Behind the Wall

The start of 1966 hosted the beginnings of real working life for me as | entered
Unicorn Gate to start the 3dy ear of , haying@dampletedéhe first 2
years of basic traning in the Flathouse ApprenticesdTraining Centre opposite
Brompton Road, off Mile End Road. Along this thoroughfare a myriad of small
shops served the apprentice and passing trade, not forgetting Ben Grubb
Government Surplus (almost opposite the Mile End dairy) from whom the
most unlikely acquisitions could be souced.

So many shops and businessesdrew benefit from the Dockyard then in
addition to its 12000 employees. This total was a severely reduced number
from the war years when upwards of 20000 put in their share for victory amid
the air raids but, for me in the sixties, this institution was to provide rich
memories and more importantly working values which surpass the legislative
attempts to make people work harmoniously since.

Fitters Afloat East (FAE) was my destination for that

. first day and thankfully the 6 Docky Copper o at
¢ gate, complete with medal ribbons, was able to point
the way so clearly in my vision at the side of 12 Dock.
It was a stark white building that stood out from a
background of warship radar masts and crane jibs.
My new pay rate was sk pounds and one shilling. |
was assigned to the charge handHarry Foote and
Dougie Bardsley, my tradesman mentor, for those
first 10 months. These two typified the quality of men
and teaching | was to be given for the next4 years or
so0. Those who | mention later are worthy of the same
respect.

The depth of sel f sufficiency and scope o
take volumes to explain to today& 6 c o nt r a owvbriel.dWhat eoulé not be
repaired, salvaged, copied or improved on, was not essential ® maintaining
the fleet, such was the abilities of men and tools behind the dockyard wall.

HMS LEOPARD was my
first taste of a warship
refit and, at the ripe old
age d 18, it was obvious
below decks from this
cacophony of
passageways littered in
hoses dsappearing into
all compartments,
temporary floor
coverings and ladders,
part-built main engines
and innumerable pieces
hanging from every L - '
view, that this warship had gone past the point of no return. It would surely




have to bescrapped; such was my percepion of those first views. Before long |
was working enough hours and allocated dirty and obnoxious conditions
money to take home twice my basic wage- and on one occasion twoand a half
times - my pre tax basic. So why could | still not make this fortune last a

,,,,,

weekéeeééeé..a mystery of teenage | ife.

In a few short months, even al |l owiénd dtotrendplJtactko sabot
departure of her because he did not want to go back to segust then, the escort

frigate, with her reconditioned 8 propulsion and 4 generator engines (built in

0 P o mp, was deady to take her place back in the fleet all decked out in her

new paint.

| experienced many new practices and the confusing mass of pipe work and

plant had to be learnt or at least have a clue as to its part in thescheme of

things. Thus trade lectures continuedat6 H6 06 | ect ure room acros
from the MED (Mechanical Engineerin g Department) Factory. The Foster

Wheeler 3-drum and Babcock & Wilcox 2-drum layouts stay in my mind

today, alongside throttle valv es, condensers, circ pumpsand other steam plant

now long lost to conventional ship propulsion.

Being d6afl oat d ( wor kilomggide ornn dock) gavedmegshei p ei t h
sense of freedom | enjoyed and to be truthful abused on more than a couple of

occasions to visit mates in other parts of the yard or to acquire items for other
pursuits. The acquired items had to be 6gc«
not surprisingly | was caught by the random search going out Main Gate one

night. | opened my bag to reveal the sole contents, about a yard and a half of

stainless steel wire and a small pair of round nose pliers; the kit for producing

French booms to fuel my passion for fishing. The shiny peek cg and black

uni f or m as kheeedlid yoa get tlie¥é fran?0, and without h esitation |

answer ed eo0iAHAOKay !lodtll trying uor hidevrayy disbelief |

complied immediately . Stealing is stealing but never was | tempted to steal for

exchange of money- though some fools tried and paid the price.

| did say this first period afloat lasted 10 months which was not compliant
with the normal routine of 4 month rotations for apprentices that most of my
entry did. | can only assume they forgot about me and realised the mistake at
the 10 month mark. It felt like punlshment to be told to report to the Engine
v N ; I Section in the MED
Factory at the
southern end of Bay 3.
s My fitter Percy Udle,
§ with leather larynx,
¥ sported a voice an
octave lower than
Clarke Gable Pointing
" to a set of diesel
cylinder heads he gave
me a single
demonstration of valve
- : -4 removal then said,
Nf®ay O s,toaall the resth &een as everl quickly completed the task and
others until available work for me dried up. | was then introduced to a huge
diesel crankcase and told to check for any signs & damage, that tapped holes




were clear and general cleanliness. All went well until | began to think | could
see a continuous crack at the base of the mating sump flange. Reporting this
to Percy wasfollowed by some more senior observations and the crankcae
magically disappeared to be seen later on the scrap heap at the back of the No
1 Electrical Shop.

