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to all overseas service engineers, regardless of product. I
understand your pain.
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Author’s
Note




An
overseas automotive service engineer must be many things for his
company. First and foremost, he must be a good engineer, with a
comprehensive knowledge of the products and the engineering fixes
that are produced by the factory from time to time to overcome
faults.


Secondly, he must be an ambassador for the company, spreading
goodwill and confidence through his knowledge and ability to have
things that go wrong with the products put right in the shortest
time possible, through the warranty scheme or by
goodwill.

Thirdly,
he must ensure that the company’s distributors, in whatever
country, conform to the highest standards and operate the warranty
scheme in an honest and business-like manner.


Fourthly, he must take it on the chin for all the company’s
mistakes, poor designs and sheer stupidity, from both the customer
and the local distributor.

Fifthly,
he must visit his patch regularly and, depending on which part of
the world he covers, travel on some of the most obscure airlines in
existence, whose airworthiness could be questionable to say the
least.

Last, he
must endure the sometimes chaotic and intimidating arrival and
departure formalities of many different countries.

Of
course, he gets to see some exotic parts of the world, meet some
interesting people and enjoy some splendid food and drink, so it’s
not all bad. I did the job in various guises and for various
companies within British Leyland (Rover, Rover/Triumph,
Jaguar/Rover/Triumph and Leyland International, with the additional
responsibility for the Austin and Morris marques) for several years
during the 1970s and enjoyed – I was about to write, “every minute
of it,” – but perhaps “most of it” would be more accurate. Enjoy
the read.

 


 


NB. At
the beginning of each chapter concerning the individual countries,
I provide some facts and statistics to give the reader an idea of
that country’s level of sophistication. All such facts and figures
reflect the situation as it was around 1974-75.
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Introduction




Prior to joining the Rover Company at Solihull, I had served a
six-year automotive engineering apprenticeship with British
Railways, see my book entitled Time Well
Spent - Memories of a former apprentice motor fitter working for
the railways in Birmingham 1957-1963. I
then worked as an assistant development engineer for Girling Brakes
at their engineering development centre in King’s Road, Tyseley,
Birmingham. Two years later I secured employment with a British
company called Bewac (British [Engineering] West Africa
Corporation, whose head office was situated in Hagley Road,
Birmingham), initially as a service manager and later a branch
manager. The company was the distributor for Leyland trucks and
buses, Land-Rovers, Rover cars, Triumph, Rolls Royce, Massey
Ferguson tractors and associated agricultural implements, in
Nigeria, West Africa. You can read about my Nigerian adventures in
my book entitled, The Up-Country Man - A
personal account of the first one hundred days inside secessionist
Biafra.

Sick and
tired of the repercussions of the Nigerian civil war (1967-1970),
and the increasingly deteriorating security situation, I resigned
from Bewac in October 1972 and returned to the UK. My wife and our
two young boys (a daughter was to follow in 1980) had already
returned home a year previously because of the political
instability of Nigeria.

After a period of settling into the house we had just bought
(on an incredibly high mortgage interest rate) and a spot of
leisurely idleness, I decided it would be a good idea to find some
form of employment, especially since our savings were beginning to
diminish rapidly. My first instinct was to consult the
Daily Telegraph, where,
traditionally, all the good jobs were advertised. However, after a
couple of weeks I realised that there really wasn’t much in my line
of work available. Fortuitously, my wife’s uncle mentioned that the
Rover Car Company was looking for engineering representatives. He
couldn’t supply me with any details but recommended that I should
go along to the factory (Meteor Works in Lode Lane, Solihull) to
submit a speculative job application. With no other employment
leads on the horizon, I did exactly that.

 


 



 


 


Chapter
1

Getting
Settled


The
drive from Marston Green, at the very edge of the eastern suburbs
of Birmingham where we lived, to the factory at Solihull, was no
more than 15 or 20 minutes in my newly acquired, second-hand, 850
Mini. Having been instructed to park in the visitor’s car park by a
somewhat indifferent security guard, I made my way to a wooden hut
near the main gate, which served as the personnel department and
had seen better days.

