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Introduction

			When I first started writing this story, it commenced as I was boarding the plane to Italy. However, as I advanced further into the content, I realised I needed to go back to the start of my working career as many of the thoughts and decisions I made were formulated because of the career path that I had chosen which defined the person I was and influenced the direction of the story.

			



	

Chapter One

			My First Day At Work

			I remembered the first day I entered the doors of the General Motors Holdens Service Garage at Fisherman’s Bend Melbourne in my brand-new, company issued white overalls. This was the headquarters of the behemoth General Motors Empire in Australia with over 50% of the local market share. It was February 1965; I was about to become a little minnow in a big pond. I was about to start a five-year apprenticeship as a motor mechanic.

			With loud hammering emanating from all over the workshop, the high-speed whir of electric drills, and the rattle of the pneumatic handguns, I was introduced to the men who would be my workmates for the next five years at least. The first realisation that my life had suddenly changed was the introduction itself.

			As a child growing up, I was always taught to respect older people addressing them as Mrs or Mister, but now suddenly men twice or three times my age were being introduced by their Christian names: Bob Townley, Ernie Paterson, Les Sully. I suddenly felt so much older. So, this was lesson number one! This was the start of who I was and what I was about to become.

			The five-year apprenticeship in the mid-1960s was all encompassing. We studied petrol engines, diesel engines, manual and automatic transmissions, differentials, braking systems, electrical wiring and components, and welding both arc and gas. Many of these are independent trades now, but we practiced them all.

			We spent four weeks away from our place of work each year in two brackets of two weeks at a technical school, in my case Richmond Technical School where theory and hands-on training was delivered. This block training lasted for four years; only the final year was exempt with the understanding you should have reached a level of competency where the employer should now be able to benefit from your skills.

			I was first employed at GMH, as it was commonly known, in the service garage. We would service the full range of Holden products from the company passenger car fleet. Most of these vehicles were regarded as company cars and were changed over at a prescribed mileage to be sold as second-hand cars through the dealer network.

			I joined the company as the very successful EH model was being phased out, and the more controversial HD model was introduced mid-1965. The controversy lay in the design of the headlight surround. The forward lip of the mudguard protruded beyond the main bodyline of the car and headlight area creating a wedge shape, and critics claimed it could seriously injure a pedestrian in the event of a collision.

			The cars we worked on were always new or nearly new, so there were no major repairs to be performed just regular oil change filter and five minutes on the engine diagnostic machine to ensure they were running to peak efficiency. After two years, I found this repetitive and boring, but in the other half of the service warehouse was the factory production fleet. This consisted of various types of vehicles and machinery that were essential to feed the foundry, the production line, and company stores.

			There was a fleet of over 100 forklift trucks of different sizes and power sources, petrol, diesel, LP gas and battery electric. There were battery electric reach trucks, tractor mounted front-end loaders, mobile cranes, dump trucks and even a Fiat bulldozer, just about every type of production machine you could think of. It looked a much more interesting place to work than the new car department. I wanted grease on my hands and dirt under my fingernails, so I approached the boss asking to be transferred to the machinery side of the building.

			There had never been an apprentice in that area before, and after some discussion with the departments leading hand, it was agreed that I would work there. It was a bonus for me in many ways; I was free of the mundane repetitive work, and every day in the fleet plant department brought something new, working on different types of machinery. I was also sent to different parts of the factory as some vehicles were located in the foundry, the fettling area where castings were ground to correct dimensions, the engine assembly area and the various stores located around the plant.

			It allowed me to hone my diesel engine skills learnt at trade school but not used in the car department. I was exposed to battery electric technology for the first time along with LP gas engines. I became proficient at diagnosing engine complaints without the use of electric diagnostic tools; I learnt the different engine wear noises from big end bearing and gudgeon pin knocks, from piston slap to tappet rattle. But more importantly, I became proficient with hydraulic pumps and hose repair and how the systems operated. This knowledge would become invaluable in my future career and combined with the skills I had already acquired gave me a wide range of employment opportunities, and I was thoroughly enjoying myself.

