for Dad could not find any hinges for the lid. Therefore it was nailed on. Two bits of rope served as handles and I had carried it on the bus by resting it on my knees. It was very heavy because dad was a fitter and turner by trade and the only tools he had no use for were several rusty spanners that were big enough to dismantle the Forth bridge. He grudging lent me his two pound hammer that Conan the Destroyer would have been thrilled to own. A pair of pliers added a certain variety to the kit. Dad had found them in the garden and soaked them overnight in paraffin. They still wouldn’t open but dad was sure that, with a bit of effort they would, one day. 


The bloke sitting next to me kept sniffing and I thought he had a cold. I had gotten used to the smell of decomposing cat that emanated from the wood.





The factory was huge. The Furnace shop being just a small part of the complex was tucked away somewhere in the rear. My brother had furnished me with a map. He worked in Machine shop 1 (MS1) and had a rudimentary knowledge of the layout.


Shifting the crate from hand to hand I wandered over railway lines, down dusty alleyways and through various workshops. Men were standing around in the gloom drinking tea from tin mugs.


At last I found the EFS. I was now ten minutes late.





I stood before the time clock. Dad had told me that that was the place to stand. I had no idea what to do! A fat man wearing a flat cap approached. 


“Who the ‘F..K’ are you?” he asked gruffly. I was stunned; I had never heard language such as that and dropped the toolbox. It missed the man’s toes by inches and he stepped back, an alarmed look on his face.


 “What the ‘F..K’ have you got in there?” He was full of questions and seemed rather startled.





“Tools!” I answered. “I’m the electrical apprentice.” I added. “Christ!” he said. “You’re late! Have you clocked in?”          


“No!”


“Well, there’s the bloody clock, punch in and I’ll get Wally the laborer to show you your bench.”


I approached the clock, there was a lever sticking out so I depressed it. “Clang” it went.


“What the hell are you trying to do, break the bloody thing?” The fat man grabbed my shoulder and dragged me sideways.


 “There’s your cards, if you’re out they are in the left rack, stick ‘em in the slot, punch ‘em and stick ‘em in the right bloody rack. That shows you’re in. Don’t you know anything?” 


Things were becoming a blur. Was I supposed to have been born with such information already impressed in my brain? 


However I followed the instructions. The fat man then informed me that he was the chargehand and his name was Wiggins. Henry Wiggins.





The problem was that Mr. Brown looked after two other departments as well as the EFS and Henry Wiggins had asked him to acquire a third year apprentice to help with an inrush of orders. Mr. Brown had failed to inform Henry that he had hired me, straight from Dartford Tech and as green as grass.





Wally strolled up. Introduced himself as the shop labourer and with a grunt and a heave he hefted my toolbox. I followed meekly behind as he led me down the shop to where I was about to start my apprenticeship.





 Next to my bench was the door to the stores. From there issued a tall thin bloke wheeling a barrow loaded with Honeywell instruments, indicator lamps, rolls of wire and bags of nuts and bolts.


“I’m John, I’m the storekeeper and this stuff is yours. I’ll get you the blueprints later.” The overhead crane was trundling down the shop toward us and John gestured toward the huge steel cabinet dangling from the slings. “That’s yours too.” He said.


Henry Wiggins hove into view. “Got everything?” he asked and I nodded mutely. 


“Well bloody well get on with it, there’s six more to make after that one.” 





I was alone and surrounded by bits and pieces of unidentifiable equipment, and overshadowed by a raw steel cabinet with roughly cut holes in it. And six more to come.


John came back with the blueprints. “That’s the lot!” he said and I almost cried with relief. I wanted my mum! Where to start! I unrolled the blueprints. Luckily Mr. Collins my Technical Drawing teacher had given me enough knowledge to read blueprints and I slowly worked out what bits went into what holes in the cabinet.





The temperature controller went into the left-hand hole. Ok! Pick it up and shove it in. Easier said than done, the thing was heavy, very heavy! I got it onto my knees and with a supreme effort raised it chest high and level with the square hole. Damn, it wouldn’t fit. The hole was too small.


Right. Try the recorder! It was the same size only heavier. Huffing and puffing I thrust it forward. It wouldn’t fit either. No wonder they used colourful language in factories! I was stuck with ‘Gosh!’ and it didn’t seem sufficient.





John had wandered out of the stores and started rolling a fag. “You’ll have to file the holes.” He said helpfully.


I had a flashback of what was in my toolbox. There were no files, I could dent the cabinet with my hammer but that was all!  “I don’t have a file.” I said.


“Well go over to the main store and get one.” 


“Where’s that?”


He looked at me strangely. Surely a third year apprentice from the electrical shop would know where the store was?


