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Introduction


We are all travellers in the wilderness of this world, and the best we can find in our travels is an honest friend.

Robert Louis Stevenson



In the summer of 2004 I travelled around Britain with Fred Dibnah and his recently renovated traction engine to film the BBC television series Fred Dibnah’s Made in Britain. I had been making programmes with Fred for six years already, and during that time we had become good friends. But when we set out in May to shoot the first of the programmes, we both knew that this would be Fred’s last journey and the last series we would do together. The cancer he had been diagnosed with two and a half years earlier was now terminal and he only had a few months to live.

The idea for Made in Britain went back to 1999, when I asked Fred if he’d be up for a journey around the country on his famous steamroller, Betsy, with his living van in tow. The series I had in mind initially would have seen Fred and the steamroller visiting castles, cathedrals and country houses as well as steam and industrial heritage sites. Fred was keen on the idea from the outset. He’d enjoyed the filming and the places we’d visited for the first two series, Industrial Age and Magnificent Monuments, and he liked the idea of combining this with a grand tour on his roller.

However, although my original idea was to travel around on Betsy, Fred had a different idea. The roller, he said, would be too slow and his traction engine far more suitable for such a journey. The traction engine was the heavy haulage vehicle of its day, a steam engine that towed heavy loads on roads. I knew that Fred had owned a 1912 Aveling and Porter engine for over twenty years. His plan was to restore it, but in the time that I’d known him I’d seen very little progress made. The as yet unnamed engine was little more than a rusty-looking boiler and what Fred described as ‘a kit of parts’ lying around in his shed, but he was determined. To finish rebuilding this engine after so many years and to set off on this grand tour would be one of the highlights of his career. He assured me he’d do his bit and get the engine on the road if I could do mine and have the series commissioned by the BBC.

Throughout the following year, the idea was developed further, as the BBC wanted a more focused series. Fred’s traction engine was a time capsule of Britain’s industrial past – an age when Britain was the ‘workshop of the world’ and the words ‘made in Britain’ were stamped on ships, steam locomotives, traction engines, mill engines, pumps, bridges and pit-winding engines all over the world. Every part of the engine had been invented and manufactured in the United Kingdom, so the idea was that Fred would travel the length and breadth of Britain under the power of steam to search out and celebrate the remarkable achievements of the inventors, engineers, craftsmen and industrial workers whose endeavours had made it possible for an engine like his to be built.

In each of the twelve programmes, Fred would visit a part of the country where an important contribution had been made, and through these twelve snapshots we would build up the bigger picture of the industrial activity that had shaped Britain. The skills and expertise were wide-ranging, from mining and smelting the ore for the raw materials to the specialist craft skills of making parts such as pressure gauges, valves and bearings. Many of the skills, such as boiler-making, were still around in the 1970s but were disappearing rapidly, and on his journey Fred would seek out some of the little workshops where they still survived and share his passion for this great age of engineering. For Fred, it was perfect. It would give him the impetus he needed to get the engine finished and he could look forward to spending a few months on it travelling around and meeting up with some of his mates from the steam world who ran the workshops we would visit.

The idea was ambitious, but it wasn’t to be, or at least not then. It was the time of Simon Schama’s History of Britain, and the BBC wanted a building history of Britain from us, so Buildings of Britain was commissioned instead and Fred’s grand tour on the engine shelved for a while. Fred continued to work on the engine, but it wasn’t a priority. Over the next two years we produced two more series and, as Fred’s popularity increased, he got more and more theatre bookings. Added to that, another project was occupying a lot of his time – his plan to build a fully working replica of a coal mine in his back garden. When the BBC commissioned a film about it, Dig with Dibnah, it, too, took precedence over the restoration of the traction engine.

It was not until the end of 2003 that the idea for the grand tour on the traction engine came up again, just after we had finished Dig with Dibnah. The series was given the go-ahead by the BBC in early 2004, but by then time was very limited, because of Fred’s health. He had first been diagnosed with cancer of the bladder towards the end of 2001, and although there had been remissions, he had by then been told that it was terminal and that he probably had no more than six months left to live. But however much he was suffering, Fred was determined to finish rebuilding the engine and to go on his grand tour.

It was a journey full of ups and downs, but Fred made it. Fitting the journey in around a filming schedule would have been a difficult project for someone in the best of health, let alone someone in Fred’s condition. Added to this was the logistical challenge of driving a huge steam engine around modern Britain, with all the problems posed by traffic, road networks, hills and keeping the engine supplied with coal and water. It was a heroic effort and a few noticeable firsts were achieved along the way, such as crossing the Forth Road Bridge – the first time this had ever been done by a traction engine under its own steam. The highlight of the tour was a trip to London. Fred had been honoured with an MBE for his services to industrial heritage and broadcasting, and he went to Buckingham Palace to collect it on the engine.

As well as being an epic journey in search of Britain’s industrial and engineering past, the journey was also about friendship and the men who really made this happen for Fred – his mining friends Alf Molyneux and Jimmy Crooks, and Alan Atkinson, who transported the engine around the country for him. Come rain or shine, they were there, giving their time unstintingly to make Fred’s dream happen.

Above all, though, it was about Fred’s sheer guts; about a man determined to achieve one last great ambition despite the pain he was in and however great the odds stacked against him. He had spent most of his working days dreaming about getting that traction engine on the road, and the joy of doing it seemed to outstrip the pain he was going through. Towards the end, he was really struggling, but there were places he wanted to go to and friends he wanted to see for the last time, and that kept him going.

