Dave Fisher’s Story 
Summary: In this interview, Dave talks of working at the wine warehouse at London Bridge, trying the wine and becoming a carpenter’s apprentice. Dave tells stories of building the tower at Guys Hospital and the feeling of pride he feels when seeing it today. Towards the end of the interview, Dave talks of working for Southwark Council and a various Companies building housing and converting warehouses after the docks were closed and filled in. 

Okay, so my name’s Sarah and I’m here with Dave in his house, it’s the 25th September 2012. And, Dave, if you could just introduce yourself and spell your surname for us?
David: Yeah, I’m Dave Fisher, spelt F-I-S-H-E-R. 

Great and, um, we just wanted to start by talking about your working life.
David: Okay.
Errm, so what was your first job?

David: Umm, I left school in 1963 and I-- I got employment as, umm, electricians mate and that was over in the city, over in Fenchurch St.
Uhum, and how old were you then?

David:  I was 15.
And did you do training on the job then? 

David: Umm I was err-- I didn’t actually go to night school. Umm, I was on a trial at the time.

Yeah? And how long did you work there?

David: I stayed there for a year, uhum, and then I left the—err-- the electrician’s employment behind and I went on to do some chrome plating down in Ilderton Road.
Okay.
David: And umm, I was there for a year-- maybe 18 months, and then I went to-- will you be editing this as well?

Oh, yeah. 

David: Yeah, errm, oh after that it was, I went to work in the, er, wine cellars under London Bridge. 

O, wow.
David:  I worked for 2 companies; one of those was John Egans in Crucifix Lane. 

Yeah. 

David: I was there for quite a while maybe a year, or two, and then I went further down towards London Bridge station and I worked for Chelsure Brothers in Tooley Street and I was there for about two years. 

And what kind of work was that?

David: That was, err, on the bottling line, ummm, loading the bottling line up with-- with, err, bottles of course and then they go into the, um, machine which fills the wine bottles up.
Yeah. 

David: And then they come out the wine machine and then they go into the corker, which corks it up.
Right. 

David: Umm, after that it leaves, um, to the next machine, which put the labels on the bottles, after the labels are put on the, umm-- the bottles are hand put into bottles man-- handled into boxes. Umm, and then, obviously, they go into a warehouse where they’re stacked up, they’re stored. 
And did your company then supply to lots of different other companies?

David: Different companies and restaurants.

O, yeah, okay-- in London or around the world or--?

David: Umm, all round the London area.
Huh. Great, so yeah we were just talking about the wine company you worked for?
David: Yeah 

Umm and the wine supplied restaurants in London, and what was the space like that you worked in day to day?

David: Um, it was a very large space underneath the arches, um, and the-- the bottling line was very long, and further into the arch-- you and all the vaults where all the wine was stored. 

Hmm. 

David: Probably once, or twice, a week a lorry came from Yugoslavia.
Wow.
David: And they, errm, off loaded the wine into the vans, they pumped it into the vans, which was, umm, under the arches, umm, once that had done they would normally blend the wine, umm. It could be port; it could be, um, Riesling-- 

Hmm. 

David: And what they would do-- they would put glycerine in with the wine which-- which blends it--- 

Yeah. 

David: Err, and then it obviously it would go to the bottling plant eventually. 
Hmm. 
David: And, umm, errr, what else, umm…? 

Yeah, so was it quite noisy or busy or...?
David: Yeah, it quite noisy bottles clanking and, um, forklift truck goin’ up and down. 

Hmm. 

David: And empty cases of bottles rattlin’, that kinda thing. 

And how many people were working there?

David: Err, as many as twenty… 

Wow.
David: Maybe twenty-five.
Hmm.
David: In all sorts-- all sorts of departments. 

Yeah, and all full-time?

David: All full-time.  
Great. Um, so there’s quite a lot of you working there, twenty-five people?

David: Yeah, quite a lot of noise, um, lot of people, fork lift trucks, um, going in and out, loading the lorries once the wine had been um bottled and put into cases it was all labelled up and then it would go off um to anywhere  middle of the country, up to Birmingham and places like that.
And what kind of, um, equipment and tools and clothes- and that kind of thing? Were you all wearing protective clothing and gloves…?

David: Um, no there was no protective clothing; um there wasn’t no real dangers, um apart from bottles getting broken under the corking machine in, which the bottle would explode. 


Ha, did that happen a lot?


David: You would get wet with wine. 


[Laughs]


David: Um, it happened now and again, all the corking machines would get jammed up so the bottling line had to stop until we sorted the problem out…


And did anyone ever get injured or get in the way of the wine bottles dropping? 


David: Not in all the time I was there I don’t think anybody got injured….


That’s good.

David: From what I can remember…

So, it’s quite a safe working environment really?


David: Yeah, um, we did have to wear a coat.

Right. 


David: …but it wasn’t a protective coat. It was just a coat that you wore. Everyone wore the same coloured coat.

And no safety boots or anything like that?


David: No, just, um, normal shoes-- trainers, whatever you felt like wearing. 


Oh, okay, ya and obviously there are lots of kind of chemicals and different liquids and things going around, were there lots of smells associated with the space? 


David: Ya, um, one of the jobs I had, um, the guy in the smells was, um-- we had to sterilize the corks in there and we done in like an ammonia liquid and so, um, there was soaked the ammonia and there then they were put into what you might call a spin dryer. And we spun the corks dry and then they went into the corking machine but all the corks had to be sterilised.

And did you use other chemicals at different points of the process? 


David: Um, no, um as I said earlier, um, glycerine went into the wine for blending-- for the blending so sometimes they blended two wines together plus other additives went in but um…

And did they smell particularly nice or nasty or strong? 


David: Um, strong no, the glycerine I don’t-- I don’t recall the smell of the glycerine. I don’t think there was a smell…

And would you smell of the wine or spirits? 


David: You did, yeah, we did. 


Really? 


David: Clothes were smelling of wine…

[Laughs]


David: …and there was the occasion or time when you was a-- you took a sneaky drink out of the wine bottle. 


I’m sure [Laughs].

David: Yeah.

So was it all men working there?


David: No, men and women. 


Oh, ok. 


David: Yeah. 


And would everyone join in and have a taste? 


David: Um, well, yes, sort of-- ya sneaky-- a sneaky drink out of the bottle…
 
A sneaky one?


David: You know. 


Did that happen a lot or just on Fridays?


David: Quite a bit, especially when the manager weren’t around.
 
I see. 


David: Everyone was sneaking behind the bottling line. 


[Laughs]

David: …and taking a swig of the wine. 


Was it nice?

 
David: Um, yeah - some of the wine was, yeah. There was one called, Tiger Milk, and it was a white Riesling from Yugoslavia. I believe you can still buy it today from Tellsa Brothers, um, but, yeah, very nice. One everybody went for, that one, when there was a white wine…
And at the end of the day, what happened? Did everyone kind of pack up or was there kind of, you know—how-- what kind of hours did you work? 


David: Um, eight o’clock in the morning to five o’clock at night. Um, some people-- various people at different times, including myself, would probably go home half drunk…

Really? [Laughs]

David: Yeah - it was just normal for working in a wine cellar. 


Really? Everyone just got a bit tipsy?


David: Um, most people did, yeah. 


[Laughs]

David: …but not all of us at the same time. 


Yeah?


David: It was one or the other. 


So, you’d take your turn? [Laughs]

David: Yeah and um… if I go back to John Eagon’s in Crucifix Lane – there we also bottled wine, where the lorry arrived with the hogs head – or several hogs heads on the lorry - and we would-- we would roll the barrels or the driver would roll the barrel down and then we would roll it down into the warehouse. And then, probably within a few days, we bottle that wine and stack it in the bins-- what they call, bins. 


How big were they?


