                                          Lee and Margaret’s Story 
Summary:

Lee and Margaret speak about their work in the printing industry, working for the same company at different times. Margaret speaks of having many jobs throughout her working life, in particular at Adastra, a sewing factory at Tower Bridge Road. Lee remembers first needing a CV in 1992 and reflects on her current work in a hospital. 
So it’s November 7th 2012. We are in Lee’s house. So we’re going to do this interview with Lee and Margaret. Could I ask you to spell your family names?

Lee: My family name. What? Surname?

Surnames.

Lee: It’s Kempster: K-E-M-P-S-T-E-R. My single name is Peters – the family name -  P-E-T-E-R-S.

And Margaret?

Margaret: Mine is Aspey: A-S-P-E-Y.

Great. Is that ok? So first could I ask you to tell us a bit about your job, what you did, in what kind of trade you worked.

Lee: I’m in the National Health Service now, which I started in ’92. But before that…do you want?...because you wanted the history of round here…?

Yes maybe it would be a good thing if each of you could first explain to me, yes, what kind of jobs you did from the start til now.

Lee: Well I was born and bred round here. I left school at 15. My first couple of jobs, for about a year or two, was over the West End. Then I came and worked for the Metal Box Company in Great Guildford Street and then Waterloo, there was the Letraset & Print – five years in there – and then I worked in the other end of Great Southwark Street…no Great Guildford Street – CEGB – catering – for 12 years. Then I got made redundant. And then I went into healthcare – hospital – and I’m still there now, today.

A lot of different experiences.

Lee: Yeah I’ve done sort of print, catering and now sterile services. 

Ok so just to have a bit of an idea. What about you Margaret?

Margaret: I left school at 15, went into a machining job in the Tower Bridge Road, er Adastra. And then I left there and worked in a shoe shop at Peckham – Barratts. I left there after a while. I worked in the Isle of Wight, in a holiday camp – 2 years I was waitressing. Then I went Letraset, I been in the print.

In print?

Margaret: Yeah I was working at Letraset – you print on polythene. And they had was silk-screen printing there. And then I went to Boots in Stamford Street, Waterloo. Worked in the Ministry for 15 years, working for the Army, Navy and Airforce. Then I worked at Victoria, in the Ministry still, but at Belgrave, um, it was a Training School. Worked there five and a half years, left there, went into the Cabinet Office for twelve and a half years til I retired. Lot of jobs.

Ok so that’s an impressive list, promises to be a really interesting interview! So both of you have worked in the print industry, right? Were you in the same…

Margaret: Same one, different years.

Lee: Yeah different years.

Margaret: Letraset…different years.

Maybe we could start on this topic because you shared it so…where can I start…Lee can you remind me at what age you arrived in this printers? Or when?

Lee: I must have been about 17 when I went into the print.

So it was almost your first job?

Lee: No, I left at 15. So I had more or less about two years different shop work and that and then…because it was very hard to get into print, going back to sort of our era, because it was always open to family and friends. It was a closed shop and you had to know…it’s not like today where you have to do CVs and that. You could literally walk out of a job Friday and start one on the Monday. You just call in, say is there any vacancies, and they would interview you there and then. I mean…me and my sister was on our way to Victoria, we had traffic warden’s jobs. We was going to the interview – passed that – and we was going up to the thing…and we passed the print. And I said “ooh, notice about vacancies”. So we went in, said “have you got any jobs?” They said yeah, they interviewed us there and then. We started work on the Monday so we never went to Victoria! [laughs] And that’s how I came into the print.

And you didn’t know anyone…?

Lee: No, no it was a pure…as I say we was on our way to get our uniforms to become traffic wardens when we seen it up in the window, as we passed it, the print, so we thought ooh. Because it was a good trade, very good trade to get into. And it were union and that, and better money. And so yeah, I done about five years there. And another five years, I moved from there to the Metal Box Company, which done cheques did all the cheques and labels for gin…you know Gordon’s Gin. We used to do the Houses of Parliament, with their crest on. Yeah.

To come back to the print trade, can you tell us a bit more of what you were doing there, exactly what your work entailed?

Lee: Calculating. Checking and then when I went into the cheques side I was quality control inspector – I worked my way up to in the end. The guys would do batches of cheques, in big stacks. I would just come along and say yeah take a piece from there - because it had to be the tolerances of vertical and horizontal. You know at the end of the chequebook you’ve got your numbers? Well, it all has to be even, if there’s a part of the ink out it will get a hole and then when it goes through their counting machines it would not read it. So that was checked or whatever, so they had to be in tolerances. 