Jon Doyle, the assistant producer on the series, summed it up:


You kept thinking, Why is he doing this to himself; why is he putting himself through this? Wouldn’t he be better tucked up in bed? But you knew that was the last place that Fred wanted to be. There was no way he wanted that. He would rather have died on that engine than anywhere else. So no matter what he went through and how much it hurt, he was getting life; what life he had left came from the experience of getting out there on that engine and doing whatever he possibly could.






1

Building the Engine

Over a period of some forty years, Fred Dibnah demolished eighty-nine chimneys. His ninetieth, at the former Park Mill in Royton, near Oldham, was his last. It was the end of an era for Royton’s textile industry, and for Fred. But being Fred, he’d had a new idea:


Really, me steeplejacking days are nearly over with. There’s not many big chimneys like this left to knock down now. They do keep coming, but not quite as frequent as they used to. This of course will enable me to do lots of things that I’ve always wanted to do. Like now, after twenty-seven years, I’ve been able to finish me traction engine after all these years, and to celebrate this I’m setting off on a grand trip round Britain in search of everything that went into building and running an engine like this. It’s a celebration of what a great industrial nation we were, because all the bits that went into it – coal, iron, steam, engineering and mechanics – are the things that made Britain a great industrial nation. When I bought the engine about twenty-seven years ago, I didn’t really think it would take as many years as it has done. When I look at it now and see what I’ve done, I’ve almost made a new one. There’s practically nothing left of the original. When it’s screwed together, I think it’ll actually be better than what it was in 1912.

A traction engine’s a strange machine that were developed really from a lot of other engines. They started off in the 1840s, where all the effort were put in by either animals or the human frame. The men in the country, the blacksmiths and village mechanics, as you might say, decided that they would make a small locomotive boiler and then stick on top of it a crankshaft and a cylinder with a fly wheel, and place it on four wooden wheels so it could be used to drive threshing machines and big saws and all that sort of stuff. It could be used in quarries to crush stone; it could be used to work portable water pumps; it were like a general doer of all things on working sites.


Fred’s Aveling and Porter convertible compound steam tractor was originally built for Somerset County Council in 1912 and configured as a traction engine. But by 1914 it had been commandeered by the War Department, converted into a road roller and sent off to France. When it came back after the war it was acquired by Devon County Council and used as a road roller for the rest of its working life. In the mid-1960s, all the brass fittings were stolen when it was parked in a lay-by. It was then advertised for sale and tenders by sealed bid were invited. The successful bid was just £200, and it came from Peter Froud, a friend of Fred’s. Fred always said that he was green with envy at the time. He’d just paid £175 for his roller, but knew the convertible tractor would have been a much better buy:


When I bought me steamroller I realized straight away I’d made a terrible mistake. I should have bought a traction engine. Steamrollers are very nice things, and everybody relates to them because steamrollers were the last steam-driven vehicles to be seen on any English highway as late as the 1960s, whereas steam wagons and steam traction engines had all disappeared. This meant that even by that time the money for a traction engine were getting a bit tall, so £200 were a real bargain.


Several years later, when Fred was a bit better off, he was in a position to buy a tractor, but by then prices had risen steeply. He knew Peter Froud was thinking of selling the Aveling, so in 1977, after a bit of haggling, a sale was agreed between them for £2,300, and Fred moved the convertible to his workshop at the back of his house in Bolton. The engine, numbered TA2436, looked to be in very good condition, and Fred was pleased with his new acquisition. It had nice lagging on the boiler, the belly tanks were all lined out and it’d had a smart paint job. On closer inspection, though, Fred found that the engine wasn’t quite as good as it had first appeared.

‘There were tell-tale signs for all to see,’ he said, ‘including a big L-shaped weld on the side of the boiler, right underneath the high-pressure-valve spindle. And the standard of the riveting on the boiler also left a lot to be desired.’ It quickly became obvious to Fred that this boiler barrel wasn’t good enough, and so began the twenty-seven-year slog to get the engine restored.

When we started filming Fred at work on the engine for Made in Britain, it was nearly complete, but he never tired of recounting the saga of its building:


When I first got it the BBC were filming, and I said to the producer, Don Howarth, ‘If you give me eight grand, I’ll be able to get it finished in six months.’ Getting the engine all appeared in those early films: doing the deal, having a beer, dragging it in the shed and the irate wife never being able to go on holiday because of it. Then the beginning of the riveting; he filmed a bit of that, but not a lot. There’s some archive film of that with me saying ridiculous things like, ‘In two years we’ll be steaming down the road,’ and it’s twenty-seven years on from there. Everything had been welded on – even the firebox, and the people who did it welded it in places where it didn’t need welding so it caused me a lot of bother. I had to grind a lot of surplus metal off that I needn’t have done if they’d done the job right in the first place. Then I found that the front axle was not original. It was from a Garrett No. 4 tractor, and the front wheels were also the wrong ones and were even different diameters.