After
speaking to the young lady behind the counter, she handed me an
application form, which I completed on the spot and handed back to
her some ten minutes later. She asked me to wait and then
disappeared through a door at the back of the hut. Fifteen minutes
later, she invited me to follow her to the main office building
some distance away.

The man
who interviewed me was named Mike Dick, a tall young man whose
father, Alick, had been the managing director of Standard Triumph
International from 1954 to 1961, and I noted that the young man’s
resemblance to his father was very striking indeed.

After
some technical questions and discussions concerning my experience
in Nigeria, Mike asked me to wait while he consulted his boss. He
left me sitting in the little box-like room that was his office and
went off to see his manager. A few minutes later I was ushered into
another office to see Maurice Wyatt, the technical services
manager. After several more technical questions and general
chit-chat, he offered me the position of Leycare audit
representative, which I accepted immediately. At £2,000 per annum
(equivalent to £25,142 at 2018 values), the pay was pretty good.
Even though it was just half of what I had earned in Nigeria, it
was sufficient for the UK, since living costs in Nigeria were much
higher for expatriates and it was considered a hardship
posting.

The job
entailed travelling around England, Scotland and Wales checking on
Rover distributors’ Leycare bays to see that they were properly
equipped, thus enabling the efficient, sequenced servicing of all
the company’s products. Auditing a customer’s vehicle that had
recently been serviced to determine that the work had been carried
out correctly by the distributor, was also an important part of the
job.

The
whole arrangement was a sort of consumer protection job, looking
out for the long-suffering customer. Apparently, the government had
been probing the motor industry over the integrity and value for
money that the various distribution networks provided to the
consumer. I suspect this was Rover’s answer to the often-voiced
criticism that distributors generally provided poor service to the
customer.

After waiting for the letter of appointment and the formal
contract of employment to arrive by post, I began working for Rover
on the 12th of February 1973.

A period
of technical updating followed to ensure familiarity with all the
models produced by Rover, and then I was introduced to the
paperwork and systems entailed in fulfilling the requirements of
the job.

I was
also sent on the Land-Rover ‘jungle’ driving course, which taught
me how to handle a Land-Rover in extreme conditions. Driving a
Land-Rover was nothing new to me, I had driven one for several
years in Africa, embracing many off-road situations. However, this
training course was conducted by experts and it would be foolish of
me to miss such an opportunity.

The
jungle consisted of several acres of neglected woodland within the
perimeter of Rover’s Solihull factory. It was criss-crossed by
several trails and tracks which were deeply rutted by constant use
and often had two or three feet of water lying all year round. For
good measure, large quantities of stones and rocks had been
deposited in the ruts, along with tree trunks and bundles of
brushwood to represent obstacles. The slimy Midland clay that
abounded in the area simply enhanced the quagmire and made handling
very difficult.

After a
couple of circuits with the instructor driving, it was the pupil’s
turn. However, before setting off it was made crystal clear that if
you got stuck, it was your job to get out of the vehicle and wade
back through the mire to call on the towing team to pull the
vehicle out. The instructors were very strict and would slap your
leg sharply if they thought you were going for the clutch or the
brake pedal when you shouldn’t. It was an excellent course and it
taught me a great many new 4x4 driving techniques, despite having
previously driven Land-Rovers in the African bush for
years.

After successfully completing all my training, I spent a
couple of weeks ‘on the road’ with one of the other representatives
and began working on my own on the 4th of April 1973.

My
company job car was a Rover 2000 SC with just a few thousand miles
on the clock, and I remember that it was lunar grey in colour and
very swish. The only disadvantage was that I, and the other
representatives (there were four of us in all), had to maintain our
company vehicles ourselves. Furthermore, we were only allowed to
use them during the week. Every Friday evening, therefore, I had to
place the car in the development workshop for the weekend and catch
the bus home to Marston Green.

When my
company car was due for service, it was easier to go into work on a
Saturday morning, thus giving plenty of time for the task to be
completed. The three other Leycare representatives followed this
routine, therefore I fell in with it too. Of course, we were not
paid for this extra time.