We would sometimes would have to shut down a whole machine to get it fixed and that if we found a fault. And that was my job. 

And they was moving out to Reading, because it was in the era of Margaret Thatcher, when she was getting rid of all the industry from London. Moving them out. And again, I went out one lunchtime, was walking to the paint shop and in there was…er…for tea lady in the CEGB which was the electricity company, national grid, on Bankside there. And went for the interview, and again I started there. Because they was moving out, and I didn’t want to be out of work. Beause they was moving to…which they did, the Metal Box Company, moved out to Reading.

So how long did you work in the printers?

Lee: About 10 years, I was coming up to 20 odd, just over 20, when I went into catering, I was with them for 12 years, and then they moved out to Coventry. And then because I used to belong to the St John’s. We had our own division, I used to do home-nursing. And they got um…I suppose you could call it…consultants in to help us find jobs. And it was then, the starting of the CV – in 1992. I never had a CV in my life. Didn’t need it did we! And they was asking me what my skills was and things like that. And she was the one that’s turned round and said to me, why don’t you go into a hospital. You’ve got the experience. Because I was in the 2-10 division – for the St John’s. And that’s how…there was a job vacancy at King’s College Hospital, I applied for auxiliary nurse and I got that. And then I transferred into the sterilisation department, supervising there, and I work for Guy’s and St Thomas’.

Ok so you’ll have to tell us more about this. First maybe ask to Margaret about your experience in the print trade.

Margaret: Well there was one job I didn’t mention, I worked in print at the foot of Tower Bridge, it was a family concern, closed shop, union, and you have to work 3 years for a half card, 5 years for a full card. Because you’re paying union money to be in the union. 
A full card would be? 

When you’ve done your full time, you get a full card; you could go anywhere else then. On a temporary you couldn’t. So you’re forced to stay for 3 years. And then do 5. And then I went into the Ministry and there was another union so I didn’t need the print union so I gave that up. But I was there 5 and a half years. And Letraset I was there 2 years. In the print again.

And in the print you told me in total you had how many years?

Margaret: 2 years.

And what did you think of the print union because both of you told me about the importance of the union in this.

Margaret: What did I think of it? Well I liked it but they moved out, because it’s cheaper to run, and they asked me if I wanted to go with them and I’d get a house with them, so I said no. I got family in London. I want to stay in London!

Can you tell me about your job exactly, what was your task?

Margaret: Which job? I been in so many jobs. Which one are you talking about?

Maybe, the print?

Margaret: Oh the print. Well, when I worked in the print in the Ministry for 15 years, we used to make metal plates with the print on to go on printing machines. We copied from the metal plate onto paper.

How did this work exactly?

Margaret: Goes on a roller. Goes on a roller. The paper goes round. Past this metal plate with print on and the ink.

So did you first have to put the paper…?

Margaret: You have to put paper in it, put ink in it, black ink or coloured ink, I worked on a little 1250 machine. Only so big, it was running all the time. Kept it running.

And so you worked on this kind of machine. Did it have a name?

Margaret: Yes the 1250 that’s what it’s called printing machine. That’s what it’s called. Printing machine. You have to put the ink in, in this palette at the top, and it sinks down into the plate, and the paper keeps picking up the ink off the metal plate on the paper as it’s going round it comes out – and it dries it before it comes out.

And can you tell us a bit about the workplace and the people you worked with? For example how many of you were working on these machines? 

Margaret: Couldn’t tell you how many – it was loads. Great big long…like a factory floor. 

Lee: And the noise. Do you remember the noise. The noise of the machines was deafening. But you could always tell when one machine broke down and it stopped.

The noise was changing and you were so used to it that you could tell?

Lee: Yeah you do, at first when you first walk in, you go “oh! The noise, the clanging, the machines!” Because they were big, some of them were big.

Margaret: Some of them were big. 

Lee: Great big rollers, going bang bang and clanking all the time, with the rollers going and the paper. Yeah but after a while…

Margaret: You get used to it.

Lee: You do, you get used to it. And when you talk you have to literally shout. 

Margaret: You shout!

Lee: But yeah I always used to know when one of the machines broke down. Yeah you could, it was weird. But there was no health and safety then. I mean now, they wear protection, and the goggles and that.

But you could still discuss with one another?

Lee: Oh yeah. You got used to it.

And what was the best part of this job?

Margaret: Getting the money! [laughs] 

And it was a decent wage?

Lee: It was then yeah. Going back in the 70s and 80s, yeah.

Margaret: And then you could do overtime if you wanted to.

So there was this possibility. Would you do a lot of overtime?