I soon realized that what I’d bought were absolutely rotten, it were all rusty and all the rivets were pointed, so I started off twenty-odd years ago by making a new boiler barrel. I didn’t actually roll the plates, I got that done at an engineering works, but I did all the riveting; the entire hole boring and the rivets. I made nearly all the parts for the engine myself, which is one of the reasons it all took so long. The gearing, all the cog wheels and all the transmission is all brand-new. I made a lot of the blanks myself with me own lathe. When I first looked at it, it didn’t look too bad, but gears are funny things; if they’re a little bit worn they make a lot of noise, and I don’t like too much noise. So I ended up with a brand-new set of gears. Then there was the tender; it was a bit like a patchwork quilt. I’ve never been one of those men who likes things patched up, so I decided to make a brand-new one. With the various methods of getting plates red-hot and bending them round bits of iron, I managed to make a brand-new tender. All the bearings are brand-new, the cylinder block is new and it’s got new piston rods, new valve rods and all new pins. But the biggest single job I had to do on the engine were the boiler.

There were much upset with it and a lot of trouble, and many setbacks that were no fault of me own, like cracks appearing in plates and things like that, but I soldiered on. You could have welded it up and made a bodge-up of it like lots of them are, but if it’s had it I prefer to make a new one. Really, there are only three plates of the boiler that are original; three pieces of metal in the whole boiler are the original 1912. The rest of it is lying about the garden in bits and pieces. Then, of course, the tanks and the tender and all the gearing and all the bearings are all brand-new. And that’s why I’m hoping it’s going to run like a Swiss watch when we get it out of this shed and go up that hill on to the tarmac outside.

You’ve got to have a laugh, though; it has meant twenty-seven years and two divorces for me. Any man who’s got a steam engine will tell you that you’ve got to have an understanding woman, otherwise you’re in big trouble. It’s really hard to reckon up the actual time I’ve spent on it, because there can be a period of six or seven weeks when you’re working away from home and there’s no time to bother with it. You get people writing these articles on how I did me traction engine up and they say things like ‘I spent twenty-nine thousand hours on it,’ but it’s a bit of a weird thing how they can get it dead right down to the exact hour.

People buy them now, half a boiler and two wheels and no cylinder block, and start from there. It’s amazing what wonderful achievements people in England have made restoring these things. I think they should get government grants or lottery grants, because it’s ten times tougher than doing a motorcar, I can tell you. In my opinion, if you do one of these things up proper, it takes a long time if you’re not a rich man. Even if you are a rich man, the hardest thing is to find the men who can do it for you, because the skills are disappearing fast. Even with this engine, living in this town now, I would be hard pressed to start again and do it, because half the firms that have helped me have gone, and the machinery is in India and China and places like that, which is bloody sad to me. I mean, the things that have been done for me here in this town, you couldn’t get done no more because the people have gone.

Then there’s the cost of it. Sometimes you go and get a price for something, and it’s an arm and a leg and you think, It’s going to bankrupt me. So you chew it over in your mind for three months, and finally and ultimately you come up with a solution. Necessity is the mother of invention, and I’ve saved myself literally thousands of pounds. If I’d had to pay for a lot of things it would have been a fortune. For the rubber tyres alone you are talking a thousand pound on each wheel if you pay for it at Dunlop. But there’s ways and means you can find these things and get them practically given to you.


Money had always been tight and was one of the reasons that the rebuild of the engine took so long. But by 2001, with several new television series under his belt and a diary full of bookings for after-dinner talks, Fred was in the sort of position he’d always wanted to be in. He was completely independent, and he would have plenty of time between filming commitments and theatre bookings to devote his time to finishing the traction engine and starting work on building the replica coal mine in his garden. Life was looking good. The only cloud on the horizon was his health. Fred was suffering from abdominal pains and was admitted to Bolton Royal Infirmary for tests. After a series of X-rays and scans, the doctors discovered that his right kidney was not working properly and would have to be removed. After the surgery, he was told that the kidney contained a malignant tumour and the cancer had spread to his lymphatic system.

Fred wasn’t going to be beaten by the cancer, nor was he going to be put down by the chemotherapy. He was as tough and stubborn as he’d ever been and wasn’t going to give in easily. Within a day or so of the treatment, he was back out in his yard getting on with the work on the tractor and all his other projects. And that toughness saw him through. When his course of treatment finished he went for a scan, and the results were encouraging. The chemotherapy had been successful and Fred was given the all-clear. Life could get back to normal, and Fred was able to get on with the work on his tractor. By this time, Fred had a lot of friends helping him. Ian Thompson had been around, working in the garden, for as long as I had been going to Fred’s. He stoked the boiler and generally operated as Fred’s assistant – all on a voluntary basis. Then Alf Molyneux appeared on the scene. Alf was a retired miner whom Fred had first met in a pub he used to go to in Tyldesley, a small coal-mining community between Bolton and Wigan. Alf takes up the story:


Fred got chatting on steam, and it’s infectious listening to him. He’s such a nice chap and he was so easy to get on with. We got talking about pits, and he told me he’d got a pit headgear in his back garden. Being an ex-miner, I went to have a look, but it was on a day when he needed a bit of muscle power on the traction engine. I gave him a lift that first day, and that were it, I were trapped. When I first went he was relying on somebody calling and giving him an hour here and an hour there. There was nobody going regular like I started to. At that stage the original body of the tractor needed to be dismantled, and one of the first jobs I remember were stripping the boiler off the back end.