			Then one day, a red capped Canadian named Pat Mackie, a rabble-rouser was brought in by the union to lead a stop work meeting in which all the mechanics and production workers downed tools and gathered to hear his rousing speech. It seemed the parent company, General Motors in America, was making huge profits from the Australian operation, and the unions felt some of that profit should be shared with the workers in the form of a pay rise. So began a three-week strike that ended in defeat and the workers having to return to work without any increase in salary.

			Conspiracy theorists believed it was a set-up, and the red capped rabble-rouser was employed by GM in America to travel around to its worldwide manufacturing plants and take the workers out on strike whenever it suited the company. I always thought it strange that he was allowed inside the grounds of the factory, considering the security pass that was needed for anybody else visiting the plant.

			But you see it was the end of production of a particular model, or a model runout as it’s known in the trade, with a new one waiting to be released. But the vehicles to be superseded had large numbers still sitting on grass waiting for despatch to dealers. It would be convenient for the workers to strike so wages would not have to be paid, while the stocks of unsold vehicles could be slowly run out to dealers and the factory readied for the new model. It was interesting that only production workers and non-managerial personnel went out on strike. Also, by law, apprentices were not allowed to strike either, so that left me all alone in my department with no supervision.

			The manager in the car department asked if I wanted to return to his area for the duration as I would have the other apprentices for company. I declined the offer because I knew I had a weeks’ worth of service and repairs that I could carry out on the production fleet, and nobody knew how long the strike would last. I spent the week happily on my own carrying out the repairs and services that the leading hand had on his job sheet.

			Nearing the end of this list of tasks, I noticed one of the forklifts I was working on was looking rather untidy and the paint was covered in scratches. So I drove it to the steam cleaner and gave it a thorough clean all over, but this did not improve its appearance greatly so from the tool store I selected a tin of safety orange paint, the colour that they were presented in when delivered new.

			I commenced to hand paint the bodywork and restore it to near new condition. I stood back and admired my handiwork but realised there was one more thing I could do to enhance its appearance. The counterweight, which is the large cast-iron block attached to the rear of the forklift to act as a counter to the weight of the forks at the front when loaded, had the manufacturer’s name and a ridge around the engine air flow openings standing proud from the rest of the casting. So, choosing some black paint I highlighted these features to make them stand out from the rest of the new orange paint, and yes, it complemented my artwork superbly.

			I resisted the urge to paint flames down the side of the bodies which was a fashionable feature on the hot rods of that era. Having established the procedure and standard required, I set about restoring the worst examples of the remaining lift trucks in the fleet. Over the next two weeks while the strike dragged on, I managed to restore over thirty of the worst examples, and when finished I parked them in a line outside the warehouse, from a distance they presented as a fleet of brand-new vehicles.

			This activity caused quite a stir among the top managers in their ivory towers, and at different times they would wander down to inspect progress and pass positive comments on my handiwork. Eventually when the leading hand and all the respective drivers returned to work, they couldn’t believe their eyes. But for me, it heralded a new understanding of what my role should be in the future when my apprenticeship was completed. I preferred working on my own, free of supervision and was able to achieve quality results, and the standard of workmanship was up to expectation.

			Another significant event occurred during my apprenticeship years. On the fourteenth of February 1966, decimal currency arrived in Australia, and my wage suddenly went from ten pounds six shillings to about twenty-five dollars. It seemed like I had won the lottery overnight. The temptation was to spend more, but the reality check came when I saw the cost of everyday items, which had doubled in price as well.

			In those days electronic banking had not been introduced. Payday was a Thursday, where we had to line up and show our individual company badge with name and payroll number stamped on it; my number was 88534. Then we would be handed a small manila envelope with our earnings in cash. This would lead to a problem because after work we would head off to the local pub to celebrate. Unfortunately, wives were left with whatever the husband brought home after a night of revelry with a pocket full of hard-earned cash.