Margaret: Yeah I would, because I want the money.

Lee: Yes I used to work sometimes over 48 hours, 50 and that.

Margaret: Saturday morning. Sometimes Sunday morning.

Because what were the regular hours?

Lee: 40 hours a week was the regular then yeah.

So you would start at approximately…?

Lee: I used to start at sometimes 7 o’clock or 8 o’clock. I was always early for some reason. Every job I’ve had always started early!

Margaret: That’s early. 8 or 9. You didn’t clock in, you signed in. At the Ministry you did.

Lee: We used to clock, we did. And we still clock in now at work.

Margaret: Do you? 

Lee: Yeah, yeah. 

Margaret: Isn’t it old-fashioned. 

Lee: Still got the bell clock cards.

And did you have many holidays?

Margaret: Bout a fortnight, years ago. I ended up having 6 holidays – 6 weeks.

Lee: Yeah I suppose the most was about a fortnight. In them days. 

Margaret: 3 weeks then it crept up didn’t it…4 weeks…6 weeks.

Lee: Yeah I get 32 days. Because I’ve been there over 10 years in the National Health Service, then you get more. But that’s it. I could be there 20, 30 years, won’t get no more. That is it. 6 weeks, yeah.

So to go back to the print works. Can you tell me more about the people who worked there. If you were close to them…? During the work hours, but also maybe after, if you went out together?

Margaret: Oh yeah, we was all close. We was all friends.

Lee: Oh yeah. Especially in mine, because there was only about…me…Tina…only about 3 or 4 girls that worked on the quality control. It was all men, you know. There were about 4 of us. All the rest were all men. I used to love it! They used to phone their wives, because I became their union rep. “I’m with Lee.” “That’s alright.” I would be out drinking every night. My mum used to say to me, “you’ll become an alcoholic.” Terrible! Oh, did we drink! Oh don’t! Taking me back now. I’m remembering what I used to get up to [laughs].

In the pub near the printers?

Lee: Yeah, Jolly Gardeners across the road [laughs]. Block of flats there now. 

Because it must have been hard being a woman in the print industry?

Lee: Yeah. But no, they was a lovely bunch…not a bunch…but yeah. No, we used to have a great time. 

And you were in the union at the time?

Lee: Yes SOGAT I was, SOGAT Women I was in. They was in the Borough High Street, they had their offices as well. I think…yeah they have moved out now SOGAT. Because all the print went out all over the place  – Wapping…and I don’t think there is a print union now. I’ve not heard of SOGAT. I mean I’m in UNISON now. Not heard for years now. 

So were there meetings?

Lee: Oh yeah, you went to meetings. And if there was any industrial action, you would go with the members, the management and that, you know. Because also in our day, you couldn’t call…say if me and Margaret was working together, I couldn’t call her Margaret, I had to call her Mrs Aspey. And she’d have to call me Miss Peters. Couldn’t address anyone by their first name. 

Even if you were very close.

Lee: Not in working hours, no. It wasn’t allowed. 

But would you change in the pub for example?

Lee: Oh yes, outside, you know. But managers or supervisors was always Mr or Mrs or Sir you had to call them.

And what did you think of them? How was your relationship with the supervisors?
Margaret: We never had that. 
Lee: Again, didn’t really have much to do with them, you know.

Quite separate.

Lee: Yes, in them days you couldn’t, you know. You’d see them about and that. Mr or Mrs whatever. And outside you could. It didn’t change til the late 80s, that you could use Christian names. Otherwise you couldn’t, wasn’t allowed to at work.

Very interesting. And also on the effect of your work on yourself. For example if it’s affected your home life, your family life. Or for example your health. If it was very tiring? I know you did very different tasks, very different jobs…

Lee: When you’re young you don’t get tired, it’s as you get older. Now being made to work now, I’m more exhausted, really am. This government is making us go on to 66. God knows how I’m going to do it. When I was young yeah I used to have jobs of a night as well. Day jobs. Night-time jobs. 

Margaret: Yes I did.

Lee: When you’re young in your twenties to your thirties you have got so much energy. Honestly you have. I used to be sometimes getting in just before 6 o’clock. My mum would come and wake me up. Well I’m fully dressed, got me covers over me like that! I’ve only just come in! I’d been out all night [laughs] “Are you up for work?” “Yes mum, coming!” “ Get up, you’ll be late!” “Yeah I’m getting up!”

Because you were working at this night job at the same time?

Lee: Yeah, yeah! Or be out clubbing [laughs]. I used to work at the Lyceum, which is now a theatre. But in our day used to be a great big dancehall. 