Alf had finished his career as a pit deputy. He was a few years younger than Fred, still strong and very capable, and as an ex-miner he wasn’t afraid of hard, manual work; just the kind of man Fred needed. It wasn’t very long before Alf was coming to give Fred a hand three or four times a week, and he started to bring his ex-mining mate Jimmy Crooks along with him. Jimmy had spent his whole working life in the coal industry and finished up ‘a boss down the pit; a clever bloke’, as Fred used to put it. Later on, when he was working on the engine with Alf, I asked Jimmy how he got involved, and he just pointed to Alf. ‘This fellow,’ he said:


There was one night me and Alf were with Fred, and he was on about getting his engine finished. He’d just found out then that he’d got cancer and he’d not got much time, so he was on about getting it finished so his two lads would be able to have an engine each. So we said, ‘If that’s all you want, we’ll come and give you a lift.’ We’d no idea about traction engines or boiler-making or anything at that time. We used to go out walking twice a week, and I ended up with a bad leg and we didn’t go for a while, so we started coming here and this has taken over. It was in pieces in the shed when we started going.


Alf remembers those first days when he and Jimmy started going regularly to Fred’s: ‘We started piling into that engine with gusto, because he’d just been diagnosed and he said he wanted to get it finished. He was always talking about one for each of the lads.’ But within a few weeks of Fred getting all this extra help, he had a major setback:


Everything was going very well; then when we’d just got six rivets left to do, a horrible crack appeared in between the four rivet holes where the barrel goes into the throat plate. That were really bad news, because this is the most complicated piece of plate on the whole boiler. The initial thought was that it were just a pencil line, but it weren’t; it were a proper crack in the iron. It was most likely to have been caused by the way the thing was made in 1912. The only solution was to get it welded. So that’s what I did. I called the welder, and while I was waiting for him to come, there was a terrible disaster in America. A traction engine blew up, killing five people and injuring forty. I thought, If that were to happen in England, it would be the end of the traction-engine movement, and they’d not allow us out on the roads any more. So while I were waiting for the welding to be done, I thought of having the engine X-rayed. A man came with his television sets and his probe and his gel, and he went round the seam of the rivets. As he did, his face was getting longer and longer. It were all cracked around the circumference where the rivets went in. All in all, there were twenty-seven cracks in the plate, he said, all invisible to the naked eye. This meant we would have to make a new throat plate, which would have been quite a feat.


‘Making a new throat plate wasn’t a job that Fred could do in the garden,’ Alf recalled:


He didn’t have the machinery he needed for it, so he had to find somewhere to get the job done. He went to various places, and they couldn’t do it either; the expertise had long gone. Then he dropped on an ironworks in Dukinfield, and he went there and had a word with the boss and the boss said, ‘Go and have a word with such a body,’ some old guy who had a lot of experience; and he looked at it and said, ‘No problem.’ I believe Fred had got an estimate from somewhere else which was hundreds of pounds, and when he enquired here it was ‘Give us fifty quid,’ or something like that, which suited Fred.


Fabricating the new throat plate was the biggest job Fred had to contract out during the rebuild of the engine, and he was full of praise for the Dukinfield firm of J. Bown & Co. who did the job. ‘They were,’ he said, ‘the kind of outfit the steam men should support.’ As far as Fred was concerned, they were top of the list of places we should go to film for the new series. For him, it was companies like this that had made Britain great, and he always lamented the fact that they had nearly all disappeared:


In this modern and advanced age that we live in, it gets more and more difficult to find people who can actually do work like this. It’s incredible really; there’s a heck of a lot of bodge-ups, and you can’t really afford that sort of thing with a potential bomb, which is what an engine like this is, really. If I had to start again now to do what I’ve done on this locomotive boiler, I’d be in trouble. All the people who’ve helped me and done various bits of machinery for me have nearly all gone. Like the gearing with all the cog wheels on it, I made a lot of the blanks meself with me own lathe. And the reason it’s taken all these years is the fact that the lathe is driven by another steam engine, and of course it means lighting fires and getting steam up like they did in the olden days. In them days they’d never let the fire go out, so they’d have plenty of power all the time, just like an electric motor. But of course all my machinery is antique. It does the job, but it’s not quite as fast as modern electrically driven tackle. The thing is, the people who put the teeth on the blanks were loading all the machinery on to the back of wagons to be exported to India the week after they’d finished them. I don’t know, they seem to be able to do the work in other countries, but not here. I think one of the biggest mistakes we’ve ever made is stopping bound apprenticeships for engineers.


Once the new throat plate had been made, Fred had to get it on to the end of the boiler and then rivet it to the boiler barrel. ‘It was a tight fit when we put it on,’ Alf remembers,


and it took a bit of banging to do it, but these things need to be a decent fit. Next we had to make a hydraulic riveter to actually rivet the throat plate into position. Then Jimmy said we could do with a turntable, because you couldn’t go swinging the hydraulic riveter round everywhere. With a turntable, we would be able to leave the riveter where it was and turn the barrel around, and lo and behold, next time we went Fred had made one from two pieces of kitchen worktop. We had a bit of assistance from a group in Wigan, some railwaymen, and they were using compressed-air guns, but Fred didn’t want to do it that road. He wanted to do it more by hand, as they would have done it in the old days. That’s the way we did the stays. You could do them with the gun, but they were all done by hammer, and there’s some blows there – six hundred-odd hammer blows for one side of each stay. Once we’d got the throat plate on we got the whole thing on a set of temporary wheels taken from pit wagons and laid a track to push it in and out of the shed so we could work under the big crane to lift the flywheel on, and that sort of thing. I can’t remember where we got everything from. It was cadge a bit here and cadge a bit there.


