A basic résumé of David Piddington’s work at Reeves

I commenced work with A J Reeves & Co. Ltd., on October 3rd 1970 after the directors, Alec Farmer and W ‘Don’ Crisp had advertised for someone to reply to letter and do other items of correspondence including quotation, hire purchase forms, etc. They had found in the two years since buying the company following the death of the founder, Alfred John Reeves, an ever-increasing pile of such items needing urgent reply. I had known Alec and Don for two years, as they were both ‘leading lights’ with the Birmingham Society of Model Engineers, which I had joined in 1968.

Up to that time I had served an engineering apprenticeship with a Birmingham company that made production capstan and combination turret lathes and on completion I did a further four years on the fitting and assembly benches. I then left for pastures new and worked another four years in an R&D department at a textile and paper products factory as “fitter-machinist”. I then had quick succession jobs for a couple of years first at BSA Harford Heating making experimental central heating pumps. This was sold by BSA to a Somerset firm: and from there to Kunzles Cake factory but they were bought out just six months later by ‘Joe’ Lyons at Smethwick, too far for me for daily travel. I went then to a small “Dickensian” factory making paint mixing machinery where I hated both the work and most of my fellow workers; then into an experimental foundry for nine months, and from there to Reeves.

I spent the first two weeks essentially learning about the trade, and laboriously hand writing letters, when a leaflet fell though my home letterbox advertising a “Speedtyping” typing course at my local village school. “Just what I needed”, I thought. So I went along and there was me in my early 30s and a dozen or so “dolly birds” – sorry “young ladies”. The course was for 12 months of which the first 10 (weeks) were practical learning to type. We were all loaned a small manual typewriter with blank keys and we commenced to practice, first with the “home keys - - a; s; d; f; with the left hand and j; k; l; ‘;’ (that last one is the semi-colon) and then after ‘cracking’ that and positioning the hands and fingers correctly every time, we continued adding one more letter for each hand the first being the “g” and the “h” respectively, and then upwards to the “r” and “u”, and so on, and so on. Anyway I practiced and practiced and eventually I could type up to 50 words per minute though that was on an electro-mechanical machine. The remainder of the course was by correspondence and included lots of work on secretarial duties that has also been of considerable advantage over the years. The greatest personal benefit was that I could then put ideas directly on to paper LEGIBLY as my “joined-up” writing would make a dog laugh, and my printing is not much better.

As time went by I would work on Saturday mornings earning a bit of ‘overtime’ learning the art of making foundry patterns, firstly fabricating in brass, which parts could be soft soldered or silver soldered and then on to other metals and wood though brass was used most often. The very first pattern I made was that for the main axlebox cover for Martin Evans’ 5-inch gauge design “Princess of Wales”. Much later I made a number of “simple” wood patterns of which perhaps the most complex was the pattern and core boxes for the high-pressure cylinder of my own design the “Sheldon” vertical tandem compound marine/industrial engine.

That brings me neatly to design work, which was in the time that BT (British Telecom) was embracing newer technology and avidly promoting the wider use of AGBII equipment, Alexander Graham Bell’s Infernal Invention - the telephone - across the UK, and the World. Its strident bell-clamour would interrupt the normal work of all the staff and, once a particular call had been resolved, one returned to ones initial job and picked up from there – IF one could remember just where that was. I was a renegade especially when working on design or patterns and I was often in the ‘dog-house’ for even though I had stated that I would answer the call when I had finished the particular bit of what I was doing that was often deemed not quick enough. When I, or other staff had to leave the job they were doing, inevitably a mistake occurred on return to it which could go un-noticed for days, weeks, months, even years. One extreme example was and order for a pair of the ‘dished’ main frames for the 7¼-inch gauge GWR “King” locomotive. These were about 6-feet long and nearly 6-inches wide of 5/32” thick steel plate. The “dishing” was centred about 6-inches from one end and unwieldy when using the fly-press and tool which had to be temporarily clamped to an unsuitable bench which was all we had. I took care always to make an equal quantity of six each of left and right hand. One day it was suggested I think about making some more and I found that in the store there were three of one hand, and only one of the other. Somewhere, somehow, a customer had been sent two of the same hand - AND up to the time I finished working at Marston Green, no customer had ever complained.

An additional problem was that my office was next to the office-block main entrance and it was intended that I should act as receptionist too. The door to the sales counter was in a separate building with a “Trade Counter” notice above it and so 90% of customers did not realise that this was also the shop, they initially came into my office asking for service and interrupting whatever I was doing. Most frustrating. Eventually and many years later after a new telephone system was installed with its switchboard and operator in my office, I had persuaded the directors to let me move to an upstairs empty room vacated by the telephonist. I was able to work better in that environment, but still that *****y telephone nuisance continued.

My drafting experience commenced at technical college on day-release from my apprenticeship. I was a mathematics dunce there, and had been so at my senior school once having achieved a magnificent 9% - yes NINE per cent – in an end of year exam. At the ‘Tech’ I simply couldn’t keep up with more advanced mathematics especially calculus, and, so my day-release came to nothing with no paper qualifications except a GCE in Technical Drawing which I took early on in that period as a separate examination.

Just after Reeves move to Marston Green in mid-1975 Alec Farmer returned from a visit to the printers with a “Rötring” ink drawing pen and it was decreed that I should re-trace the drawings for the “Reeves Monarch” ¾-inch bore and stroke stationary engine which I did on a too-small drawing board that I had had at home. The “Commander” launch engine design was schemed out on that. Had I had a larger board then, that design could have been a greater success, though a number were completed and used successfully in private boats across the world. Then a much larger second hand commercial board was obtained together with an overhead drafting fame on a sliding carriage. I wish I still had it.

This may sound as if I am trying to excuse myself of design errors. I am not. Any errors were and are mine. It is only by telling of those problems that I hope I may be forgiven that my designs are not as perfect as they might otherwise have been.
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