Margaret: I used to work in the cloakrooms. 

Lee: Yes! [laughs]

Margaret: My sister did that…Leicester Square…

Lee: Yeah! 

Margaret: She did. I only did it in the borough. When they had a party. You could work in there, they’d come in and give you a drink and say later on you can come out and watch them dancing. Because all their coats are in. They’ve all got their tickets. You’re not dancing, but you’re watching. And they’d give you a drink. And you’d get a plate full of money between ya. I’d sit there knitting away. [all laugh]

Must be a really nice job, and you can watch…

Margaret: Dancing yeah. And then you go back in and give them back their coats.

So did you have some strategies to have like more money? Like did you make jokes or…

Lee: Oh yeah we used to get nice tips from them. 

Margaret: Or waitressing…weddings.

Lee: Or waitressing round there yeah.

Margaret: And you get tips.

Were you alone? Was there another person working with you?

Margaret: Other friends did it as well, yeah. On a Sunday, a wedding or something. When they pin all the money on the dresses, you know. Like a foreign wedding. They pin all the money on the dresses.

Pinning the money on the dresses? In what kind of wedding?

Margaret: Notes. Notes.

Lee: I think it’s a Greek wedding they do that.

Margaret: It’s Greek innit yeah. On a Sunday. So we used to get some tips that way. Bit of extra money.

So can I ask you, just to finish about the print. Where was it exactly?

Margaret: Blackfriars.

Lee: Letraset was just off of Blackfriars. 

Margaret: Valentine’s Place.

Lee: Yeah. And the Metal Box, you had one in Great Guildford Street. Which is up…you know where you was at Mark’s? Well, across the road where that arch is that is Great Guildford Street. That building on the right hand side used to be Metal Box Company. And they had one also…the other one was at Tower Bridge. Didn’t they – Metal Box Company. 

Margaret: Yes Tower Bridge Road – near Abbey Street.

Lee: And I worked at that one. Yeah that’s it. 

And do you remember. I don’t know if the place that you worked affected the community. I mean for example physically you spoke of the noises, right. But also I don’t know if you can remember any specific smells and if this has changed…?

Lee: Ooh yeah, you used to get the smell from the Oxo Tower, and that. Always smelt that sometimes. And then also the brewery – Courage’s – smell that when they was doing it. And then the Tate Modern now where it is, the big chimney, used to see all the smoke. So when of course it was foggy and that, and the smoke, used to make it even more dense. Yeah there’s all that when you think about it really. 

Margaret: And the chimney pots.

Lee: Yeah, all the smoke from the…yeah, yeah.

Margaret: Smog we used to have didn’t we, yellow smog. 

Lee: Yeah pea-soupers. Old pea-soupers.

Margaret: And then they had coal so it didn’t smoke like that, did it.

Lee: No. No. but it’s the smells you don’t take any notice of really do ya. It’s just what you’re used to.

Margaret: No, because in the print, when you put the ink in you can smell that. Then you wash your hands in Swarfega. That smelt too!

Lee: Oh yeah, that used to stink didn’t it! It was all down your nails, ooh!

So the ink really smelled of something. I didn’t know this. How was it? What kind of smell was it?

Margaret: You get used to it. 

Lee: It’s hard to describe. Like a chemical, tarry smell. But the Swarfega was like a thick…like Vaseline.

Margaret: A cream, a thick, pink cream it was. Tins of it. To get all this black ink off of ya. 

Lee: Yeah it’d be all black, you’d see it all round…[laughs]

Margaret: Yeah, your nails…

Did you get rid of it, before you came back home…?

Margaret: Oh yeah it comes off easy. It’s sort of wet, it’s not dry.

Lee: Yes with the Swarfega.

And so these places of work aren’t there any more right?

Lee and Margaret: No.

What is there now?

Lee: Well now they just built a gym there and a hotel…in Letrasets. Just opened a new gym there now, and a hotel on top of it. I think it’s one of them budget-type hotels it is, and the gym’s underneath. 

Margaret you first started work in…I’m sorry I forgot…

Margaret: Adastra – Tower Bridge Road. Was machining. Children’s clothes.

Yes, that’s very interesting. I want to know more about this – the whole process – I can’t imagine…

Margaret: Little boys’ corduroy and velvet trousers. With little zips in and little elastic waistbands. Little girls’ skirts with elasticated waist. Used to make them. 

Then I left there, worked at Peckham, doing grown-up’s clothes. Everybody did a part, and it all got put together in the end. You could do sleeves or you could do the top, or a skirt and make a dress.

Do you remember if you had any favourite parts. Was there an easy part or a difficult part…?