Jimmy was now going to Fred’s two or three times a week with Alf. ‘We kept adding to and adding to it,’ he said, ‘all the parts that Fred had already made for it. Then it got too big for the tub wheels, so we had to put another set of wheels underneath at the back. We got them from Astley Green Colliery Museum, on loan, supposedly. Then it came to putting the firebox in. All the stays had to be put in. Me and Alf would do five apiece. Then we put the boiler tubes in. Fred told us what to do. He demonstrated. Then he’d go and do something else and leave us to it.’

‘We dropped lucky with the boiler tubes,’ Alf said, ‘because we’d been to the Bolton engineering works, Hick Hargreaves, just before they closed down, and there was a tube-bending machine there that they gave Fred and that made life a lot easier.’ About this time, more helpers appeared on the scene, as Alf explained:


On Saturday morning I used to meet up with some mates who were all interested in mining, and we’d either go underground at Wet Earth Colliery or down some of the mine shafts on the moors up above Bolton. One Saturday morning I said to them, ‘I’m going to Fred’s. Come and have a look at his headgear.’ They then started coming every Saturday morning, and it’s then we decided we had enough men to start sinking the mine shaft. That was the plan. We did that a time or two. But in between that, especially when we got building the tractor up and doing all the riveting, there’d be plenty of bodies on a Saturday morning to lend a hand.


By the end of August 2003, Fred was making progress on all fronts with the engine and the mine, and he was busy with filming commitments and with theatre bookings. We were getting to the end of filming Age of Steam, but the BBC had commissioned another film about Fred’s mine, and the filming for that had started. It was the first time Jon Doyle had worked with Fred, and he remembers well the scenes of great industry in his garden. At that stage,’ he says,


there was this amazing energy to get things done, but it was all interrupted by having breaks for pies and having a brew. It was a strange world of retired men, back in this industrial machine that Fred had created in his garden. It was always very entertaining and it never ceased to amaze me when I saw the sheer scale of the jobs Fred would do and the feats he would pull off. I remember seeing the engine very early on getting pulled out of the shed, and at this stage there were no moving parts on it. The first time I saw the engine, in September 2003, it had no wheels on; it was on tracks and they used to pull it out of the shed on them. To me, it was just a rusty-looking boiler. All the rest was in bits that were spread all over the shed: the wheels here, the gears over there and the chains hanging up from the walls. Then when they started to put them together there were parts that never seemed to fit properly because they’d all been made at different times.


To the untrained eye, the engine might have looked a long way from completion, but Fred knew that, after all the years of hard work, it was nearly finished, and with all the help he was now getting from Alf and Jimmy and the other members of ‘Dad’s Army’, as his wife, Sheila, used to call them, Fred was confident he would have it on the road by the following spring. But his health was still giving cause for concern. He was going back to Christie’s Hospital in Manchester for check-ups, and at one of these his worst fears were confirmed. The cancer that had started in his kidney had now surfaced again in his bladder, where a large tumour had appeared. Fred started on another course of chemotherapy. But like the first time, he wasn’t going to let it stop him doing the things he wanted to do. The doctors ordered complete rest, but Fred took no notice: he had his traction engine and his coal mine to finish.

But he was running out of time, and Alf and Jimmy knew that he wouldn’t be able to achieve both of his ambitions. ‘We kept trying to persuade him to finish the engine and leave the shaft,’ Jimmy recalled,


but he was a stubborn bloke at times and if that’s what he wanted to do, you’d have to do that. He had great plans for the mine, but I kept saying to him, ‘You can’t do it. It won’t work.’ But he kept going. We knew it would never get finished. But the engine kept getting bypassed because of it, and there were so many other jobs going on, like chopping trees down, putting the side of the big shed in and putting a new floor in ready for when the tractor was up and running.

But we also had some good laughs. Sheila kept trying to make Fred a vegetarian, so Fred would have us in stitches, hiding his meat pie whenever Sheila was around. But we were also losing time, because we would keep going to Blackpool with Fred to work on a flat he had provided the money for so that Sheila would have an income from it when he’d gone.


At the end of 2003, when the idea for doing the Made in Britain series came up again, Fred was given an even bigger incentive to get the engine finished. It was just after we had made Dig with Dibnah, and it was the emergence of Alf in that film as the perfect foil for Fred that helped to get the series off the ground. Fred would need a steersman for the journey, and Alf had been very good on camera with Fred in the mining programme. With Alf on board as Fred’s mate, the series was given the go-ahead. Fred was delighted – he would be able to achieve what had become for him one of his last great ambitions. The other one, getting his mine completed, had been temporarily thwarted when the council turned down his application for planning permission, but the prospect of this new series made up for that disappointment.

Everything was looking good. Fred’s chemotherapy sessions seemed to be going well and we had high hopes that he’d be able to get the engine finished and be fit enough to embark on the tour. Fred himself was optimistic. Every time I went over to see him, he’d tell me about stories he’d read in the Daily Mail about some cure or other that had been developed in America. However, Fred’s optimism and his joy at getting the series commissioned was short-lived. While I’d been discussing the proposal with the BBC, Fred was back at the hospital having check-ups. When he got the results, they couldn’t have been worse. The cancer had spread, and it had got such a hold that the specialists had to advise him that chemotherapy wouldn’t cure him.