David: The bins were, um, about three foots across maybe four foot high but there was one on top of the other and there was again all sorts of white wines, red wines, ports and, um, again we used to have a little tipple from the bottles. We used to take the corks out when we wanted a drink we would take one out…


[Laughs]

David: …and that was the approval of the man in charge so…

Really?


David: Yeah.
 
And what size was that company?

 
David: That was bit smaller than Tellsa Brothers. They also bottled Guinness but I had nothing to do with that operation. That was in the arch next door where all the old Guinness bottles used to come back and used to go into the machine, steam machine, which took off the labels. And they would come out clean on the other side. They would be sort of jet washed. They used to be used again to bottle Guinness so it was continuous process…

Were there lots of similar business all in the same area?


David: Ya, along the arches there was quite a few wine companies but as time has gone on they’ve all disappeared. 


Are any still there now? 


David: Oh, no, no, there’s none-- there now-- they have all gone now. 


…And what-- how did that happen, and what? When was that when they started to move out?


David: Um, probably about the 1980s I noticed that some of them have closed down. 


…And did they move somewhere else or did they just go out of business?


David: They probably went, one might have gone out of business and other one might have moved to another area. 


…And so how long were you working in that industry?


David: Um, for about two or three years. 


Uh, huh, and then what happened?


David: Um, after that, um, I took a carpentry and joinery course – um, a government training course and after six months, um, we took an exam and I actually passed my City & Guilds. Um, there was a bit of rush job because you had to learn everything in a short time so at the end of those six months you wouldn’t remember everything if you went on to a building site…

Right. 


David: Um, after that I went down to Christians in Shad Thames - now all those places are all luxury houses but I was working in Christians for one year… 


And what kind of company was that?


David: They were a packing company – advertising. 


Ok. 


David: Umm. 


…And were they quite a big company or—? 


David: Um, ya, a big company – they employed men and women. Again, we didn’t have any safety clothes. We just went to work in wherever we felt like. 


…And what did you do day to day there? What was the typical day? 


David: Well, before I got my carpentry job with Christians, I worked in there as, like labouring just, um, pulling palettes around and stacking, um, opening stuff for the women because they were doing all the packing from one box or another. They would make a pack up and they would seal it all and then it would be ready to send off to some, um, company, um… 


…And what kind of material were they packing? 


David: A lot of it was advertising material. They did advertising material for many companies so the companies, um, got them to do the work and then they distributed it out across the country. 


And what kinds of things was it? Posters? Leaflets?


David: Posters, leaflets, umm, all that sort of thing….


…And can you remember any of their clients, any of the companies they were dealing with? 


David: No, I can’t remember any of the companies. They were all big companies. 


Like household names?


Yeah, household names, so you were there…

I was there about six months and then I applied to be a carpenter there and then, um, they took me on so I didn’t have to leave I was still in the same buildings but I was doing carpentry work maintenance and building things. 


And did you enjoy working there and that’s why you wanted to stay? 


Yeah, I did enjoy working there cos’ I was near home as well and my sisters were working there and all their friends were working there it was like it was all families, family groups that work there.

So was there quite a social side… 


David: Yeah.  


Everyone knew everyone else? Did everyone live in a similar area? 


David: Yeah, all around, yeah - not too far away; all in Bermondsey.

And how did you get to work? 


David: Um, I walked cos’ it were only across the road. 


…And would you walk with your sisters or did they work a different shift to you or—? 


David: Um, ya, I, um, ya, my sister would got married then. She wouldn’t have been living there where I was— I was with my mum and dad and she lived down in Snows Fields so she would have worked so it wasn’t far, it was far for her.

So how old were you then if you were still living with mum and dad? 


David: Twenty-one. 


Wow, still young. 


David: Yeah. 


…And so there were lots of young people your age working there in similar jobs?


David: Yeah, between fifteen and twenty but there was lots of older people, you know. Lots of long term workers in there.

So was it a kind of place where were people worked for quite a long time? 


David: Ya, some of them stayed there for a long, long time even after I went there was still there. 


Were your sisters there for a long time?


David: My sisters were there for quite a while, longer than me. 


…And was there quite a social life after work? People get on and have drink after work?


David: Yah, or during dinner time. 


Did you have lunch for an hour then?


David: Lunch hour, yeah.

So your day was kind of from eight-ish again or—?


David: Eight till five. Um, there was overtime. 


Yeah? 


David: So when the overtime was there everyone liked to have the extra bit of money. 


Yeah and how late would you work then?


David: Probably seven o’clock-- eight o’clock--- sometimes nine o’clock… or even later.

Ever at the weekend or just weekdays?


Weekends, ya, ya, ya, when they got jobs that they had to get out by a certain time. 

Yeah.
David: By a certain time then, um, people do work on a weekend. 


…And was it all permanent staff which were just longer hours or would your friends come and…?


David: Permanent staff and sometimes they would hire temporaries when they couldn’t get people to do the overtime they might have got temporaries in. 


…And would you have to train them up and tell them what you do or—?


David: No, I didn’t have nothing to do with that. No, there was always a foreman in charge of that – a lady foreman.

So what kind of day to day stuff were you doing?


David: Um, when I first went there you make, ya, um, I just, um, helping out, um, unloading lorries, loading lorries, moving palettes around, taking it from one department to another, because it was needed elsewhere down— down Shad Thames - because Christian’s owned quite a lot of the warehouses down there on the left hand side, um, down to the, um, Gainsford Street…

So they had a huge space and lots of land?


David: Ya, they had some other warehouses in Gainsford street as well so yeah.

…And then you didn’t stay doing the same kind of work?


David: No, I went on to the carpentry side of things and um that was quite interesting we did— um, we built a new office up on one of the floors. Um, let’s not forget we are in an old warehouse and we only got a bit of height above us before our heads would hit a beam so you had to sort of duck down a bit from time to time. Ya, lots of things we did in there. I can’t remember it all – but, um, it was interesting job. 


So, quite different, day to day, you would have a different project? 


David: Yeah. 


…And was it— if the workforce was spread out over lots of different buildings were they all quite different types of environments to work in or were they all quite similar? 


David: Yeah, some of the warehouse the environment was normally dry but, um, some of the warehouses were quite, um, not used to much so you would get all the dampness coming in so it would smell of mildew. 


Really?


David: That kind of thing. A lot of the warehouses at the top had pigeons that got in. There was a lot of pigeon mess up there. On occasion we had to get rid of the pigeons- so any method to get rid of them we used. I won’t go into that… But that we got rid of— it was sealed up, to stop pigeons getting back in. 


…And so was that quite a safe job did you think or were there hazards like pigeons to deal with?


David: Working in the buildings you had loopholes- where you had cranes, some of them had a crane, um, the loopholes we used to bring up palettes in a metal cage and then…

So there were holes that went down? 


David: No, this was— this was a, um, platform sticking out— we were standing on a platform. 


Oh, wow, so quite high up?

David: Yeah, three or four floors up, and it was easy— you could fall out so you had to hold on while you was there. 


 So you didn’t have a harness or anything? 


David: Bring it up… No, no, nothing. No safety harness, nothing. 


Did anything bad ever happen? 


David: No, not while I was there anyway. 


That’s good. 


David: No, I didn’t hear of any accidents but people did get hurt from time to time. 


What kind of things happened?


David: Palettes— there was someone’s bashed into someone with a palette cos’ they are quite heavy when they are fully loaded and, um, people used to bash into your feet or something. 


…And what would happen if you, um, you know, say if you could not work because you hurt yourself, would you get sick pay? 


David: Yeah, they would get sick pay, yeah, yeah, because say they was on the cards, you see. 


So let’s say if you were permanent working? 


Permanent worker you would get sick pay, yeah. 


That’s good. And was there a trade union or anything like that? 


David: I don’t remember the trade union, no. 


So what was the worst, and best, bits of that job then? 


