MY FIRST TRIP ON THE G.W.R. FOOTPLATE

The most sought after days work by engine cleaners, was a shift as a temporary Fireman. When a shortage occurred the days firing was always allocated to the senior Engine Cleaner on duty.

My first shift as a temporary Fireman was a night duty, I was extremely excited and will never forget it.

I was waiting at the Enginemen's Cabin where they booked on duty, when the Driver I was to work with, came up to me and said, "Is your name Faultless?"

"Yes." I replied,

"Are you?" he said. His name was Tomkins

"Have you been firing before"

"No" I replied

"O.K." he said "We will be all right, just do as I tell you. Can you make tea?"

"Yes" I replied

"That's half the battle" he said. I then felt completely at ease.

We had to walk across the carriage sidings to relieve a Crew and take empty stock to Paddington and back.

There was an air raid on at the time. It was pitch black as we walked along the siding at Old Oak Common Carriage Sheds. The Wormwood Scrubs anti aircraft guns began to fire, with the drone of German aircraft above. My Driver said "Let's put on our tin hats as there will be a lot of shrapnel about". After about three steps later, a piece of shrapnel two inches long, missed me by inches (How lucky can you get), with my legs shaky, we at last came to our Engine.

As we climbed on to the footplate, a voice said "Watch the Blackout Sheets, Jerry's about".

The engine was a saddle tank 0.6.0 57 Class Engine. The fireman said to me "Is this your first time out?"

"Yes" I replied

He continued "You couldn't wish for a better teacher"

The two Drivers had a few words and within a minute or so we were alone, just the Driver and I and my first experience on the footplate.

"Right" said my Driver "We are not due to leave for forty-five minutes, just time for me to go through a few essential things you need to know. First I must see how much you already know. Do you know how the water gets into the boiler?"

"Yes" I replied

"Right, show me"

I felt so pleased when I set the injector on by opening the water and adjusting the steam valve correctly.

"Great" said the Driver "Now the fire. Do you know the shape of a pie dish?"

"Yes"
"Well, this type of square Firebox will steam better if you only feed it round the outside." He then picked up the shovel and demonstrated.

After showing me a few more ways that things had to be done, it was nearly time for us to go.

The Guard arrived and said " We are already to go when we get the signal"

"Open the back damper" said the Driver "Take off the hand brake, then as we travel I will tell you what to do next and when to do it. You have a sit on your seat for now."

I felt so proud and excited. It was about eight miles to Paddington Station, being pitch dark, all we could see was our Green Signals. About half way, the driver told me to put half a dozen shovels of coal around the outside of my Pie Shaped Fire. Just before we reached Paddington he told me to close the back damper to stop the Engine making a noise in the Station.

As we came to a stop, he told me to put the hand brake on. A Shunter arrived to unhook our Engine.

"Change the Head and Tail lights, please Bert"

Whilst changing the lights, with people watching, I felt so important. Me, a sixteen year old boy, working on the

footplate. Still you can't blame me, it was my first trip.

I then thought how lucky I was to have my first trip with such a considerate and pleasant Driver. He made it wonderful for me. How nice some people are.
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Above is the 0.6.0 Type of Saddle Tank Locomotive, on which I made my very first firing trip in 1940.
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