It was early 2004 by now, and Fred only had a short time to live, but he was now a man with a very clear mission. ‘As long as I can finish me engine off,’ he said, ‘it doesn’t overly worry me about owt else, but I want to do me engine up and finish me pit if I can before I die.’ He was confident that, over the course of the next six months, he would achieve the first of these ambitions. By now the engine was looking good, and despite all the setbacks he’d had, it was at last nearing completion. He’d reached the most exciting stage of the rebuild, with the wheels due to be put on, the cab attached and all the shiny green cladding and the polished brasswork to be put on.

We went over to film some of this for the first programme in the new series, and Jon Doyle remembers the scale of the work Fred was doing:


He’d start manoeuvring this 10 tons of iron up and down his garden and it felt like, any minute, it could have fallen down, but Fred was always in control of the situation. His ingenuity in getting a huge jack out to lift something up or using a block and tackle to move it around was very impressive. I thought it was amazing that a single person could find a way to solve such terrific and impressive engineering problems himself with just one or two other people there to help him. I’ll never forget the sheer energy and the commitment from all the people around him, or the constant stream of passers-by who would drop in, and the fact that Fred would always have time to stop and have a brew with them, whoever they were and wherever they’d come from.


But Fred’s willingness to drop tools to entertain anybody who cared to call in to see him wasn’t so good when he was racing against time to get his engine on the road. By spring, the work still wasn’t finished. It would need another few months’ work before it was ready for the road. Once it had been finished, the journey itself and the filming, we estimated, would take at least four months. Fred was determined to carry on and do it, but he was becoming weaker all the time. His friends rallied round, and the garden became a scene of constant activity. ‘He really wanted to get the engine done and do the tour,’ Jimmy said. ‘He talked about it a lot. But we couldn’t get him to get on with it. We wanted him to abandon the shaft job and get on with the engine, but he wouldn’t have it. He kept saying he was waiting for this or he was waiting for that. There was always something. But we don’t know what he kept waiting for.’

By the time we started filming, the engine was ‘a kit of parts’, like pieces of Meccano that were all ready to be bolted together. The wheels had been replaced with a suitable Aveling pair and new bearings fitted. The tender, belly tanks, boiler barrel and ash pan had all been replaced with newly manufactured substitute parts. Before all the bits were screwed on, however, Fred was able to fill the boiler. He got it up to 175 pounds per square inch (psi), and there were no leaks, which was pretty good, said Fred, ‘considering it is a homemade boiler, made in me backyard. It looks very rusty at the moment, but that’s very good for it. Leaving it standing like this helps to seal the rivets up.’ Fred explained a bit more about what was involved in these tests he was doing:


When you’ve made a new boiler, it’s got to be tested, and a good way of testing it, the recognized way, is a hydraulic test. This means you fill it right up to the top with cold water till there’s no air or anything in it, and you start pumping it up to one and a half times the working pressure, which in the case of this boiler is 300psi, which is quite a lot of weight and pressure from the cold water. Of course, cold water is harmless, and if it did blow apart it wouldn’t be an explosion, because cold water doesn’t expand. It just gives up when the pressure has been released. Now if you did the same with steam, you’d be pushing your luck. But there’s another way of doing it. If you fill the boiler right up to the top with cold water and then light a fire, cold water expands when it gets hot and this builds up a pressure without the steam, and that’s the way I’m doing it. The thing is, I’ve done it before, so I know it’s going to be OK. I’ve now got this boiler full of water, and we’ve had it up to 125psi and there’ve been no leaks, which is pretty good. Very shortly we’ll get it up to the full hydraulic test pressure at 300psi. The next thing is to shot-blast the engine and paint it matt black and roll it into the shed and start to assemble it. I’m really, really looking forward to that – after so many battles.


The shot-blasting was to get rid of the rust. After that, Fred got a man from Preston to come and paint the tender and the water tanks. ‘Then,’ Jimmy recalled, ‘we started on the living van, re-timbered a lot of that. Then we had to find brakes; we couldn’t get brakes for it. When we did finally get them it was all right going forward, but it wouldn’t go back because the brakes kept locking.’ By this time, Alf had been bitten by the steam bug. He’d never been into steam before, but after working with Fred on his engine, he’d bought his own little model steam engine which he worked on in his own back shed at home. As he worked on Fred’s engine with Jimmy, I asked them both how much time they were spending at Fred’s. Alf told me it varied:


We always come Mondays and Thursdays, and usually on Saturday, and then other than that, if he says he could do with a lift, I might have an extra afternoon with him. Then I just come in sometimes for a chat because he’s such a nice chap to know. In one sense, I wish I’d known him years ago, but in another sense no, because I’d have probably finished up working with him on chimneys or something and I’d have missed out on my own career in the mines, which I always enjoyed. I hardly knew what a nut and bolt was when I started helping Fred, but his enthusiasm rubs off on you and you learn as you go along. He was always a very easy chap to work with, very easygoing, and I’ve learned a lot off him. He was a good teacher. But he used to teach himself as well. Often he’d read a book in the evening about some mechanical problem he’d come across and then he’d have a go at it the next day. The other thing was, he was never afraid to ask. He might be in a factory somewhere, and he’d talk to mechanics and he’d ask their opinion about a problem he was coming up against, or he’d ring one of his steam buddies and ask them. One of the things that always came across when working on the engine was that he was a perfectionist. You’d put a rivet in, and if it weren’t quite right, it was drill it and get it out. But if you did do something wrong, he wouldn’t start shouting and bawling about it. He’d just say, ‘No. That’ll not do,’ and you had to do it again. So you quickly learned only to do it once and do it right. If we hadn’t got in with Fred, though, we’d probably never have taken any notice of traction engines and all that. But it’s got infectious, hasn’t it?