David: Sorry?


What were the worst bits of the job? Was it… pigeons...? [Laughs]

David: The worst bit of the job was waiting to go home! 


Really? 


David: Most days you are working all day, you know. I think they were a bit of a slave driver really. They get out of ya what they could get of ya, packed in everything, no standing about, go on do something, go and sweep up, even if there’s no sweeping up to do just sweep the floor. 


So how did you feel by the end of the day? 


David: Pretty tired. Couldn’t wait to get home and have dinner and chill out, relax.

…And would that be with your family or with your colleagues?


David: Family, yeah. 


And would that be kind of five o’clock-ish then?


David: Five o’clock.

Ok, um. 


David: Next job? 


Yeah- next job…

David:  Alright- I was at Christian’s for about a year. 


…And why did you leave?


David: I wanted more money… in the distance I could see a building going up, um, the building was Guys Hospital Tower and I think it was about nineteen floors at the time. Anyway, I went on site and I saw a foreman and I said, “Do you need any carpenters?” And they said, “Yes”, so within a week I started on Guy’s Hospital. 


And that’s in SE1?


David: Yep - in St Thomas’s street. 


In London Bridge…

David: Most of the time I walked there but on occasions I would jump on the bus. Um, I was working there for about three years…

Oh, that’s a long time. 


David: Well, yeah, I was one of the longest serving members by the end but after three years I left, but while I was there I was making door frames. I believe me and my friends we made the other carpenters that is— we made at least one thousand door frames in Guy’s Hospital. 


Wow, yeah? 


David: …and fitted them as well. We made the frames on site, everything was made on site. 

Yeah? And what was the site like?


David: Very large - a large number of workers, plenty of danger…

Really? So how many people would report to the foreman? Quite a lot?


David: Well, carpenter-wise I suppose there was fifteen to twenty carpenters and three or four labourers to serve the carpenters. Um,… there was times when the hoist broke down and we had to walk up the stairs and there was time when I was working on the 19th floor, or the 18th floor, so we had to walk up eighteen floors and down – for tea breaks and then we would go back up again, till dinner time, come down, then go back up again after lunch time, for our mid-afternoon break and then we would go back up again. 


How long does it take? 


David: Probably about five to ten minutes, that’s not always the case ‘cos the hoist was working. And you are looking down and the ground is going away from you. 


…And how many people are in it? 


David: As many as a dozen. 


…So quite a big thing? 


David: Yeah, they are quite big cages. 


…And it would be just people and not equipment or material?


David: Well, a lot of the time it was people but sometimes certain companies had to have the hoist to get their equipment up. So then we could not use the hoist, it was um materials, for couple of hours, before anybody could actually go into the hoist. 


…And then you would be using the stairs again? 

David: Yes- and then we would be using the stairs again. 


…And so tell me about that, environment to work in? 


David: Noisy, busy and you had to watch out cos’ it was all sorts of things moving around on the floors, sometimes things falling, um, sometimes open lift shafts… There was one accident there, um, luckily no one was hurt, but the crane was lifting some metal girders, for the guys in the lift shaft, the lift runs up and down and, um, I believe that the, um, cable snapped, and these straight rails came down and hit the ground. From about, must have been thirty floors up then. When the metal hit the ground it just buckled, it was dead straight to start with as it went up but when it came down and hit the floor it was all buckled, but nobody was injured luckily, and just no one in the way at the time… 

You mentioned danger, did you have to wear helmets boots that sort of thing?

No, it weren’t so compulsory then, but these days you have to have all the goggles, the gloves, the steal cap boots, erm, hi vies jackets, helmets, goggles, you have to have the lot. You had to wear a boot, we wore boots put it that way, that’s the normal working environment, boots and just normal clothes. 
So did people get hurt a lot then?

There was probably a few accidents. Can’t remember exactly now, it was too long ago. There were obvious accidents there. Maybe someone got their leg broken, or…

…And did you ever get injured at work? 


David: Not that I can remember, probably minor injuries but you do; normal working.


…And you just carry on? 


David: Yeah- you just carry on. Ya hand might be throbbing where you’ve hit it with something, something’s dropped on your hand, you know, you just carry on working. 


Was it like with the other company, you get sick pay? 


David: Yeah same again, it was um on the cards. 


Were they quite a good company to work for? You were there for a long time.

David: Yeah, three years, yeah.

..And did you find it quite satisfying, seeing the building grow? 


David: Oh, ya, I loved it, ya, seeing it go up, ya. And I actually went on top of the chimneys on Guy’s Hospital, um, one day, it was all scaffolded out. It was ok to go up there, but the wind was blowing harder that day, and I didn’t stay up there too long… 


Did people do that or was it kind of personal thing you wanted to go and see? 


David: I think other people been up there, it’s something you wanted to do. 


Yeah. 


David: …and, um, take some photographs from the top. 


Have you still got those now? 


David: I have, yeah. 


Was there a sense of pride in your work? Did other people enjoy it as well? 

David: Yeah, we all took pride in our work, ya… 


So, you know you made lots of friends and um…?

David: Um, you made lots of friends, you made friends with brick layers and you knew everybody on your floor that was working, foreman would come around from time to time, um, the work we was doing was like on a bonus, so the more we did, the more money we got.
Was that a good system?

Yeah - that was a good system, although we had to negotiated sometimes when we thought the price was too low, we would say, “No, we can’t do that, you need to up your price a little bit”. Doing so much a day. Um, like if we had to put up eight frames a day, to earn our money, um, and the price was low, we would have to work really hard to do that, so then we would get the price risen a bit more and that would, be satisfying for us to do it— work at that price. 


And who would be doing the kind of negotiating? Would it be you or your trade union? 


David: Yeah, one of our trade union representatives.

And did most people belong to the trade union? 

David: Yeah, everyone did.  Everyone was in the union. You couldn’t really get a job on there. Or you had to join the union if you did get a job on there. 


Right, but it worked out quite well?


David: Yeah… Next job? 


So you mentioned that you were quite good mates with guys on your floor, was that cos’ you had lunch at the same time, you do the same kind of hours, and you would all work together?


David: Yeah, we worked together and work in conjunction with the brick layers and we would put the frames up for the brick layers and they would eventually put their brick walls along where our door frames were. 


So did you feel like you were all a part of a team? 


David: Teamwork - there had to be a little bit of teamwork and co-operation.

 
So did you always get on well? 


David: Most of the time, ya, I wouldn’t say there was arguments or anything, but, ya, we got on alright. 

…And would you choose to hang out with them at the end of the day, go for a drink or did you just want to go home? 


David: Yeah, probably Fridays yeah. 
So what would happen on a Friday? 

David: We might go into the pub, Friday dinner time, after we had been paid. 
So what time was that?
David: Have a few beers, we would get back late, bit late, later than we should have done, but we would carry on with our work. A little bit sozzled, but we’d carry on with our work. 


…And just what time would you finish then? 


David: Well, we would all be looking for an early finish like 4pm, where normally we should be there till 5pm, so we’d knock off an hour early. 


And then would you go back to the pub or would you go home?


David: Some people did ya, I would probably go home. 


Why did you leave? Did the hospital get built? 


David: Yeah. When I left the total height of that structure was there, you know the full height, there was lots going on. 

Oh, before I go any further, um one of my main jobs was working on the dental floors, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 27 -I think on them floors all the floors are wooden, it’s not concrete, although it is laid on concrete its supported by timbers, so when you go up in to the dental area, you are on the wooden floor which has been specially done on the concrete, it’s not a concrete floor as such, although its built up on bricks, actually from the concrete the original structure concrete and then we laid these timbers and then eventually we laid the wooden flooring which is ply and then we had to make all panels to go in that and while the floor was open the plumbers would come along and run all there pipes for the gasses and that what are used in the dental so that was one of my main jobs after I finished doing the door frames. 
And have you been back since?
David: I have been up there several times – when I had to see the dentist! 