He gave me the directions and off I went, retracing my footsteps toward the main gate.


Finally I found the store. “May I have a file please?” I asked politely.


“Got a rec.?” The man seemed bored.


“What’s a rec?”


“A bloody requisition form stupid!”


“No.”


“Well bloody well get one, you can’t have nothing without a rec.”


I ignored the double negative and started back over the railway lines and back through the dark alleyways. Men were still drinking tea in the gloom. My life was becoming a nightmare. 





Wiggins was waiting for me. “Where the hell have you been! Skiving off?”


“No, I went to get a file!”


“Did you get one?”


“No.” I was beginning to think that I did not speak English. Conversations in factories bore absolutely no relation to conversations that I normally was involved in. 


“Why not?”


“I didn’t have a rec, it seems I can’t get nothing without a bloody rec.” I was rather pleased with that little speech, I was picking up the language nicely. To hell with double negatives. Later on I might throw in a few split infinitives just to vary the tone. I was starting to feel lightheaded.


Wiggins reached into his back pocket and pulled out a rec book. “Turn round!” he said.


I did as I was told and he rested the book on my back. I could feel him pressing the pencil hard. Everything was in triplicate. 


“Now, piss off and get those files. Hurry up or you’ll miss tea.”


I returned with a full compliment of files. Big flat rough ones, little smooth round ones. I was rather pleased with myself.


Hurrying back to my bench I prepared myself for the filing.


“Oi! Tea up!” John stood about a yard away holding the filthiest teapot I had ever seen.


“Got your cup?” 


I shook my head. Nobody told me that I had to bring my own cup.


John supplied me with a cup left behind by somebody who had died. The milk and sugar was already in the pot.  “Any biscuits!” I enquired.





Time to file, I had a rough idea where to start. Picking out the roughest flat file I ran it over the steel. The noise was horrendous. A high screeching sound that set my teeth on edge. However, I pressed on, back and forth went the file. Pigeons started defecating on me from the rafters but I was not to be deterred. I was doing something at last.


A hand gripped my elbow, beside me stood a fitter; his face all screwed up. 


“You are giving me a headache!” He growled. My elbow was going numb.


“Do it like this!” His words seemed to squeeze out through his clenched teeth. 


With a mighty kick he kicked the cabinet over and it fell with a crash. Snatching my new file from my hand he leapt onto the prone cabinet and started filing. His weight dampened the resonance and the file whispered over the steel. I was impressed.





Lunchtime, Mum had given me a brown paper bag, just like the ones she gave dad and Ivor when they left for work. Great! I was starving.  John had made another pot of tea and I held out the death cup. 





Perched on my bench I unwrapped my food. Two slices of cold burnt toast with a scraping of Marge. Mum was still miffed about the office-boy job. In all my life I had never felt so alone.





Suddenly, there before me stood my brother. Never had I been so pleased to see him.


“What are you doing?” He asked.


“I’ve got to build six of these.” I said, nonchalantly waving my arm to indicate the pile of equipment that was in my care.


Ivor blinked. “They gave you this on your first day?” he seemed surprised. I nodded and crunched down on a piece of toast.


“Your teeth have gone black! Where did you find that?”


“Mum gave it to me.” 


“Oh!” he said and picked up my cup. “Have you washed this?”


I shook my head. Ivor was looking at me. There seemed to be a grudging air of respect in his eyes. I was becoming a man.


He looked again at the cup. “There’s pigeon shit in this.”


“They’re just getting their own back!” I did not know it then but I was actually a little lightheaded and heading for a nervous breakdown.


Ivor threw the tea away and took the toast from my hand. “Let’s go to the canteen and I’ll buy you a proper dinner. “ he said.





Two days later the instruments were in their proper places. Green and red lights poked out from the cabinet and switches seemed to be waiting to be switched.


The slinger attached the slings and the cabinet was lifted back from the horizontal to the vertical.


Wiggins stared at it. So did I. everything was cock-eyed.


“Did you measure this?” He ground out.


“No! Nobody told me to.”


“Bloody idiot!”


The cabinet went back to the sheet metal shop to be squared up. I was beginning to think that things were a little beyond me.





The cabinet returned. Now I had to wire it up. Wiggins informed me that it had to be class ‘1a’ wiring. God knows what that was. I didn’t.


The fear of the sack hung over me. Being an apprentice was so hard. All the other apprentices in the other shops seem to be having a great time. I, on the other hand was sitting on my toolbox inside the cabinet knitting wire into a tangled mess. Wiggins seemed to be far to busy to bother with me, he seemed to think that I knew what I was doing and so he left me alone. 


For days I hid and read comics. Hidden away from prying eyes I cowered every time I heard a footstep pass by.