Jimmy agreed. ‘Especially when you look at what we’ve done. This was just a pile of scrap when we started.’ As he spoke, I looked at the engine, which Jimmy was busy rubbing down. It was now looking as though it was nearly ready for the road. The boiler had been painted matt black and the tender and belly tanks were a beautiful, high-gloss green. The engine itself was no longer a kit of parts, as all the gearing, pistons and drive mechanisms had been fitted.

Fred came into the shed and rubbed his hand appreciatively over the tender’s paintwork. ‘That’s nice and smooth, innit?’ he said. ‘Smooth as glass. And we’ll soon have the wheels on. Don’t worry.’

Alf looked at the footplate. ‘There won’t be much room for you here, Fred, when I’m driving this,’ he said with a grin.

Fred laughed and looked at the flywheel. He was still interested in the paintwork. ‘Saved us a lot of messing getting somebody in to do it,’ he said. ‘It’s nice when it gets to this stage. Anyway, I’ll go and put the kettle on.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Alf said. ‘That’s the best idea you’ve had all day.’

Fred left Alf and Jimmy looking at the engine. Alf was getting excited about the thought of getting the engine out on the road. ‘Wait until we’re bombing down the road,’ he said. ‘That will be a delightful day. That will be a day to remember. It really will. But like I said, there’s not a lot of room on it. With the steamroller, we can all hang on the back, but I don’t think there are a lot of places here where you can hang on to the side.’

Alf pointed to the stays in the boiler:


These stays, believe it or not, there’s 56,000 hammer blows in this line of stays, inside and out, and the same again on the other side. A chap came down one day and we were banging away at these, and he said, ‘How many hammer blows does that take?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, because we’ve never counted.’ So we counted just one and then multiplied it by the number of stays. When Fred did the first stay he said to me, ‘This will be your job.’ So I did one and said, ‘How does it look?’, and he said, ‘It could do with a bit of an adjustment.’ So I gave it a few more knocks, then on to the next. He reckons now I’m his expert stay knocker.


‘Stay knocker extraordinary,’ Fred announced with a laugh as he came back into the shed with the brew. ‘Where can we put this bloody thing?’ he said, as he struggled to find a clear surface to put the battered old tea tray down. Eventually, he found a trestle to rest it on, but by this time the tray was swimming with all the tea and coffee he’d spilt. Fred might have been able to rebuild his engine, but organizing a brew was a different matter.

There were a lot more brews before the big day dawned when the engine could be steamed up for the first time. But was it going to work? Fred looked on proudly as his Land Rover was used to pull the engine out of the shed on the railway track and shared his thoughts:


This is it, really. After twenty-seven years and two divorces, I’ve finally got the thing back together. Some periods I were full of despair, particularly with the saga with the throat plate. But practically what you’re looking at, other than the casting of the cylinder block and the crankshaft and the flywheel and the two plates on each side of the boiler and the one over the top, the rest of it is brand-new. We’ve had the boiler in steam before, but today is the day we’re going to light the fire and see if it will all go round; that’s the important thing.


With the engine out on the drive, Fred made one or two final small adjustments to the valves as he was getting steam up:


It’s been like a long, hard twenty-seven years, I’ll tell you. And every time, there were some unforeseen disaster. But I’m not the only guy doing this. There’s dozens of them all over England in little sheds, trying hard with very little money. In my opinion, instead of giving it to these men with tight trousers who dance on stages, they should give a bit to the lads who are mending traction engines, because they are an unbelievable tourist attraction. I mean, in Dorset, there’s a guy there who has I don’t know how many million people come every year to a traction engine rally from all over the place.


By the time he’d had a break for the pies at lunchtime with Alf and Jimmy, the engine was steamed up. Fred climbed up on to the footplate. ‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Handle forward. Regulator open.’ The engine mechanism started to turn over. Fred beamed with satisfaction at seeing everything in motion for the first time and looked down to Alf, who was standing by the side of it.

Alf’s face was wreathed in a big smile. ‘It’s like a Rolls-Royce,’ he said. ‘Magic!’

‘Yeah, I’m quite pleased with that,’ Fred replied. ‘Really, when you think, all them years, and never really knowing whether we were going to make it or not. When you think we nearly made a new one.’

‘We have made a new one,’ Alf contended.

‘No,’ Fred said, ‘there’s a few bits that belong to Mr Aveling and Mr Porter.’ Fred stepped down from the footplate to stand beside Alf and look at the engine. ‘It doesn’t seem that long ago that we were banging away with the hammers,’ he said. ‘And now the worst is over with. All we’ve got to do now is put the rear end on and the wheels and the pipe work. When you think we’ve had this boiler in three pieces and it’s always a bit of a worry whether you’ve got it back together right.’ Fred got back up on to the engine and gave one long, triumphant blast on the whistle. But why had it taken so long, I wanted to know. Fred had an instant answer:


If I had an electric motor instead of a steam engine driving me machinery, it would’ve taken maybe a year or two less. But the other thing is that as soon as you light fires in boilers they seem to have some fatal attraction for people, who just come from nowhere. And of course, you can’t stop talking, can you? You’ve got to talk to them. So I would say about half the twenty-seven years has been taken up with talking and not doing the job!