And how did that feel? 

David: I thought, “I did this floor”, “I did all these floors”. A group of us.
So you all went together?

David: It was the same group; we stayed together doing the floors. Cos’ we knew how to work it. Once we started they didn’t want no one else doing the floors expect us coz we were the guys that had been shown how to do it, we was the regulars. 
So how many were the—? 

David: On the floors?

Yeah.  

David: There was ten, maybe twenty cos’ there were two floors going at once one was further ahead the one the other, the one lower would have been further ahead.
So, tell me about that day when you went back.
David: I went to Guy’s Hospital for some dental treatment. In one sense I was pleased to go up there and in another sense I wasn’t! 

Did you tell the dentist?

David: Yes – I did. Whenever I go there I say, “I did these floors”, and they’re quite surprised. I said, “I know what’s under the floor, cos’ I laid the floor.” There was all sorts of things, even the screens… you got the little compartments, you got metal three inch metal frame thing, which we bolted to the floor and we fitted all the timber in between that, then it’s plaster boarded and t that is the screen the separation between the two bays or three bays, whatever, cos’ it runs quite a way down. Yeah – I’m kind of proud I was one of the men that was up there doing that – and it hasn’t changed it’s still the same that and that’s since lets say middle of seventy-one to seventy-three I was working on it year and a half. It’s all intact – I’m proud of that really.


Did you work on another project like that, or is that something your most proud of? 


David: No, that is something to be proud of. Ya, Guy’s Hospital. 
Yeah, why do you feel so proud about that is it because it a building everybody knows or is it because it is a hospital? 

David: It’s a building everybody knows and it’s a hospital. And whenever I can I like to go up there. 


…And you still in touch with anybody you worked with? 


David: No, they have all moved on now. They would all be retired now anyway. 

Yeah. 

David: Yeah.
But, yeah, an amazing thing to have done...

David: …Yeah, so do you want the next job?
So, how do you top that? 

David:  Well, you can’t really top that one... well, you can a bit, when we get near the end...

So why did you finish working there? 

David: Again I wanted more money... um people were moving on. Um, down the road it was another twenty pence an hour more, and that was a lot of money, that was a big difference, twenty pence an hour.  


And so how would you find out that?  Would you know it through friends?
David: Someone would tell ya...

Where in the pub on a Friday?
David: “There’s a job up the road if you’re interested, they’re paying”- so much- “an hour” and you think, “God, it’s only just up the road and its twenty pence an hour more. Yes, I’ll have some of that”, and I would go. We started on the job and then, um, that was a housing job at Blackfriars, think the company was… O first of all the company I worked for at Guy’s Hospital was Lovells, Lovells built Guy’s Hospital. The next job was Fairweather...
Ok and what was the address in Blackfriars?

David: It was just off of Blackfriars Road, near where the railway arches crosses the road near Southwark station... umm... I don’t know the name of the street now but it’s there anyway, its where the railway crosses, you got one railway line going this way and you got one railway line going that way from Blackfriars station and it’s just on that little corner where the two railway lines meet. That was housing, that was quite an interesting job.

So what year was this now?

David: ‘73, 1973 to 1974, one of those two years. 

And so what kind of housing is it… flats or—?
David: It was houses, general housing, no flats but houses... that, I was probably working there for a year, um I did drive to work that time, cos by that time I had me own car.
Hmm, on your own or would you take people?

David: No, I didn’t pick up anyone cos’ there was no one coming my way although I weren’t too far from the job.
Actually before we move on and talk about Blackfriars I’ve just thought of something else... helpfully. So, just thinking about Guy’s Hospital, back again sorry, obviously you were there for a long time, three years and did you talk to people in the local community then and kind of talk to them about the building and what you were working on?

David: No, no, not really, once you was in the site. 

You didn’t get people being nosey and coming up to you and saying, “Ah, what’s going on there?”
David: No, I think they knew cos’ there was, umm, like you got the big hoardings round the site tellin’ you what it is anyway, so I don’t think anybody needed to ask us what was goin’ on.
[Laughs] And what do you think the impacts been on the local community there since obviously it’s a massive hospital?

David: Yeah, the impact is um quite big really, its a well known hospital, well known worldwide, teaching hospital, I dunno what more i can say about that but yeah its well known.

Ok, so now thinking about those houses again.
David: Yeah, back to the houses at Blackfriars, yeah i was there for a year. During that time I was in the union, as I already stated earlier.
And it was a different union for each job was it or was it the same?

David: Na, it was the same Carpenters. Ucat? I think it was called, Ucat.
Ucat?

David: They err, we had a person come on site and I didn’t know but it was a high ranking member in the trade union ... and what it was, we was havin a little bit of trouble on the site and he just happened to come along out the blue and start work on there... 

Right... and he come up to me one day and he said— he said, “Don’t say too much” He said, “I’m a top union man. My name’s Jack Henry.” 

So I said, “Oh yeah.” 

So he said, “I hear you got a bit of trouble on the job.” 

So we said, “Yeah, we got a few non-union members and we don’t want ‘em on here. We want ya know the company of as employed non-union members so we said we don’t really want ‘em on here.” 
And why was that?

David: Cos’ they weren’t in the union, they wouldn’t join the union. 

Oh so they’d actively decided they didn’t want...

David: Yeah, they didn’t wanna join the union so we wanna get rid of them— we don’t want ‘em on the site. Anyway, he said, “Well I’m here to help.” He said, “We’re gonna get rid of them,” he said, “Even if we have to go on strike, we’ll get rid of ‘em. They won’t be here.” So they was asked to go and they wouldn’t so then, cut a long story short, they, we went on strike for a week or so until they actually got rid of them and then we came back and we carried on with our work and then employed union members.

So how did that work with the company and the unions-- so the union went to your...?

David: The union, well the guy that was from the union he went to speak to the management, he told ‘em who he was and in the end they said, “Ok, we’ll get rid of ‘em blokes and we all get back to work and we get on with our job.” 

So tell me about the stroke what was that like, what did you have to do?

David: Well obviously when you’re on strike you don’t get paid so you just turn up at the job and just wait at the gate to stop people coming in, ya know if there’s any non union people, you’re not goin in mate. Or stop deliveries, things like that. 

So you’d just stand outside the gate of the site?

David: And stop people going in.

Physically, just kind get in their way?

David: Um, no, not so much physically, just say, “Look ya know there’s a strike going on here and we don’t want ya going on site. Could you please not go on site”, and that’s it.

And how long did that go on?

David: About a week.

Really, a week? 

David: A week with no pay.

Yeah and how did you feel about that?

David: Well, it’s a sacrifice you make sometimes.

Yeah, and you just felt like suck it up for a week and it’ll be ok?
David: Yeah a week was alright.

Did you know the company would eventually give in, did you think that would happen?

David: Yeah I suppose in a way yeah cos the guy that came on site he knew what he was talking about, he knew what to do. Put a little bit of pressure on the management and say well look you gotta get rid of these guys otherwise no work gets done here, so all the time the job is held up its costing the company money.

And what was after the strike when you went back to work, was your relationship with the management difficult?

David: No, no, not really, no. I think they understood in the end, they understood that you should be in the union. But anyway that went by and we just carried on.

And what kinda work were you doing there?
David:  General carpentry work, fixing window frames, door frames, what they call shuttering, that’s a box made up to take concrete so its gotta be pretty strong, I was doing that and one day I was there fixing some timbers and I’m tryin to get this timering into a space and I took one almighty swipe with my hammer and my finger happened to be in the way.

Ahhh. Oww.

David: And I smashed it straight into me finger and it was really throbbing, badly. And I jumped and the air was blue and I’d actually broken my finger by hitting it with me hammer so eventually, well I went up Guy’s Hospital.