Margaret: I didn’t mind doing…also worked in another place before Letraset in Tanner Street Tower Bridge Road. They used to make piece work. Sheep skin coats. And suede men’s waistcoats, with the silk backs, with a belt at the back and pockets in. You had to machine down these lines, eighth of an inch. Well I didn’t know what eighth of an inch is, I did it quarter of an inch [laughs]. Too wide! And she made me undo it all. She said “no, it’s too wide – it’s got to come out.” And being suede, in the summer you have to put talcum powder on your hands, so when you push the suede down in the machine, the grease out of your hands don’t stain the suede. 

Sorry what did you have to do? What did you have to put on your hands?

Margaret: Talcum powder.

Oh I see that’s very interesting, otherwise you’d…

Margaret: You’d…you’d mark it. Being suede. I mean if you went out in the rain with a suede coat on it marks. So I’d never buy one. Only a leather one. And they used to shear all the seams so that you could machine. You’d need a thick needle to go through, because it’s thick. The suede was thick. You couldn’t…because this was all white wool inside – leather and suede outside you see. 

So what was the hardest thing to do.

Margaret: We did parts in that as well. I used to just go all the way back here. You know, doing this seam. But I did it too wide when I first did it, and had to undo it all [laughs].

And on what kind of machine did you have to work?

Margaret: Sewing machine…it was electric sewing machine.

And do did you have a kind of supervisor. How was it organised?

Margaret: Supervisor. All tables. All machines. All girls that way, and girls this way. And the supervisor. Piece work. 

So the supervisor would come around the machines and try to see everyone’s work?

Margaret: Yes, because you’re all next to one another.

So was it very strict or could you discuss with one another?

Margaret: Oh yeah, you could chat. Oh yeah, free n easy. Yeah it was good. 

And put music or things like this?

Margaret: Yeah we had music, but we used to talk over it. It was in the background.

Can I ask you, for example, what was you best memory? Or do you have a special memory of this time on the machine? Or a big mistake one of the employees did? Because it’s really to have a sense of what it was to work there. I’m maybe not very clear but…for example how many employees do you think worked there approximately?

Margaret: Quite a few. We was upstairs and downstairs. 

And were they doing the same work upstairs and downstairs?

Margaret: Yes, either making men’s waistcoats or men’s or ladies’ suede coats. Quite a few, clocking out of a night.

And did you like this job?

Margaret: Yeah I liked it but then I got fed up with it. In the winter because it was very cold there. So in the summer I went away to the Isle of Wight, working, waitressing in the holiday camp for 2 years. 

I see, especially if you were always sitting in the winter.

Margaret: Yeah it was cold. We used to put the coats on! [laughs] yeah! They had sort of overhead heaters, but your feet are cold and your hands are cold.

And did you have kind of a uniform?

Margaret: No just wear your own clothes. We used to put their coats on to keep warm. We complained so much about there weren’t heating we all went over the pub and went on strike.

You went on strike? For how long?

Margaret: Afternoon! Then we went back and they put some heaters in.

So it was really to ask for more heating. So what happened exactly?

Margaret: They put heaters around.

So it was very successful, in one afternoon!

Margaret:  Yeah it was. And then I left [laughs]. I went to Isle of Wight. Four of us went. For 2 years. And then my friends went to work in Jersey. Chambermaids and fruit picking. But I didn’t go, I went in the print. Because there was a slump in London for jobs. So I thought I’d try and get in the print. My friends and their family were in the print, so I got in.

And maybe I’ll turn to you Lee. Sorry it’s a bit like this! So can you tell me a bit more about your job in the hospital? Because you told me that you were a nurse there?

Lee: Auxiliary nurse. It’s what you call a healthcare assistant now. For the oncology department – that’s cancer – and then I transferred to the sterilisation part - that’s decontamination of all the instruments that’s used on operations and patients. And worked my way up, and became a supervisor, and now I work for Guy’s and St Thomas’ in the sterilisation unit. Since ‘92, 18 years I suppose, oh god! Yeah.

I don’t know if you can tell me really about your daily work? 

Lee: Well, daily work. We have to get all the priorities out, you know, there’s fast-tracks coming in. Especially on St Thomas’ site because of A&E, there’s traumas, we might get a call from theatre saying they want a particular set, and they might have it up there, or we’ve got it you know in the unit and we’ve got to process it, and get it up to them urgent. 

So how would it work exactly?