The engine was nearly finished but so, it appeared, was Fred. He continued to visit Christie’s Hospital for palliative care. However, on one of his visits there, he was given some information about two new drugs that were being tested, and they asked him if he would be prepared to take part in the clinical trials for them. I learned about the proposal the next day, when I was over at Fred’s. When I arrived, he got me a brew and then showed me the papers he’d been given at the hospital. ‘It’s for some new-fangled Josef Mengele stuff they want to pump into me,’ he explained, ‘and because it’s never been tested on humans before, they don’t know the effects, but so far it’s worked on animals.’

Whatever Fred’s description, it was clear that here was a possible new cure that Fred was being offered. It sounded as though it might be a lifeline for him. Every time I’d seen him over the previous few months, Fred had told me about some new miracle cure for cancer he’d read about. Could this be the one that would work? The tests the hospital had asked him to take part in would take up most of the summer. They would involve frequent visits to Christie’s Hospital, with some overnight stays. Fred was thinking about it. Clearly, the trials offered him a glimmer of hope, but he wasn’t too keen, especially as the doctors had emphasized that the tests were unlikely to be of any direct benefit to him. He would, they had explained, be taking part in the interests of medical research that might benefit cancer sufferers in the future.

Fred was weighing all this up against the fact that the one great ambition he had left to achieve before he died was to get the engine around the country for the new series he had been offered. He knew that time was short, and that if he didn’t get it done that summer, he would never be able to do it. What if we tried to fit the filming around the tests? But Fred wasn’t happy with this idea. What if the course of treatment had such bad side effects and made him so ill that he couldn’t finish the filming schedule? What if he became bedridden and couldn’t go to Buckingham Palace to receive the MBE he’d recently been awarded?

We talked it through, but I could see Fred had already made his mind up. He wanted to live the rest of his life doing exactly what he wanted to do, and that was travelling around Britain on his beloved steam engine, not being laid up in a hospital bed. He was determined to steam ahead with his farewell to his millions of fans, even though he was critically ill. He knew it would have been a difficult project even for someone in the best of health, but he was absolutely insistent.

I was uncomfortable with this. I sat at Fred’s kitchen table and tried to reason with him. If there was the slightest chance that the drugs he had been asked to test could give him even six more months to live, he should take part in the trials. I felt we needed to postpone the filming until at least he’d given it a go, but Fred wanted to get on with things as quickly as possible. Any delay now, he felt, would mean it would be too late. I said I’d try to find out a bit more about the drugs, and asked Leona, the researcher working on the series, to find out what she could. The results were not encouraging. Both drugs were in the very first stage of being tested on humans, and it was unlikely that there would be any benefits for those taking part in the trials. When I reported our findings to Fred, he almost seemed relieved. We were going to go ahead. Everybody close to Fred at the time assured me that this was what he really wanted. Finishing the engine and making this journey would give him a focus. It would be something to keep him going and keep his mind off the end. It was now a question of getting it done, so that Fred could achieve one of his last wishes.

By now, Fred had a fixed urinary catheter in place. This was bad enough in itself, but it was also causing him to catch bladder infections, so he kept having to go to the Royal Bolton Hospital for tests and for treatment to replace it. ‘It was,’ Sheila recalled, ‘a strange, topsy-turvy time. One day we’d be off to Christie’s, having more tests, being prescribed more medication, then the next day he’d be bounding round the garden with the strength of ten men, working long hours to get the engine finished.’

One of the final jobs that needed to be done before they could go out on to the road was to create somewhere for Alf to stand. The footplate had been designed only for one-man operation, but Fred was going to have Alf up there with him all the time as steersman. ‘We made a platform for me to stand on for steering,’ Alf remembered,


and it was just the right height for me. There were always that danger of your foot going in the big cog, because that weren’t guarded, so Fred put a little lip on the front of the step so as you could put your toes against that and you couldn’t go forward. Once we’d got that done, I remember the very first time we went out on the road. Fred said to me and Jimmy, ‘There’s a piece of plywood there, put that down at the front and I’ll just run on to it.’ So he did that; just poked it out of the shed. Then he said, ‘There’s another sheet there,’ and I said to Jimmy, ‘Just watch, he’ll be up the drive and out on to the road next,’ and he were. When he went out on to the road, the chains for steering the engine were very slack. He turned right at the top of the drive out on to the road. He was going along, and for some reason decided to turn right, where there was no road to turn into, and he nearly went through a bloody fence.


Fred wasn’t going to let a little thing like this worry him. The long, difficult work of restoring the engine was nearly over. ‘It’s all practically finished now,’ he said. ‘The only things left to do are cosmetic, like the lagging round the boiler, beautifying it, in a way, but now we’ve got it to this nice stage where it will run, we might as well do all the testing before we put any guards on anything. Even when they made them, they used to take them out on the road and bang them through their paces before they put the finishing touches to them and the classy paint job that made them look a million dollars. So that’s what we’re going to do.’
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