So what happened, did you have to go and tell the foreman?
David: Yeah, I said, “Look, I gotta go to hospital. I just hurt my finger… badly”, and then I just went to the hospital and they said, “Look, we can’t do much about it, we can only relieve the pressure in ya nail, cos’ the nail cos’ the nail was...

Throbbing.

David: So they have to make a little hole in ya nail to let the blood and pressure out and then the pain goes. But um then they strapped it up. But I went back to work I think I went back to work the same day. 

Really?

David: Yeah.

And do you still feel it in your hand now or is it ok?

David: No, its ok, it’s perfect. 

Amazing, so you went back to Guy’s as a patient after working there?

David: I did, they said, “We can’t do much, just bandage it up, two fingers together and that was it.” Simple treatment really. 

And what was your working day like?

David: Eight o’clock till five, or half past four, umm, different jobs had different working hours some were half past seven till five, some were eight o’clock till half past five, some of ‘em you could get away at half past four, that kinda thing.

And did they pay a decent wage?

David: Yeah, the wage was good on that other job. That was another twenty pence an hour on the Blackfriars job and then the next job, the guy that came from the union, this Jack Henry. He said, “If you stick with me there’s another job in Lavender Hill in Battersea.” He said, “It’s another forty pence an hour more.” 
I went, “Yeah?” 
He said, “You’re gonna come along with me.”

I went, “Alright then.”
So you made a friend there?

David:  Yeah, so we went on to this other job now in Lavender Hill, in Battersea, and that’s the reason why I left that job the Blackfriars job to get the extra money on the lavender Hill job.

So were you the only guy he told about that job?

David: No, no several other people.

How would he do that, would he just mention it?

David: Yeah, he said, “I’ve got a job, stay with me and you’ll be alright.” He said, “Do you want more money?” 
I went, “Yeah.”
He said, “We got a job, Lavender Hill.” 
So I said, “Yeah, alright I’ll come along.”

So the— we went up to see the managing director there and this Jack Henry knew the managing director and he said, “I want this man to come along with me, if I come back on this site.” He said, “I want this man to come with me.” So I started there. I think I was twenty-three then, twenty-three or twenty-four. Must been 1975 then.

Ok so where was that exactly?

David: That was Lavender Hill, Battersea, and that was for a company called Roberts, big building company.

And what were you working on?

David: They were houses, rows of houses.

And was it similar to the last housing job or different kinds of houses?

David: Umm just houses basically but they were in rows, they were lots of rows, it was a massive site, it was four times bigger than the other site.
Really? And were they for families then?

David: Families, yeah, local people, and yeah I was there for a long while doing general carpentry work, door frames, staircases, ceilings, all sorts of things. 

And what was the site like?

David: Site was good,...  it was in a half finished state when we got there because they already had a strike on, the strike had finished but then they wanted to get the workers back, so that’s why I was asked to come along with other fella to start work there.  I was there for three years, or two and a half years.

So another quite long post?

David: Yeah but they weren’t all long, long contracts but the last three or four jobs were pretty long which is what you want, you don’t wanna keep lugging ya tools everywhere, you wanna be in one place, bring ya tools to the job and leave em there for a couple of years.

Ok so you own your tools, they’re your personal tools?

David: Yeah, my tools were mine, my own. I paid for ‘em. 

Yeah. And this was a massive site?
David: Yep.
Making, just houses for normal families to move in to? 

David:  Yep.
…And you were there for three years? And did you finish when the job finished? When the houses were all built? 

David: Um, well, we left the site just before because people had to move on to another job – um – one site was finishing and another site was starting. 

Right.
David: So then we’d go to another job. 

And did you ever… when you were building houses, did you ever see the families moving in?

David: Yeah – I often take note of where I’ve worked and notice people have moved in, or they’ve been in there ten years now. 

Yeah? Wow, yeah?

David: Yeah, you know yeah, um, that all goes through your mind and um when you’ve worked on the site and when you’ve provided or you helped people get a home mmm yeah – it does go through your mind.
Yeah... And do you feel proud, like if you’re on the bus driving past and you see it?

David: Yeah I always say – oh yeah, I remember that, I remember that. 

Mmmm, yeah.
David: Oh yeah, that was a good job, that was, that was paying good money that one, you know.
Is that what sticks in your mind, the money always...? 

David: The money is the attractive thing. 

Yeah?

David: I mean, you’re dedicated to your job…

Mmm hmm….

David: But then the money also helps, yeah.

…And do you remember the people that you worked with… and all of that, when you, kind of, see a place again?

David: Um, well I’ve only seen a few of those people – um – but that was – sort of – up to five years after – after that – people disappear – you lose contact – everybody’s working somewhere different… um. Occasionally you’d bump into someone that you knew, on another site, yeah, but other than that, everyone went their own way – you know – all got different jobs – so – you lose contact.
Yeah, mmm, so… after that project?

David: Um, after that one [clears throat] um I think I’m getting near to where I work for Southward Council…

Ok, so this is…late 70’s?

David:  ’76 to’77… I worked for Southwark Council, for approximately one year… and it was refurbishing the… or there was two actually… I was working for Southwark Council down in long Lane – at um, Ealing Estate – we were all refurbishing the old flats, although we did the refurbishments while the people were still living in there.
Really? So was that difficult… Or good? 

David: Well, yeah, it was difficult, because we had to move loads of furniture every day umm and we were on like a little target – a bonus – so um moving the furniture and that slowed us down a little bit from earning our targets – but – I think we all ended up with a decent wage at the end of the week. 

Good

David: …take the rough with the smooth…. Um.
Yeah... And did you get to know the people who lived in the places where you were working?

David: Yeah, yeah, yeah… There was tea and biscuits and sandwiches. 

Aw, that’s cool. 

[Both laugh]

David: But yeah, you got to know the people.
Were they pleased to have you there?

David: No, but it had to be done – the houses had to be – the flats had to be brought up to sort of a standard…. That involved in a lot of cases, new bathrooms, new kitchens, um, trunking was put round the walls to take cables, you know, all the electrics was upgraded, the plumbing, new tanks – water tanks – and things like that. 

…And what kind of people were living there, was it families?

David: Just normal families and um pensioners – pensioners would mostly be on the ground floors but the families would be up in the flats. 

And they’d be there all day when you were working or—?

David: Oh yeah they’d be there all day – or some of them would be there – yeah. Some of the flats were empty – people would move out, for whatever reason – move somewhere else… flats were empty and then we would go in… and it’s nice to go into an empty flat because we could just…

Get on with it? 

David: Yeah – get stuck in to the job, with no furniture in the way.
Was it quite different working on houses that were already complete – compared to from scratch?

David: Cos’ you got the old house smells – you’ve come into the old house smells, a house that’s been, or a flat that’s been empty for a number of weeks, maybe six months – and you’ve got that unlived in smell – um sort of a dampness smell.
And were the different houses different people lived in…?

David:  Yeah – different smells – cos some people smoked some people never, so you had that hanging around in the wallpaper I suppose – you know…

Did you enjoy working for the council?

David: Yeah – it was Ok, It was Ok. Um, but after a year they didn’t want us for some reason – um – they were getting rid of people um – it wasn’t a long term contract – it was just a “Ok we need you to do this job”— um— “we don’t know how long we need ya… but – we were there for about a year”…And then – after that – I went to…. Where did I go? Yeah I went to another company um – based in Rotherhithe Street and they were called Sims – J Sims – they were also doing refurbishments on council flats – down in Long Lane – not far from the other job. So, I went to see someone, the manager, and they said- yeah, we’re looking for carpenters – so I started work there. 

And when you do that – like all your jobs – do you just literally turn up and ask to speak to someone or did you have to write, phone? 

David: Generally, you go on site – you have to speak to somebody – the foreman- or the director there in charge of the building. 
And you just go in the working day when you know there’ll be there?