Life in the MED Factory was not all glum and | was able to see the insides of
many pumps and engines | had, up to now only helped to extract from a ship
or partially repair in place. As part of my education | met some of the
Dockyard Characters. These people were a combination of those fit to remain
in the public domain, usually having basic labouring jobs, and those who for
whatever reason were just entertaning to be around. The first group the
Government employed and thus gave direction and purpose to their lives.
Suffice it to say they werealso preyed upon as a source of entertainment by a
few. It was normal for a situation to be created as the unwitting man passed by
and his curiosity aroused.

On one such occasion Donald, a very well spoken obliging labourer of
advancing years passed just as a very perplexed Turner stared at his lathe
and duly, Donald asked if he could help. The task was to measure tle length of
the lathe - but a tape measure could not be found.A new unit of measurement
was originated and a prostrate Donald marked on the floor at head and feet
then asked to move such tha his feet were then at his original head marker
and so on. With due attention to detail , the lathe length was declared as two
and three-quarter fDonaldso. He was thanked and went cheerfully on his way
as the bystanders stifled laughter and returned to their machines. There are
many of these stories making a contribution to our working history.

The factory like all other buildings had its own history , none more graphical
than the support girder work half way up 3 bay, opposite the inspectors office
and tool store, which bore the scars of shrapnel from the war. The manne of
the damage awoke me tothe ferocity of explosives as the holes had partially
punctured and part melted the structure. The biggest testimony to the conflict
was the comparative newness of the northern end of 5 bay rebuilt after a
Luftwaffe donation. H ere | also worked for some time with Archy a man of
gentle disposition seeing out the last few years of hiséman and boyédockyard
service. This was the New Work section where at the time, we built and tested
many valves for our latest Pompey built (and, unbeknown at the time, the last)
Leander frigate HMS ANDROMEDA or fiThe Andromoas everyoneknew her.

By the time Androm & launch date came around | was once more out afloat
and | hurried down to see gl -
her accelerate gracefully to
the water - as the great
Dreadnoughts had done
years before from the
same slip. Even a formal
event such as this provided
its share of humour. Many
0dockiesd and
had grouped at the jetty
side to witness her first
contact with the brine,




romantic in itself , but the enthusiasm was missing the appreciation of some
basic laws of physics With the propellers set as they were a few tons of water
were quickly and copiously deflected by the blades as she entered the water-
across the helpless crowds &both sides of the slip end. Shrieks of dismay were
quickly followed by laughter all round , including that of the dignitaries.

History of every kind surrounded the working day and | witnessed a Rum
Ration carried out with great ceremony and recall well the varnished barrel

marked, AiThe Queen God Bless Hem, in highly -polished brass letters from

which the distribution of the tot took place. The tot was not to last much

longer and, although an advocate of retaining history, | had to admit | could

see the problems it was able to crate and understood the decision to end it.
An hour after this event from the quarter deck of one of the &arriers | worked

on, there was some obstruction to my working day. Opening a weather deck
level compartment to trace some system pipe work, | was confronted by two
sailors doing @omatose star fishdimpressions, perhaps a little the worse for
toasting Her Majesty earlier. | quietly put two clips back on the door and left.

The common trade among sailors was theexchangeof non-smoker® duty free
cigarettesissue (blue liners) for smoker& rum, or daily tots were accumulated
over weeks (strictly against the rules) and consumed quickly on suitable
occasions

A period of work which did not exactly inspire me was 10 months on board
HMS BLAKE (yes | still shudder too) during her conversion from gracious
sleek and menacing, to
an ugly duckling,
hunchback of 14 Dock
Whatever stones | may
throw at the project it
was completed at the
end of the sixties but
not before a fire
(started at the
g wardroom wood fit out
storage area) came
g% close to ending her

R e s e 1 days. At the time of the
alarm soundlng I was worklng on No. 1 deck. | needed no invitation on
hearing it as | literally dropped my tools and ran to the brow , getting to the
dockside in a new personal best time. Smoke billowed from everywhere it
seemed and knowing that fitters were trapped below in the engine room , the
order to flood the dock was swift. A painter6 s  was flldated under her
intakes and gratings removed to allow the fitters to exit. Chiefs organised
sailors to rig rough and ready bosons chairs to enable trapped workers to
clamber out of port holes and to be hoisted up. Sure enough ascuttle was
opened. A cloth-capped head appeared andvas directed by ship& company to
climb onto the jury rigged lift lo wered over the side The head acknowledged
withdrew and in secondsé é éé ¢é a tool box emerged and the sigral to raise
given by @loth-capé Obviously dools and tool box firstd was his priority
regardless of the threat to his life. This extracted some well tosen expletives
and gesticulation from the chaps above in blue that his decision wasdefinitely
incorrect! You just had to be there!