Finally Wiggins poked his head round the corner. He was stunned.


“Call yourself a third year apprentice!” He bellowed into my ear. “Look at this bloody mess!”


“I’m not a third year apprentice.” I mumbled.


“What the hell are you then!” Wiggins was quite red in the face.


“I only left school three weeks ago.”


The penny dropped. Wiggins made some pithy remarks regarding Mr. Brown’s Parents. He seemed to think that they were never married. And probably didn’t even know each other’s names.


“Come on out lad!’ He said kindly. “If I’d have known I would have given you something easy to do.”   





The ‘Something easy’ turned out to be a huge roll of nickel chrome wire, a quarter of an inch in diameter. It was very hard and very heavy. It came the same way as the cabinet had. Swinging from the crane.


“Right” said Henry. “Get your hammer, unroll a bit of the wire, lay it on this steel block and hammer it straight. Then cut it into nine inch lengths.”


“How much shall I do?” 


“All of it.”


“All Of it!!”   I stared at the coil. If I unrolled all of it, it would reach out of the door and across the road and into the garage in the next street.


“You are not listening boy! I said unroll a bit, hammer it flat then cut it up. Then unroll a bit more.” Henry looked at me and decided to give me the benefit of the doubt. Obviously I was still a little shocked by the cabinet incident.


“Well? Are you going to start today?” Sarcastic sod!


I flexed my fingers and found the end of the roll.  Grasping it firmly I attempted to straighten it enough to get it onto the block where I could give it the coup de grace with Conan’s hammer. There was no way I could bend that wire. The best I could do was form a low curve over the block. Holding wire in right hand I struck firmly with hammer. ‘Boiiing’ it was like hitting a coiled spring. The hammer bounced out of my hand and flew over my shoulder. Wally bought it back. “This yours?” he asked. I nodded mutely and wondered how I would look in a white shirt with elastic armbands.





Finally I had straightened about two feet of the wire. My arms ached and I seemed to be the centre of attention. Every time I raised the hammer all the men stopped work and watched me intently. 


I found that one hacksaw blade would cut three lengths before going blunt. John the storeman gave me all the packets of blades that he had but it was obvious that it would be a very costly exercise to cut 2000 nine inch lengths of nickrome wire. So I was given another job while Henry Wiggins built a special guillotine for me to use.


Excess temperature fuses. I started assembling ETF’s. Simple job, no real problems with it. All it was, was a fireclay tube about as big as a bicycle pump and all I had to do was cement a brass fitting on the open end and thread a length of gold coloured wire down inside. Each day Henry gave me another coil of this pretty brass wire. One day, while I was at lunch the wire went missing off my bench.


“Hey Henry! Can I have some more brass wire, I lost that bit?”  


“What!’ Henry went bright red. “I told you to look after that, it’s pure gold!”


“Yeah, right!” I’d had my leg pulled so many times since I had been there that I now took nothing at face value.  Henry pinched my ear between his finger and thumb and lifted me off the ground. He then put his lips very close to my earhole. 


“Listen idiot! That is gold wire, it melts at exactly 2200 degrees and that shuts the furnace down. That’s why it is called an excess temperature fuse. Got it!”


“Ouch! Yes, I got it!”


“You find it, or else!” Henry was not pleased. But he supplied me with another little coil of the wire.


Three days later a pipe-fitter wandered past my bench and I noticed that he had ripped his overalls and had sewed them up with a length of pretty gold wire that he had found on my bench.


I spoke to him nicely as he was a big bloke and got the wire back. Henry was pleased and so was I, obviously I was not the only one who didn’t know brass from gold. I didn’t know my arse from my elbow either but I was learning.





The guillotine was ready so it was back to the wire. Day after day I hammered and cut until I had two thousand bits of wire tied up in bundles of one hundreds.


“I finished the roll Henry. What shall I do now?” I was so pleased.


Henry came over with a device known as a bending machine.


”Right, Get one of your lengths of wire, stick it through this hole and pull this lever. I want two thousand nice little hooks.”


I made two thousand nice little hooks and as I finished the last one the crane trundled down the shop with a huge roll of nickel chrome wire on it. I clocked out and took the afternoon off.





Henry took pity on me, the next morning he waited by the clock. I strolled down the shop fifteen minutes late and full of rebellion. A fine speech that contained several references to hooks and wire was ready on my lips.


“Don’t bother clocking on.” He said.


“Why not?”


“Because you are going to Hatfield to help erect a furnace.” 


Wow! Outwork. Double pay! I trembled with fiscal delight. Now I could buy a suit. I was sick of wearing the pin stripe one that Dad got married in.


“How do I get to Hatfield? Where is it?”