David: Yeah – and just ask if they’ve got any jobs for carpenters and then….

And you’re current employer –would they wonder where you had wondered off to or would you be in between jobs?

David: No, what I would do is finish with Southwark Council and then go look for another job, so well there’d be a little break – maybe a week – maybe a week without work – but…. I went to see them and they said, “Yes – we need carpenters” and this one was a little bit better – think it was paying a little bit more money – so you better yourself by going to different jobs… but some jobs end anyway so you have to go somewhere. 

And working on people’s houses – obviously different to working on a public building – like a hospital – was it good? Did you feel kind of like you’re helping people with their house? Or is it boring because its’ not technically difficult, or—?

David: No – it was quite a good job – again – a lot of the flats were empty which was good for us – though there were times where we had to go up into the lofts as well  – now that is not good for us – in the summer it was hot and as soon as you touch anything up there – there’s dust. When you eventually come down, where you’d been sweatin’ you’re covered in black dust and fiberglass on your skin… and you’re itchin’ the insulation up in the loft …. So you’d come down itching – dirty – can’t wait to get home and get in the bath. And that was actually right near Guys Hospital – funny enough – that one – so I was back on me old stompin’ ground. 

Did it feel good to be back?

David: Yeah – I thought, oh, I’m not far from the hospital if anything happens – I’m near the hospital… After that, I started work with… I was living down Rotherhithe Street, yeah – I was living down Rotherhithe Street – I started work with a company what were doing the houses on housing area 1 – that was the first lot of houses to be built on Surrey Docks.
Oh really?

David: After they filled it in – yeah. There was all mounds of earth and there was this one housing area um – where Salter Road runs round – um – near Peter Hill School and um, I thought, yeah I’ll go over there. And I got a job and I was there for quite a while – um – no travelling, just straight out of bed into work. 

What was that like? Obviously no one else had built there so what did it look like then?

David: Oh – well the houses were up but there was all the um – all the infrastructure was there – the drains were all up and there was no roads so it was all rough roads  - well not even roads it was sand, concrete, cement… and um – after that – well I was there for a while. 

What kind of thing were you doing there?

David: Normal kind of work – normal carpentry work – general carpentry work – fixing frames, putting shelves in cupboards um – kitchens – doing a lot of what they call the snagging – when things are not quite right before their hand it over to the council – we have to go round and put a lot of things right – they call that snagging so…. We did a lot of that. I also went to a site – same company – asked me to go to a site in Myers Fields which is Camberwell area and I was there for quite a long time – again it was housing um – did a lot of work there – again carpentry work – putting doorframes in, window frames, insulation in the lofts… again – coming out itchy. Didn’t like the job, but the money was good – was excellent so you didn’t mind going doing it. And you could finish at two o’clock, three o’clock – whenever you liked – cos’ you’ve earn your money then you’d go home. So that was two different jobs, but with one company for quite a while, ummm…
And did you see the change – kind of, in the local area? 

David: Yeah – there were slums – 
So what sort of changes? 

David: Yeah … well the area I think originally was 1860’s houses – you know the first sort of industrial revolution and the 1860’s when work was coming up and they needed workers so they needed houses so there was a lot of building … yeah big changes – and the bricks they actually used were the bricks from the old houses – so they didn’t actually buy bricks they used the old yellow stock bricks and they were all on pallets and obviously when they knocked the houses down all them bricks had to be cleaned manually – you know – one brick at a time – get all the cement off of it yeah. And that’s what they do in a lot of places now they use the old bricks – you know what I mean, there’s nothing wrong with using old bricks……… they don’t rot away.

So the houses you built – they’re still there now and people are still living there?

David: Yeah – I’ve been past there and I’m quite happy to see they’re still there. 

Who’s living there now? What kind of people?

David: I would say a lot of places now , ethnic minorities – you know – I think it might be a bit of a rough estate actually, to be honest, a bit of a rough area so um, they move anybody in there – all the trouble makers go in there – so that’s what I reckon anyway. 
Was that always the way, or just recently?

David: Well that’s how I see it now – they move certain troublemakers on to certain estates don’t they— they keep us good residents away from the bad residents. 
Very good…

David: The troublemakers— keep away from the troublemakers… but then I ended up again back down Salter Road on housing area one and then there was a big change: I was married at the time then, and my wife left and so I had to give up my job the next day to bring my son up. 

How old was he?

He was about four – he’d just gone into school, then yeah – so then there’s a big gap. I mean I did some little jobs for local people who wanted a bit of work done in their garden – I did anything to earn a bit of extra money other than getting dole money... That went on until he was sixteen. 

So full-time dad? Part-time carpentry?

David: Well it could be anything – could be working a garden, could be anything – working on someone’s car – I was mechanical so – mechanically minded…. So yeah – that was a rough time for me but we pulled through. After that I did apply for several jobs, but it was quite a while before I actually got a job – and then it was in Rotherhithe Street, in some more new houses that were being built, so it was not far from where I lived, so I thought, that’s great. So I worked in the houses by the river – I don’t know if you know where the jetty is, sticking out in the river? Yeah, right there –where the iron bridge is?

Yeah.
David: Well right along by there – on the riverside. Worked on there for a year or so, and then urrrrrrrr, I moved a bit further down Rotherhithe Street – um – over the iron bridge, round to the next lot of houses past, round the bend, just before the Rice Mill – you know where the Glove Wharf is?

Oh yeah.
David: Yeah, those new houses there – along there that stretch so I worked there…

On the river?

David: Still on the river, yeah – and, um, I worked there for another year. 

And what was it like? What was there before?

David: Ah yeah – there was, um, factories – that’s interesting yeah , there was factories there– there was a large factory, um, there was a couple of other – other yards, near where the iron bridge is but I forget what company I was – what they were doing… slate – I think it was a slate manufacturer. 

Ok – were they quite big warehouses? 

David: Yeah – it was big warehouses, tanks, where they made the margarine or lard or whatever it was – um – piping, warehouse… um – so the smells in there were not very nice – a fatty sort of smell – bad fat sort of thing – yeah – so that was another…… nose tingling thing.
[Laughs]
David: “Let’s get out of ‘ere! Don’t like this smell!” – But, yeah, it wasn’t a nice smell. 

So that was completely gone – and then you were…?

David: Yeah, when they knocked that down they built them new houses – and then I went on to those new houses – or the flats I think there’s two blocks – um – seven story blocks…. I worked in there most of all – in those two blocks.
And the smell was still lingering?

David: I don’t know – is it still lingering is it?

Maybe not now!

David: Um… after that I went – yeah – I worked in the two blocks most of all – a lot of that was the snagging work – um…. Hung a few doors here and there…

And was that quite a big company, with all that land there?

David: Yeah, I think it was, yeah, yeah, yeah… That is all to do with King & Queen Wharf…

That’s it.

David: Yeah, so anyway. 

And what kind of people were moving in to that area?

David: Umm… more up market people. You know, I don’t know whether to call em yuppies or what – but they had a better living than I had if you know what I mean – they had better jobs than I had…. 

Mmm – and they were moving in from all over London, not from local areas?

David: From other places – not just London – out of London, yeah – you know – these places are put up for sale, so people see them – oh yeah we wanna live in London, we wanna live by the river…. We want a nice river view, which they did – a lot of them had – nice river views……. So yeah, lots of outsiders….
So that’s a big change – from what was there before huge change from what was there before?

David: Yeah – big change. Yeah – lots of changes going on round in Rotherhithe at that time. 

And how did that affect the people who’d been there a long time?

David:  Well it affected them later – it affected them when the council was bumping up the rents to equal the rents of the – the new places that were being built – you know the rents were trying to match their rents – yeah – so that was a bit unfair. You know… cos they could afford to pay high rent – but the people – the working class people…

Who’d live there their whole lives?