The aftermath of this fire also illustrated the devastation wrought by such
events. Deck plates took on the look of a swll at sea and aluminium alloy
junction boxes had run down bulkheads like melted ice cream. Regardless of
the carnage efforts were doubled and she went into servicein what seemed
like a few weeks later, in the spring of 1969 I think.

Those ten months were not all spent regretting the work. For a spell BLAKE
was alongside the Amenity Centre on the north side of No. 3 basin. One
morning the hooter for the 9.30 morning break sounded without me realising
that this time was approaching. It was important to get full value from this 20
minutes and | exited a mess at the rear of 02 deck and slid 2 decks on the
outer staircase with hands and feet on the hand rail. Malcolm, my partner
apprentice, followed but just as | crossed the brow | heard the beltlike sound
of spanners raining on the steel staircase. | swung round to see Malcolm, legs
spread-eagled on his back at the base of the stairs amorgst an array of tools.
A few minutes later we dried our tears and | think we agreed on 8 out of 10 for
artistic interpreta tion.

Before | go further it has to be realised that all this manual work created a

large appetite which my good mother fuelled with a whole large white loaf cut
into sandwiches, plus an orange and appleor the like every day - and every
day it was goneby lunch time. Fortunately t here were other support facilities

to supplement my dneagre rationsdin the form of the Dockyard Catering

Society, | think it was called. No. 9 dock canteen was the regular meeting place
for me and my chums but uppermost in my memory, next to them, is the

cream or jam doughnuts which, correct me if | am wrong, were about 4d, (or a

little under 2 pence in metric currency ). Never before in the field of Dockyard

scoff has so much pleasurebeen made for so many by so few!

It is not easy with the passing of time to be sure in what order | worked in
various locations but one of them was PAS (Port Auxiiary Serwces) The
group of Fitters occupied a
room upstairs in the front of
No. 4 Boathouse, just inside the
Main Gate on the left. From
here Charlie, my Fitter, and |
provided maintenance to tugs -
of which BRIDGET and
SAMSON (an ocean goej are in
my memory. This type of small
ship was a better learning
platform since they lacked
much of the cross-connections
and duplication of systems
found in warships - and thus
were much simpler in layout.
The quieter environment also
enabled the following illegal
picture to be taken on
BRIDGET.

Not sure now how | was able to look so young, after all it was only yesterday!




BRIDGET was my second vessl with Diesel propulsion and it cemented an
interest in Diesel engines which coincided with stories of how Blackbrook
Farm was a good place to work.This site, in case you had forgotten was the
A d mi r aehging répair depot halfway up Gudge Heath lanein Fareham. To
get a stint at this @utstation 6it was necessaryto have good progress reorts
and at evenat that age | also knew the value of dn the faceblobbying - hence
Mr OO L e #&heytraining officer) was approached with my desire. The
standard of my reports would support the application | thought and sure

enough | won a 6 month spell! That is another story.

As a 4h year, a group was formed to remove steam plant from the part
finished carrier AEVIATHAN 6 which lay for many years in Portsmouth

Harbour opposite Priddyods H&med it)pShewas ( powder

never finished after the war, but alongside near Kings Stairs we stripped-out
the requirements of the Dutch Navy. During this spell, being adept with
hammer and chisel, | was able to trade tasks which saved more bleeding
knuckles for one of our group in return for jobs which ultimately meant less
work for me. | could split nuts and hold a conversation at the same time. It
/ T does not say a lot for
. me that | was so
proficient in this
particul ar art form.

¢ Talking of art form,
. the main  steam
. drums  from  her
combined engine and
boiler room had to be
removed. This job

: | < » A ,_) proved the skill of the
yards best sllngers The I|ft was conducted through 3 decks by a crane lighter
in the harbour which, naturally for the crane driver, was carried out blind. | do
not recall seeing any use of radios- only hand signals passed between decks. A
remarkable feat!

There were, of course,| ess skill ed schemes such as
spanner whilst working at boiler top level. He dropped the tool and was not

quick enough to see its deflected path to the bilge. Suffice it to say he could not

find the spanner when he clambered down. Undeterred by this and with an
inquisitive technical mind , he returned to the samework location but this time

observed the fall of a similar spanner from the same spot. Yes you guessed;

he couldndét find that one either!

| am not certain but | think it was
HMS ALBION on which | worked
long night hours to grind
mountings to ships datum for her
new chaff launchers. A freezing
wind blasted across the island
sponsons on which we struggled to
maintain feeling in our hands and a
covering to keep the worst of the
chill out. On completion of this
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