Lee: The sets come down so they have to be put through the wash. To get all the blood and gore off if you like [laughs] and that takes over an hour because it has to be pre-washed, then rinsed, then washed at over 90 degrees. And then it comes through onto what we call the clean floor - where the girls pack the tray, check all the instruments that do work. Like, protractors together, all the drills, blades, and everything - all the instruments – so that particular set is working correctly. Got to check this. And then it has to all be scanned as well, because now you’ve got MRSA and that so it has to be tracked. So when you come into hospital, your notes, you’ve got a bar on your notes. Our set would be put onto your notes. So if anything did happen, if you contracted MRSA or that, they can trace back, if it was due to that set or where it was picked up from. And then they can also notify if it has gone through to other patients. Or we can recall it, so it all has to be scanned. So then it has to be put into the steriliser. It has to be held for over 3 minutes. 

That’s basically it. It’s a bit more involved, but til you actually come along and see it.

I mean it’s vast, I mean the instruments are lethal, they really are, and you’d be surprised what they use, it’s like a complete toolkit. Honestly when you see it – the saws and the drills and the hammers…you think “oh god they’re going to use that?!” [laughs].

Was there ever any accidents?

Lee: Oh I’m always cutting myself. They’re very sharp. The time they go through. You wear gloves. But I mean they’re only flimsy. They go through ya. Yeah, terrible. We have to get checked. If we do, then we have to go over and get so many blood tests. I’m still waiting for my other one because I done it in March. See if it’s all clear. But yeah, no, I’ve had some terrible cuts. Because they are so sharp. And imagine, you’ve got baskets of hundreds of instruments. You’ve got to sort out to put into the tray and that. You try and be careful. But yeah…

So are you working in a team?

Lee: Oh yeah, there’s all different shifts, because we are a 24 hours unit. On the day shift that I look after I suppose there’s about 20 of us, during the day. It varies on different shifts. Work weekends as well, and come on-call the weekend. There’s six supervisors, yeah, so we do 3 on-call weekends. 1 in 3. So it’s my weekend this weekend to be on-call yeah.

So you wouldn’t actually see patients?

Lee: No. We’re mainly…I mean we have gone up and watched theatre operations, done that. Because it helps to know exactly what the instruments are going to be used for. How they’re used. You have to know. Yeah. 

That’s very interesting. So is it at the beginning, to try to train you?

Lee: Oh you have to train, yeah. So when a new one comes on…to see what the human body goes through, it’s unbelievable. I’ve seen caesareans, open heart operation, a hip replacement being done, knee. Bladder, intestines, it’s just like sausages! They take it all out, the surgeons, put it on the slab at the side! I mean you forget it sounds horrible but you forget there’s a body there.

So how did you feel seeing all these operations?

Lee: Oh it was lovely! No, no, all the noise going on…

The noise? I wouldn’t imagine…

Lee: Oh yeah, terrible yeah, all the surgeons, music going on. But what tickled me the most once, heart operation, because they stop the heart. And the surgeon and the scrub nurse, oh they was having an argument. And this anaesthetist was telling his other colleague what he got up to with a nurse the night before. And I’m standing there, listening to all this going on. Oh I thought - I don’t believe this! [laughs] And then all of a sudden it went quiet. Because the patient, they couldn’t revive at a certain stage. All the argument was forgot. And the team…it was amazing. Just fought so hard to get the man back, and they did. But as I say, they was arguing. She was nearly throwing instruments at him and that…but as soon as there was any trouble they’ve switched on. And they got that patient back. But yeah you’d be surprised at what I’ve heard. You wouldn’t think so. They’re operating, and they’re like us, you know, sitting round and talking while they’re working. The things that they come out with. It’s a good job you are asleep! Because you’d be shocked [laughs].

So they discuss and make jokes…?

Lee: Oh yeah! And tell them what they done the night before…and they’re busy working on ya. 

So I hadn’t understood that…you were also handing instruments during the operation?

Lee: The scrub nurse hands the instruments to the surgeon yeah. We’re just looking and then they count all the swabs back. Things like that, checks. It don’t happen so much now, but when I first went into the profession, you would help out in theatres, and vice versa, and they would come down and help you.  Now it’s gone more separate, it’s more like a kind of factory turn around. But any new staff we’ve got coming in we get them to go to theatres because you have to see the different operations for all the different instruments that you’ve got to learn about, and know what’s used. 

So machinist, then in the print, then I forgot…

Margaret: I worked in a shoe shop at Peckham for 6 months, selling children’s slippers, with all the animal faces on [laughs].

And did you like it?

Oh yes I liked it. But you had to work Saturdays, I didn’t like working Saturdays, so after 6 months I left.

And was it long hours?

Margaret: 9 til about 5.