			A POETIC INTERLUDE

			Another interest I have developed over the years is writing rhyming verse or capturing memories or important events in a form of poetry. I have written over thirty different poems now, and I have chosen six poems that relate to chapters in this book. The first one is called, The Facts Of Life

			THE FACTS OF LIFE

			HE looks at the clock, he’s late once again

			Where did the time go? Its now half past ten.

			He said he’d be home two hours ago;

			He cannot believe how the time has just flown.

			It happens each payday on Thursday nights;

			The day starts off happy but ends in a fight.

			He promises his wife he will not be late,

			But the time seems to fly when he gets with his mates.

			His guilt starts to rise and he looks for defences;

			He’ll have some more beer to dull the minds senses.

			He justifies his actions and aggression soon grows,

			He’s worked hard all week and deserves a fair go.

			Another beer downed – he should go home now –

			But his wife will be waiting to kick up a row.

			He wishes he were single, then he wouldn’t have to worry,

			He could stay here all night and not have to hurry.

			His life as a Batchelor was all milk and honey;

			Now a wife and two kids just soak up his money.

			His anger increases with each glass of beer –

			He should be allowed to enjoy himself here.

			SHE Looks at the time and sighs in despair;

			Why does she bother? He never seems to care.

			Another cold meal will go down the drain;

			Each Thursday night it’s always the same.

			With two noisy kids she battles all week,

			While he’s off to work – a freedom she seeks.

			Now he’ll come home and kick up a din;

			She hates the state he gets himself in.

			She is trapped in the house and rarely goes out.

			She works dawn to dusk midst the cries and the shouts.

			Recognition is missing for the effort she makes

			To keep up the house and the time that it takes.

			She would love a quiet meal and a bottle of wine,

			Some gentle discussion about the old times.

			When they were first courting it wasn’t like this –

			How time has destroyed their marital bliss.

			She hears the gate close – he’ll be here in a minute;

			She prepares for the row which one will begin it?

			There’ll be tears of self-pity and shouts of injustice,

			Recriminations, postulations, and doubts of being trusted.

			It happens each week in homes through the land,

			With two warring partners who don’t understand.

			How each sees their life and the efforts they make,

			And the trouble they cause with a single mistake.

			How great it would be if they both could swap places

			And see how each other survives with the changes;

			To live like their partner and see how it feels.

			And with better understanding the rifts may be healed.

			This Thursday night ritual was also the basis for the term Friday car, being the day when most quality control and assembly standards dropped because of hangovers from the night before and the rush to finish the day’s work as the weekend was coming. Any car that was a lemon or had reliability problems was called a Friday car.

			



	

Chapter Two

			A New Suit And Tie

			When GMH apprentices completed their term, it was expected they would be promoted or transferred to a department within the larger organisation in roles where their basic mechanical knowledge would be beneficial. The apprenticeship program in the company was a training ground for future executives. On completion of my apprenticeship, I was advised I was being promoted to the warranty claims department as a claims assessor. I would be based at Dandenong, an outer suburb of Melbourne and the main Holden vehicle assembly plant in Victoria.

			The work was basic and consisted of perusing dealer warranty claims to establish if the fault was genuine, the correct parts were used, and the claimed monetary amount was acceptable. This was before computerisation, and each claim arrived by post, the claim form was on an A4 sheet. We would arrive each day to a huge pile of claim forms sitting on our desk, and as we approved or denied the claim, the pile would gradually diminish to be replaced again next morning. This was the daily routine with no change to procedure.

			At first, it was exciting having to wear a suit and tie and work in a different environment, meeting new people and learning new systems. One day while continuing to reduce the pile of claims on my desk, an announcement was broadcast with the exciting news that man had landed on the moon, and every lunchtime in the canteen, we could watch progress of the historic event via a large screen as it was televised around the world.