“Hartfordshire.”


“Where’s that?”


“Christ!” Obviously I was getting up Henry’s nose again. 


“Take the train to Paddington, then Hatfield. A car will pick you up and take you to De-Havillands.”


“Oh! And while you are there, don’t flood the place or screw the tea girl! Get it!”


He must have been psychic!





 At De’Havilands in Hertfordshire I did manage to halt all production by flooding the place. The factory was built slightly below ground, a wartime idea, as the land there is very flat. Therefore there was a ditch all around the buildings with a raised buttress. Similar to a world war 1 trench.


It was my job to use the brick-cutting machine and cut the insulation bricks. This meant lots and lots of dust. So I put the machine outside in the trench and fitted the exhaust with a large sack to catch the dust. 


	I soon got fed up with constantly emptying the sack, so I discarded it. I worked busily for a week and the dust lay in heaps all around me. This I was going to shovel up. But I was having a dalliance with the tea girl at the same time and  it slipped my mind.


	That weekend it rained very heavily. The dust was washed into the drains where it swelled and blocked them up. Oooops!  


	Come Monday we paddled around for a while in knee deep water before they found out who had done it. So! Back I went to Erith. My little tea girl was distraught. I had told her that doing it on the tea trolley would prevent her getting a bun in the oven. Also, we could have tea in bed.


	The brickie bought back several letters from her and luckily I had been right. Tea trolleys do prevent accidents. Also, I had practiced safe sex, I hadn’t given her my address.





The furnace shop dispensed with my services and I was transferred to the Electrical Maintenance shop. This was the best move. It was there that I finally began to learn something. As it turned out, I found that I could read wiring diagrams as easily as I read the Beano. 


Unfortunately, I tended to fiddle with things when I had nothing to do. My Electrician, a big ex RAF type nicknamed Muffin was deep in the bowels of a crane controller and I was at a loose end in the corner of the cabin. So I fiddled with a little switch in the panel. It had a hair trigger and poor Muffin got 415Volts through his fingers. This caused him to stand up rather quickly, bringing the top of his head into contact with a steel plate. 


	I was out of the cab and down the ladder faster than a speeding bullet. Muffin and I held a short conversation from a distance. This being due to him being big and me being scared.  





This was not my first problem with Muffin. In those days an apprentice was issued to a tradesman as if he were a piece of equipment. Muffin’s first words to me were, “Boy, pick up the tools.” This I did. Off out into the factory we went. I huffed and puffed along about two paces behind him. The toolbag was heavy and I was a nine stone weakling. This, it appeared, was my proper place.


Muffin was the crane man. He fixed them and there were in excess of fifty cranes in the factory. I very soon found out that I had no head for heights.  If a crane lost its long-travel halfway down the track the only way to reach it was by walking along the tracks. Muffin strolled along and I crawled along behind with the toolbag hanging around my neck.





Muffin lost a pair of pliers. We both knew that he had done it but he decided that, as I was in charge of the tools it were my responsibility to replace them. There was no arguing with him so in the lunch hour I had to go into Erith and buy him a new pair. I, being a clever dick bought also, a bunch of cloakroom tickets. That afternoon Muffin demanded that I hand him a screwdriver. I produced the tickets, wrote on one, ‘screwdriver’ then asked him to sign it.  Muffin went ballistic. I still remember his words to this day, “Right, you ungrateful little sod!” he bellowed. “Here am I, teaching you the knowledge of a lifetime and here you are, poncing about with tickets!” From that moment on we were at daggers drawn. He refused to teach me anything. I had to stand in the corner and issue tools and carry heavy things. 








	From then on, work became a health hazard for me. Muffin would get me to wriggle deep into the bowels of various panels looking for loose wires. “That red one,” he would say, “give it a tug and see if it is loose.”  Usually nothing happened. After lulling me into a sense of security he would then get me to hold onto a wire then, with maniacal glee he would wind the handle of a five hundred-volt Megger attached to the other end.   





Luckily, we changed electricians every six months. I was beginning to lose the sense of touch in my fingers. However, I had lost my fear of heights.





From Frasers I moved To J&E Halls.  Dartford. There I became, guess what! The crane man. I had my own fifty odd cranes and my own apprentice.  My first words to him were, “What’s your sister like?”  





Then, after four years at Halls I came home, dropped into a chair and asked Marion, “How much do you think we get for the furniture?”


“Are you thinking of going to Australia?” she answered.  How the hell did she guess? 





It was all due to a film called ‘The Sundowners’ Starring Robert Michum and Debra Kerr , We loved it, all that open space.





Would you believe it! I now live on Dry Plains road. The very road in the opening scene of ‘The Sundowners”
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