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During the 1939-1945 war, at the age of 16, in March 1940, as with all 16 year olds who were not in a reserved occupation, I had to register as a BEVIN BOY. This meant I would eventually be called up to go down the Coal Mines. I talked about this with my father who was a Head Foreman at the Old Oak Common Carriage Department on the G.W.R. and had worked on the Railway for 35 years, his suggestion was rather than go down the Mines, he would help me, if possible, to get a position in a reserved occupation in the G.W.R. Locomotive Department.
At the time, like the Coal Mines, the Railways were also short of workers, due to conscription. My Father talked to the Foreman of the Locomotive Department at Old Oak Common and within a few days I received a letter from Paddington, inviting me for an interview,
during which, subject to a medical examination, I was offered a position of Engine Cleaner, with eventual promotion to Fireman on the footplate.
I started work, Engine Cleaning, at Old Oak Common Locomotive Department on the 20th May 1940. On appointment I was given my Registered Number which would govern my rightful turn in promotion from Engine Cleaner to Locomotive Fireman and eventually to Engine Driver all through one's working years on the G.W.R..
Because there was only one set of Registered Numbers governing all Loco Departments over the system, when your turn for promotion came up you had to move to the Depot where the vacancy
occurred. This applied from Engine Cleaner to Fireman and from Fireman to Engine Driver. On arrival at your new Depot, you could apply to return to your home Depot when a vacancy occurred, you were returned when your turn came.
There were four shifts worked by the Engine Cleaners, 8 a.m.-4.30 p.m., 2 - 10 p.m., 10 p.m.- 6 a.m. and 6 a.m.- 2 p.m.. I started work on the 8 a.m.- 4.30 p.m. shift on 20th May 1940.
The Foreman introduced me to the gang of four I was to work with, and allotted us the day's work consisting of six Locomotives for us to work on, the member of our gang with the longest service was in charge of us. He told us all to toss a coin and the odd man out was given first choice of best work. This was normal practice and called GAFFING UP. Old Oak Common Locomotive Depot consisted of four turntables each interconnected to each other ( as shown in Fig.2.). Each turntable had an In and Out Road and about Eight Stalls and Pits for the Stabling and Preparation of Engines. All the stores and offices were at one end, there was an Engineman's Cabin (Room), and an Engine Cleaner's Cabin, also a general mixed worker's room, there were several sets of Toilets, all the Closet Doors had a large hole about 10" in line with the sitting position of the user, so that the Foreman could check that you were not wasting time by reading Papers etc.
The general mixed workers mentioned above were, Boiler Washers, Firelighters, Firedroppers, Ash Pan Cleaners, General Labourers Sweeping Up and Loading Coal on the Engines by overhead Tips.

The rates paid to these workers, were as follows:- Boilerwashers 56p per day, Firelighter and Dropper 50p per day, Labourers 40p per day. Coal Loaders were paid by Tonnage.
On my first day Engine Cleaning after the Foreman disappeared, all the Engine Cleaners turned on me and said, "It's time for your initiation." Without further ado, I was lifted bodily by my fellow workers, protesting, I was taken to an Engine which was the furthest distance from the Driver's and Fireman's Cabin (Room), my overall trousers and underpants were removed, some black grease and Engine Oil was spread on one of the Engine Buffers, I was then picked up (still protesting) and my bottom was rubbed on the oily buffer which they had prepared. In the meantime, my overall trousers and underpants were taken and deposited in the Engineman's Cabin. I was told where my clothes had been taken and given a small pad of cotton waste (used to clean the Engines) to put over my embarrassment. Bare bottomed, I had to run the full length of the Engine Shed into the Engineman's Cabin to clean up and get dressed. Needless to say, everyone enjoyed my embarrassment except me. On return all my fellow workers clapped and said I was now one of them.
The system of training used by the G.W.R., was based on doing various work experience. As well as Engine Cleaning, for an example, at the beginning of each shift the Foreman would select the Senior Engine Cleaners to fill any vacancy in the Maintenance staff i.e.:- Firelighters, Fire Droppers, Ash Pan Cleaners, Boilerwashing etc.
This meant that their pay for that day was increased to the pay of the job allocated.
The start of things to come.