			My status seemed to be advancing quite smoothly. I was earning a better salary than when serving my apprenticeship, and most people would have been happy with the way their life was travelling. But I wasn’t most people. As time went on, the gloss started to wear off. I was trapped in a glass cocoon with the manager in an adjoining office watching every move the staff made. The piles of paper were still mounting each day. The work became monotonous with very little change, and boredom was setting in. I started to relive emotions that I felt back in the car service department. I needed a change.

			I also learnt more about myself. I found I had no fear of making a change if I wasn’t happy with the situation I found myself in. Money or a secure future were not driving factors that would keep me in a monotonous routine forever, and the thought of a new challenge somewhere over the horizon excited me more.

			Over the years I had harboured a dream that when my apprenticeship was completed, I would work my way around Australia and see different parts of the country. I knew my work skills would be in demand wherever plant and equipment were being operated. It was just a matter of breaking the ties and heading off into the wide blue yonder. That desire seemed to grow as I became more unsettled in my current work situation.

			Then one morning on impulse, as it often is in my case, I went into work and handed in my resignation. Staff and management were shocked. I had been a GMH employee for about six years now and should have been well and truly indoctrinated into the loyal Holden employee ranks. However, they all wished me well and assured me that I would be highly considered should I ever wish to return to the GMH fold at the end of my travels.

			Having given the obligatory one-month severance notice, I set about organising my new venture. I would be on my own again in charge of my own decisions and destiny. I would spend some time in Adelaide, South Australia, which was enroute to my planned eventual destination of Western Australia, where the economy was booming and ports and towns were springing up everywhere to service the demands of new mining discoveries. I was assured that I would get a job easily, and big wages were promised, especially if it was in a remote area.

			I packed my humble belongings into my trusty 1962 Holden EK station wagon, said goodbye to family, promising to stay in touch and drove the five-hundred-kilometre highway to Adelaide. I decided to seek work there as part of my long-term plan to explore new cities and horizons. I gained employment with a division of the large Australian transport and shipping giant, Brambles Holdings, working for their national forklift truck hire operation CHEP Equipment.

			Putting the wide array of skills I had acquired to good use, I was only in the workshop for about nine months when the opportunity to work as one of their mobile service van technicians was presented to me. I jumped at the chance, as it allowed me the freedom to operate outside the constraints of the workshop environment, enabling me to make my own decisions and manage my time productively and solve problems that were conveyed over the two-way radio.

			One day I was called into the office and advised that an important task was being allocated to me. There was a large forklift truck on hire at a copper mine situated outside the perimeter of the Woomera rocket range, in a remote part of the South Australian desert. Woomera was the rocket testing site for the first joint British and Australian rocket launch and nuclear testing facility. The location had been selected by the legendary explorer and road maker, Len Beadell; he chose it because of its remoteness and distance from populated areas.

			The lift truck needed service, and a mechanical inspection as part of the hire agreement. I would be required to drive up there and carry out the task. I would be away for three days a day to drive up there a day to carry out the service and a day to return. Meals and accommodation would be provided at the mine.

			I jumped at the chance. A few days in the desert in an area I had never been to would be a new experience, and I liked new experiences. As the mine had its own workshop, it would not be necessary to take the van which could be put to better use at the depot. I was to drive up in the company’s Ford Falcon sedan. So, the day came, and I packed enough clothing for three days threw my hand tools in the boot along with a few other spare parts that would probably be needed and headed to Port Augusta stopping for lunch.