So you needed to have good contact with the client, the children also.

Margaret: Oh yes I liked the children coming in. Fitting their little slippers on, or shoes. You have to measure their foot. Know what size shoe.

You had a small ruler…

Lee: Clarks used to do it didn’t they. Always used to get their feet measured, yeah.

So what did you need to be good at? Could you see for example a new customer and think oh the slipper with animal faces is perfect for them…

Margaret: Push them, yeah! I did if they were buying shoes, I’d say what about slippers.

So how did it work. If you sold more shoes were you paid more?

Margaret: No, I was only like a trainee for 6 months, then I left. You just get one sort of wage.

And you left because…?

Margaret: Because I didn’t like working Saturdays. In machining you don’t work Saturdays. Or in the print, that was overtime but that came later.
And you left to do which job?

Margaret: Um where did I go? I think I went to Boots at Stamford Street, yeah you used to supply all the chemists in…now where was it…Channel Islands. Used to supply all their chemists, in the shops. With items they asked you to get out from the shelves, and they’d go into boxes, and they’d go in a crate, put onto the lorries and then shipped out. To the Channel Islands.

I didn’t quite understand. So you had to supply…?

Margaret: Well, an order. Say people wanted toothpaste, perfume, cream, all different things. Or even Christmas boxes - perfume and soap, talcum powder and all that. Boxes gift boxes. All shipped out, what they wanted. What make. All different makes, you’d get a list, go get what you want, fill it out in the books, down the chute and out. And the more you do, the more money you get. So I did that for 2 weeks and then I thought it’s not worth it [all laugh]. I thought I can’t keep this up! [laughs] We was all sitting outside having a chat. Let somebody else have a go. It was like sweat work. 

You had to work too much to earn the money?

Margaret: Yeah you had to get a lot out.

And did they put pressure on you?

Margaret: No, it’s up to you. There’s always one that wants the money and go for it. So I thought I’d try it. For two weeks. When I did get the money I thought it ain’t worth doing it. I’m not doing it no more. Let somebody else have a go! [laughs]

So you left there?

Margaret: Yeah I left there. I’ve had so many jobs, can’t remember.

Lee: Yeah as I’ve said, it was so easy to get them then weren’t it.

Margaret: You could be in and out of work. But I thought you was going to talk about all the factories in the area that have closed down. Not where we worked!

Well it’s really your experiences that are interesting to us.

Margaret: Oh we didn’t know that! [laughs]. I was naming all these…before I came here…I was naming…walking along thinking of all these factories. 

Well what about these factories, because we are very interested in all these factories that have closed and how it changed – how it affected the people and the community at the time. And the change now that they are gone…

Margaret: Well there’s no work for youngsters now, because there’s no factories is there. Where there was years ago. You could go in one, and come out and go in another.

And what kind of factories were there?

Margaret: Jam factory…

Lee: Jam factory, tea factory, Oxo…

Margaret: Yeah there was loads.

Lee: Courage’s, weren’t there…

Margaret: Pearce and Duffs custard powder, there was loads…

Lee: Tin manufacturers…Leather Lane you had all the tanneries. All the clothes. 

So, close to here?

Lee: yeah, Bermondsey Street…

Margaret: All over the place.

Lee: Bermondsey Street, well it’s still there Bermondsey Street. But that’s where the tanners were. Dying and that. All gone.

Margaret: All gone.

So it must have been very busy, people had different trades everywhere…?

Lee: Oh yeah, all there is now really round this area is flats or offices, there’s no other industry. London is bad. Well England is really bad now, it’s lost all of it.

And when did these factories close?

Margaret: Over the years…

Lee: Over the years, Maggie Thatcher closed them all down. So by the 80s they was all going. I think Letraset…yeah Metal Box went I think 1976…

Margaret: Barbara Cartland [Castle?] she got involved with a lot of unions too didn’t she.

Lee: That was 70s and 80s, they killed it off – all the industry

Do you think it still affects the community here even though it’s not here any more? You think it left an imprint on the place, or people?

Lee: On the older people it has, the youngsters don’t know anything about it. 

Margaret: No, they wouldn’t.

Lee: They don’t, no. So they’ve not seen that type of life, how it was in that era. So no they don’t know. I mean it’s our generation, we look back and think oh my god, it’s gone. It’s not there anymore.

Margaret: We see the change, but they don’t.