David:  Yeah – couldn’t really keep on finding money to pay more rent. 

So what happened?

David: Well, I don’t know – a lot of people are still there – but um, I don’t know…. If they wanted to stay there, they pay the rent – you know…
So some people who have lived there a long time have had to move away?

David: Yeah maybe, yeah – they move away yeah… After that – after King & Queen wharf – I moved down a little bit and I worked in the Rice Mill for a year – fifteen months – probably eighteen months – uh, again that was a good job – that paid good money, cos that was on like price work a lot of that – even though it was an old building – there were certain things we could do pretty quick. 

…And that’s called price work?

David: Yeah – price work – you get so much for something and so you do as many of those as you can in the day...

So would you ever work late to get it done, or would you squeeze as much as you could into one day?


David: You do it quick as you can then you go home early – you’re not on any fixed time. If you’re on what they call day work – that means they’re paying you 8 hours – you have to stay there your eight hours, but when you’re on price work, if you do your eight hours in four hours you can go home… So at was that, um yeah – that was a good job – again you’re in the Rice Mill, there’s smells – all sorts of smells – um a lot of damp in there there was at first um – being as it had been left derelict for a while – a lot of the water got in – things were rotting here there and everywhere……. Chunks of floor had to be taken up – timbers had to be thrown away – cos they were rotten and were replaced with new timbers and etc. where it was bad….

Where there pests?

David: No not really, no – if there was anything there was pigeons – my favorite animal.
Yeah… So that was completely turning something that was a mill into flats?

David: It’s mill into flats and it’s all open inside – there’s like an atrium, there’s atriums inside there – they knocked the floor away from top to bottom, you can look down… you’d think it was a solid square building – well it was at first – they built two atriums in there…
Have you seen it since?

David: No – I haven’t actually been in there since, no – but I’ve been past there several times – again – I think, yeah – I worked in there I did this in there… I did that in there… you know I remember doing this job and that job but um… yeah – it was an interesting job.

What kind of flats are they?

David: Luxury flats again; yeah it was a luxury. There was lots of original items – some of the original items where they used to slide the sacks down like a circular helter-skelter type thing – I think some of those things are inside the building. 

Amazing.
David: You know – mementos of the building that it was… so if you’ve ever got a chance to go in there…
An impressive site. What did local people feel about the flats going in the site where the mill was?

David: Well I don’t suppose there’s much they could do about it so… its change innit – change. Changes come along – things are changing, the whole area was being developed. 

Did people have mixed feelings about that, did they feel good and bad or…?
David: I suppose the older residents would probably think that it was a bad idea – you know yeah, taking away all their memories sort of thing of the old area but um yeah…. Many changes – big changes. I was there for about 18 months, umm when I left there, (I dunno, where did I go then?) I think that was the time when I started with agencies, I started to work for agencies and that’s when there was lots of little jobs so I won’t remember all the jobs that I did.
But were you with one agency for the whole time?

David: One agency for a while then I went on to another, it was best to have two agencies cos, I was self employed then by the way, from when I started back to work I became self employed – errr –so from 1996 I was self employed so that was all along Rotherhithe St, all the jobs along Rotherhithe Street and then I started with the agency, um lots of little jobs, some of the jobs were very nice but you wasn’t there very long.
Right.
David: Although it started off well, maybe one job I there for six months, and I thought, “Oh, yeah, this is good”; ain’t gotta move my tools, I’m in one place all the time. When that job finished might have another job for three months; “Alright that ain’t too bad”. Then it’s started to get less and less, then two months, then the next job might be one month and then it got even worse than that. It got to one week here, one week there. Then it might be miss a week, so it was getting worse and worse.

S: And where agencies quite a new thing?

David: Yeah, agencies, all building workers now - self employed. It’s mostly done by agencies now. You don’t just go on a job and say, “Have you gotta job for a carpenter?” You gotta go to an agency. But you normally have more than one agency cos if one agency aint got a job you can get in touch with the next one on your books, ya know.
So it’s quite a big change from when started out. 

David: Yeah. 

Amazing, and how did you get to know about how you get to sort that out how did you know how and go to an agency, do you just have to ask people around?

David: Yeah you just ask around, you have to go on an agency someone said try the agency, yeah that’s what it was it was try the agency so yeah ok so I’ll give it a try got a number, ok so off ya go and phone up, so yeah ok come down and see us so we can collect all ya details, what you do etc, ya give em all ya details and I mean all this is costing money cos you gotta go somewhere, you’re not getting paid by anybody.

You gotta travel?
David: Yeah, you gotta travel. I think I went on one of em I went over to Acton somewhere so that was a fair old trip.

Yeah.
David: And course it’s drainin yer resources all the time, anyway gave me details, yeah ok we’ll be in touch with you in the next couple of days, so again another 2 days gone by no money and then after that it was right ok got a phone call go to such and such a place, see Mr Smith, he’ll take ya to where you gotta work in the building in such and such a street over in the West end, yeah ok so you go.

You travel?
David: So you lug all ya tools with ya. 
And how’d you get there?

David: By the underground usually, so I’ve gotta lug all my tools down to Bermondsey station and the trains that are headin towards London Bridge are absolutely jam packed, so you gotta get your tools in there.

And what time of say is that… rush hour?

David: Yeah, well between seven and half past, I’ve gotta get to the job by eight o’clock so I like to get there a little bit early and then um um ya gotta lug ya tools round the corner you might have to walk a quarter of a mile before you actually get to the place so ya luggin ya tool bag and other pieces, ya food bag and everything else.   

And how do you know what tools to take, do they tell you enough about the job?

David: Sometimes they tell ya, but you still take everything cos ya don’t know what gonna do and what tools you might need. They could put you anywhere. You gotta be able to do any job.

So it’s kinda your problem to have all the stuff?

David:  Yeah it’s my problem; I should have all the tools. Obviously sometimes there were on occasions I had to say ok look ill bring my skill saw in tomorra, I couldn’t carry it all it was too much to carry ya know so they ok no worry, they’re alright about it so… you bring it in but then again when you finish the job you’ve got to get all that stuff back ya know so gotta plan one day ahead you think right ill take me skill saw home tonight and then tomorra I can take my tools back then I haven’t got the skill saw with me.
And where are you leaving your stuff is it safe, do you have a little locker?

David: Ah yeah that’s another thing, yeah um most sites have a metal up, got a lid, you throw ya tools in and somebody locks it.
Yep.

David:  Everybody puts their tools in the boxes, errm but when ya tools are out theyre at risk of being stolen by umm let’s say umm I’ll use the word East Europeans, ya tools were stolen by foreigners that were on the job because they haven’t got the tools that you got but theyre building up their own tool kit so they go round stealing, they don’t buy they steal, so when you have something stolen you’ve got to replace it, no one replaces it for ya, the company won’t replace it it’s not their problem, your tools are your problem, if you walked away from your tools and something’s got stolen that’s your problem.

And that’s obviously quite a new thing.
David:  Umm yeah recent years, let’s say umm the last --- probably seven or eight years, since about 2000 I suppose.

Yeah and is that because its short term work, you don’t know the guys you’re working with?

David: Yeah its short term work we don’t know them and theyre not there long, theyre on then they’re off and in that time you’ve had summin’ gone missing or it would go missing just before they go cos you’re never gonna see em again and theyre never gonna see you again. 
And you said before sometimes you’d bump into people you’d worked with before on other jobs, does that not happen so much?

David:  No, it wasn’t happening, no, no, but everyone gets tools stolen and some of the items are, if I was to say a block plane which is something I can hold in my hand, um and they cost anything up to fifty pound and it’s only a small thing that you hold in your hand.

So someone could easily take it…?