			[image: ]

			The highway to Mt. Gunson

			After lunch I took the road north to Woomera. Later that afternoon I found the signpost that pointed to Mt. Gunson Mines. Turning right, the road went on for a further twenty-five kilometres over gravel corrugations and large potholes filled with bulldust. I drove very carefully trying not to damage the car and its suspension. Finally, arriving at my destination, I saw a large open cut mine, with conveyer belts and cranes mounted on overhead gantry’s. Mounds of slag heaps dotted the landscape, and dust was billowing up from the open cut as huge Terex dump trucks ran back and forward delivering their payload

			[image: ]

			The turn off to Mt. Gunson

			I introduced myself to the mine manager, who showed me around the facilities. It was basic accommodation in Nissen huts; I would have one to myself. There were communal showers, a laundry, a canteen, where three meals a day would be served and basic food items and alcohol, strictly controlled, could be purchased. I was shown around the workshop which seemed to be well equipped. The mine had employed a maintenance mechanic, but he disappeared over a month ago and had not been seen since, so I had the run of the place to myself.

			I hung my few clothes on hangers in the cupboard and had a shower before the main workforce arrived and went for an evening meal at the canteen. I was one of the first there, and as the workers started to drift in and gather in groups at the tables, it was obvious that there were cliques of mates who kept to their own little groups. But they all seemed a rough, unkempt lot, and I was glad I had my own hut.

			I later discovered that many of them were parole escapees and men avoiding child maintenance responsibilities or dodging court orders. In other words, many had shady pasts and working in this remote part of the world was as good as a hideout, with food and bed supplied and a reasonable income. I retired early with a good book as there was no television or radio with only the hum of a diesel generator to break the silence.

			Next morning I was up early, consumed a healthy breakfast in the canteen and began to carry out the necessary maintenance requirements on our forklift truck. It took most of the day because I wanted to complete as many preventative maintenance tasks as I could so that it didn’t break down in the future and would provide ongoing, reliable service. When the task was finished late in the afternoon, I advised the manager that all was good, and I would leave tomorrow morning.

			‘Take a seat,’ he said. Then he explained to me that since there was no on-site mechanic, the last one having left a month ago, many of their other machines required maintenance and repairs as well. He had spoken to my manager in Adelaide, and they had agreed that I would remain here and carry out the maintenance and repairs that were necessary on the mines plant and equipment. I would be suitably remunerated and remain independent of the rest of the workforce.

			I couldn’t argue because I needed a full tank of fuel from the mines petrol tanks to get back to Adelaide, and he held the key, so I accepted the terms and began a week of working in the mine workshop on a range of interesting machinery that in many cases were new to me. While I was happy working away in the workshop as my own boss, the night times were not so enjoyable. I always felt the odd one out in the canteen and couldn’t wait to retire to my room early. I usually had some washing to do as I only brought a two-day change of clothes, so I squeezed this in during free time in the evenings.

			I finished the required tasks by week’s end; my efforts were greatly appreciated by the mine manager who gladly filled the fuel tank of the Falcon, and I was on my way. But I discovered another new fact about myself that would affect my life and the decisions I made in the future. I knew that when I was in control of my life and destiny, I was happy, but this experience had taken away my freedom, and I didn’t feel comfortable. I was not in charge of the situation. I felt constrained until the work schedule was completed, and I could escape to the real world outside.

			However, a much more enjoyable experience awaited me on my return. The company had an annual contract to hire a fleet of over fifteen forklift trucks to the fruit processing plant at the town of Berri on the Murray River in the South Australian Riverland district. The duration of the contract covered the fruit canning period of around three months from November to March. This was an agreement that required a service technician to be on standby for breakdowns and to perform normal, scheduled, maintenance services. I was advised that this year I would be the person responsible for maintaining the fleet.

			I would live on site at the local caravan park in a large caravan provided by the company. I had a small shed as a store and workshop for offsite repairs and parts storage. I could be called out at any time because three shifts were operating over 24 hours. But for programmed maintenance the time between 6 pm and 11 pm was set aside to service whichever trucks were scheduled.

			This was a fantastic period; it was like being on a permanent holiday having most of the daylight hours free to go fishing or swimming in the river. I made use of the local golf course, which was quiet during the week at this time of the year, while lunch at several of the local wineries was an ideal time to sample the product, in moderation of course. I was in control of the fleet and service requirements and loved every bit of my time there.
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			My workshop at Berri
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