Is it possible to discuss with them, for example show them here was the factory…

Lee: It would be nice for them to know. Because even when I talk to the youngsters at work sometimes you know, because sometimes we talk about things. Like calling the supervisor by their first names, they’re amazed. They go “what?!” that wasn’t that long ago. I mean my god. I say no, but we had to in them days. If you’re working with youngsters you can tell them about it, and yeah they are interested and it is a shame that there is not a place for all to go. Like looking at the war era, and what it was like. Because our history will be lost, yeah. Because once we go, that’s it. There’s no-one our sort of age now that can tell the youngsters what was round here. Because the youngsters don’t know.

And for example pictures. I don’t know if you have pictures from the area?

Lee: I haven’t no. I haven’t got no pictures actually, no.

It’s great that you can discuss about it and have such a big memory.

Lee: As I say I was born round here so…no bus fares. Used to walk to work [laughs]. 

Margaret: Well these jobs were so near. You didn’t even have to go over one bridge or another. You could get work this side. 

Because both of you have said there was so much work. 

Lee: There was so much work yes. 

Margaret: Lot of factories.

Lee: You could always get a job easy. But not now. It’s just not the same because we haven’t got the industry now. And as I say. Apart from offices, and it’s all computers. I mean I wasn’t brought up with computers so I don’t like them. I hate them to be honest.  Give me pen and paper! I have to use them at work and I curse them I tell you! [laughs] To me they’re so slow. Oh, when they go down the people are lost, they can’t work.

So what were you using? For example you would use a typewriter when you were controlling at the print?

Lee: All notes done, by hand, you know, long-hand as you call it [laughs].

Margaret: Short-hand!

Lee: All done by that, and on the old-fashioned typewriter to type up a letter – you know - ding! [laughs] we got the keyboard oh yes. That’s like when we first started at the hospital. We had cards and a lot of our check-sheets made up now because they’re all on computers. But it was all done by memory – each set. Hang on a minute, like a D and C: you’re got your dilators, your Sims, retractor, you’ve got your needle holder, your bonnies – which is your forceps. That makes up the D and C. The other set, which you call a three-tier, will have one item that’s in there that is different, but not in the D and C. So you …

You have to have a great memory.

Lee: Yes, completely different set – but you just remembered it. It’s on cards now, that’s like an IV Cut Down to a casualty suture. That’s the needle, which is like a hook with a hole which they thread the cutback through to sew up.  That’s for the IV to do vein work, your casualty sutures for cuts, when there’s no veins. That’s the difference between the two sets.

Were there a lot of mistakes?

Lee: No we just remembered. I mean now, the new people, they go by check-sheets, they don’t know. Even when I’m working, I get this check-sheet and I do one, then I don’t need it. 

So even now you don’t use…?

Lee: No very rarely. Because we was taught to remember. It’s like adding up, we used to have to do it in our head. Because when you use computers and calculators at school it takes away that ability. I mean you take a shop assistant, if their tills go down, they can’t reckon up, or they look at you bewildered and you tell them the price. Because they are stuck, they are completely stuck, love em. Because they’re not taught.

So maybe that’s why it’s so important in the training that you can see the operation and see how each tool is used…so it helps remember.

Lee: But you have to learn, the memory, from young. And they still can’t remember. If you take the sheet away and say name them instruments…

They can’t.

Lee: No, no, and what order. They might get some of the words, but not…no. It’s the way we was taught at school. All now they use is computers don’t they. Whereas their brains now are into technology, I can’t do. I mean when they try to tell me something on the computer and they have to do …Oh please! [laughs] I just can’t get it. You can sit there forever with me trying to get me to learn the computer…

Margaret: You’ve got to drum it into your head!

Lee: That’s right. I can do the basics and that is it. Just enough to get what I’ve got to do at work. But no all this creating webpages and Twitter and Facebook – oh no!

And to come back to these numerous factories you told us about – I don’t know if you can tell me more about for example one in particular that was particularly important for you and what you can remember about it. For example, the jam and jelly factory?

Margaret: Hartley’s jam factory on Tower Bridge Road. We went in there to see, they had great big round bins on stilts. This man went up a ladder and he had a great big oar. And he was going round like this, with the jam. It was thick, it was being heated underneath. 

How could you see this? It was inside the factory? 

Margaret: We went just inside the factory to see what was going on. The jars were all hot, in boxes. All hot they are, and hot jam goes into the hot jars. Otherwise they would crack if they were cold.

Very interesting. And it must have smelt also very good, the jam and jelly factory.

Lee: Smelt sweet. Down the Blue you had Peak Freens. Biscuits. 

Margaret: And Shuttleworth’s chocolate factory that way too.

Where was it?

Lee: Down the Blue.

Margaret: Bermondsey. I’m gonna end it there. The time has gone.
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