David: Yeah its small they could put it in their bag and off they go and then you’re looking around for it, oh where is it has anybody seen this or has anybody seen that, no ya know its gonna innit.
How much stuff would you have to keep track of, how many pieces?

David: I’ve got laid out, different areas? I might have, I could have ten to twenty pieces, chisels, hammer saws

So you’ve gotta kinda count it in and out?

David: Well, you’ve gotta just keep ya eyes on everything… ya know, on top of concentrating on what you’ve gotta do, and if you lose one of ya tools you just can’t carry on, or ya can go so far and then ya can say, “Oh, I can do that tomorra, oh, I’ve got a replacement chisel indoors. I’ll bring that tomorra.”
And people never borrow things… or would you loan something to someone just for the day?

David: Umm, for a short time but sometimes you loan things to people and you never see ‘em again so you’re a bit reluctant to say, “Yeah, Ok.” So in the end you get a little bit harder and you say, “Sorry, you’ll have to go and buy one. You can’t have mine. You can’t use it”, ya know. “If you ain’t got one it’s tough. I can’t lend you mine.” Although I like to help people if I can but when ya tools start getting stolen you don’t wanna help people, same with everything else, ya know.
Is that kind of how you work now week to week?

David: Well, at the moment I’m not working. I’m semi-retired now.

Yeah? So the agency work was that kind of it for you, end of your career?

David: Yeah, that was the end that went for a while. I mean, some of the agencies were good.

And do you get to know who’s a good agency who’s a bad one?

David: Yeah you do get little whispers through the grapevine yeah don’t go with them or yeah they’re alright. Don’t book on with em, don’t work for them.
Did you get to pick your work, could you hear from one agency about a job, hear about the money they were gonna give you and say, “Yeah, I’ll call you back and let you know”, and wait and see if something better came in?
David: No, what I used to do was say to the agency guy cos I liked to work in the city— city West End, SE1, SE16, anywhere close cos I don’t wanna go too far. I’d say to the guy, “If you can”— cos’ I was quite friendly with him—“I wanna keep in this certain area, I don’t wanna go to Stanmore.” I did on one occasion but that’s another story. “I wanna stay in the city area, or SE1, maybe Lambeth, or waterloo. Ya, anywhere round there.” 
“Yeah, ok,” he said, “We’ll see what we can do.” 
So most of the time I was in the city or the West End, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, all round that way, Kingsway.

What kind of buildings, offices?

David: Yeah, offices, mostly office refurbishment where theyre ripping up floors and theyre just laying down sheets of ply or hardboard and then the top layers go on that, I don’t know what they put on there, might have put some floor covering but we would just go around and lay the hardboard or the very thin sheets of ply and we would tack it to the floor. That would have been over in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The other job, one of my last jobs I will go back a bit, one of the last jobs, the very good job I had which only lasted 3 or 4 months buts it was very good was Lombard St –  it was to do with a bank, what it was the bank had wall paneling in the offices in the directors offices, and what they did they striped out every room, every panel and every bit of timber and they copied the same design on the floor above, so everything that was on the fourth floor had to go on the fifth floor, so all the rooms were exactly the same size, it was all rebuilt and then we had to go in and put all these panels back up again and it was all that posh paneling, oak paneling, teak paneling, pine paneling, walnut paneling, an art deco board room, yeah all over in Lombard St, in the building down in Lombard St.
And why was that a good job, because it was interesting or cos the money was good?

David: The money was good, the money was good, yeah cos they wanted perfect job.

And what did that look like when it was finished? Was it impressive?

David:  Well when I left it wasn’t quite finished but what I saw was quite, quite impressive because the French polishers went in and finished all the wood off, so wow ya know this is it this is brilliant when they finally done it all cos the stuff we were putting back was all the vanish had started to come off but when they finished it looked like it was brand new. Yeah that was some job. The other job was in the church in Lombard St. 

O wow.
David: Yeah umm— St Magnus the king and martyr, yeah that’s it, yeah that was a nice little job, we was in the little vestry hall at the back, most of the time doing the ceiling and the floor, we relayed all the floor. The original floor, we took the old floor up cleaned it all and put it back down again and the ceiling, new ceiling, we also did work in the church, and I also went up into the tower, that was interesting, half way up the stairs we came across the coffin. But there was nothing in the coffin, it was empty but it was just there.  And the steps up to the tower were only so wide about twelve inches wide and it was like that and then we had to climb across the bells to get on to the roof on the church . That was another job, the other church I worked in was St George, Bloomsbury, again that had to be a pucker job, that was done by the same company when I was in Lombard St previously, they were called St Clare, they are refurbishment experts, expert company, that did all the refurbishments to churches, all the restoration stuff, so that was that. Ahh yeah, yeah 2005 yeah I was working down in Tooley St, prior to that I was kinda out of work and I was looking for work, probably a one week gap before I actually got the job I wanted, this was before I went on to the agencies.
Right.
David: So it was an art deco building, it was called St Olave’s house, next to London Bridge hospital, right but St Olave’s house is part of the hospital now, so we had to, there’s all sorts of things up there, wards, operating theatres in there now. 
Wow, so you were converting it from a house to a...?
David: It was an office block originally, but now it’s a hospital, err the building when I went in there was, I was one of the first possibly the second carpenter that was on the site, I had to wait for a phone call before I got that from somebody from the company that was doing the carpentry work, so that was one time when it wasn’t an agency and I had to go to the company to ask for work or find out who the carpentry contractor was --- from the main contractor on site, so that was very interesting, that was a lot of panel work there as well, some of the original art décor panels, a lot of those had to be altered and that was I very good job, I enjoyed that I was there for about 18 months so I had a steady wage for eighteen months.
Back in your old stomping ground. 

David:  Bit of over time, yeah right near London Bridge, right near the warehouses where I worked in the wine trade.
Yeah, so that’s really interesting im mean you’ve literally gone full circle,  and how had it changed it that time, how had the community around there changed?

David: Yeah, yeah, everything’s changed, yeah well there’s so many changes there now, --- you got all them new buildings now, changes to London Bridge station.
So what kind of people are there, obviously from when you were working in the wine warehouses, what kind of people were around that area then and what kind of people are there when you’re doing this St Olave’s thing, it must have been a completely different world?

David:  Well you had the warehouses, the warehouses were being emptied then, well just before that they were being emptied— some of the warehouses are now flats.
And how did that change the people, like the lives of the people who worked, obviously they lost their jobs, where did they go, do you know anything?

David:  No I don’t know, no, no, I don’t where the people that I worked with went --- lets think --- no I don’t know what happened to the people that I worked with but I enjoyed working with those people,  --- there was overtime there, especially when the job needed a bit of a push, then they said right ok we’d like you to work late so we’d work till 8 or 9 o’clock sometimes, not every day of the week but certain days of the week they might say look can you work till 9o’clock tonight, --- so I kinda look at em and go yeah ok, yeah I do it tonight. 

So that was eighteen months?

David: Yeah, eighteen months there --- what other jobs can I think of… there was another on in Tooley St, a bit further down, errm near to --- it was a building again I got that job by word of mouth, yeah the moneys good, just ask for so much a day and you’ll get it, so I went yeah im Dave, I want a carpentry job, im looking for 100 pound a day and they said yeah ok come down then let’s see who you are, so I went down  and they said yeah ok we could use ya, I was there two days and they said sorry we don’t need you anymore.
No way?

David: Yeah, so I said ok, so they paid me the money, and then I was told to phone back a week later, so I phoned back a week and then they took me on again so I thought that’s good. 

Yeah… [Both Laugh] So it wasn’t a problem with your work?

David:  No, no— no, they just for some reason took on people they didn’t really need and then stayed there for a while and then we got between two jobs, they had two jobs running, one was the Guy’s Arms right near Guy’s Hospital again, goin’ back to Guy’s Hospital, it was a pub and, “Right, oh well leave that then.” 
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