We were
generally away from home from Monday until Thursday, returning to
Solihull on a Friday to complete our paperwork, weekly expenses and
to plan next week’s work schedule. We also had to book
accommodation at the various locations, and some of the hotels – I
use the term loosely – I had to stay at were spartan to say the
least. Some were downright scruffy and filthy.

In June 1973, we four Leycare auditors were advised that we
were to be transferred (on paper only) to the jurisdiction of the
Triumph service department, consequently we were issued with new
contracts of employment. The new contracts came into force on the
2nd July
1973 and included a pay increase, taking my salary to £2,412 per
annum (equivalent to £30,321 at 2018 values). However, in return
for this increase we were required to take the additional
responsibility for all Triumph products during our normal auditing
procedures, and our posh Rover 2000 job cars were to be replaced by
Triumph Toledo 1500 TCs!

There
was an upside to the change of car, in that we were allowed
personal use of the vehicle. Naturally the cost of any petrol used
for private mileage had to be reimbursed to the company, but the
ritual of going home on the bus each Friday evening came to a
thankful end. Furthermore, when the car was due for service, we
were required to place it with the local Triumph dealer rather than
carry out the work ourselves, which suited us fine. To ensure
familiarity with Triumph products, we all attended training courses
and visited the production facility at Canley. These changes didn’t
concern me at all, but I think we lost some prestige turning up at
a Rover distributor in a Toledo, instead of an ‘executive-style’
Rover 2000.

The
Royal Show, or to give it its full name, The Royal Agricultural
Society of England Show, had taken place every year since 1839
until 2009. From 1963 its permanent site was at Stoneleigh in
Warwickshire. Any self-respecting manufacturer, with products that
could be associated with agriculture, attended and displayed their
wares to the farming community. The show was the biggest of its
kind and attracted visitors from all over the world.


Naturally, Rover had a large stand there, capable of
displaying every single Land-Rover model available. In the summer
of 1973, we four Leycare representatives were assigned to the stand
for the duration of the show to answer technical questions and
generally support the sales staff when required. The man in charge
of the stand was a tall, ramrod-straight ex-lieutenant colonel with
a cut-glass Eton accent. He wore a dark pinstripe suit, white
shirt, green Land-Rover tie and a bowler hat. To complete the
picture of a city gent, he always carried a black rolled-up
umbrella to and from the stand, which he parked in the small
kitchen whilst on duty. Obviously, we immediately dubbed him ‘The
General’.

The
stand was one of the biggest on the site with plenty of display
space, a sales room, a hospitality room and a small kitchen at the
rear where snacks and mugs of tea could be produced.

The
general ran his stand in true military fashion, but he was
extremely polite and considerate of everyone. Always addressing us
by our surnames when on duty and our Christian names when relaxing
in the kitchen.

“Oh, Mr
Ryeland, would you be kind enough to attend this gentleman, he has
some technical queries regarding the 109-inch hardtops,” was
typical of the way he would address us. He also went out of his way
to show us in a good light to the customers.

“I’m
just a salesman sir, you will need to ask our Mr Ryeland that
question. He is one of our fully-trained Land-Rover
engineers.”

The
general also did his bit when it came to making tea or preparing
sandwiches, we all took turns, so did he, and, like all good
generals, he had consideration for his ‘soldiers’.

“Mr
Ryeland, I note you have been answering questions all morning, you
must be very thirsty. There’s a nice mug of tea in the kitchen, go
and drink it while it’s hot and take ten minutes for
yourself.”

He
treated us well, consequently he got the best out of us and his
sales team. He worked hard and was an excellent salesman. There was
rarely a time when a farmer came out of the little sales office
without having signed an order for at least one
Land-Rover.

The work
was exhausting, and the vagaries of the British weather made sure
we sloshed about in mud for at least half the week. Some of the
technical questions posed by the farming community were baffling
too, “Here, lad. How many sheep/pigs/calves can I get in the back
o’ one o’ them there 88-inch pickups then?”

The show
was truly international, and we not only had our own royalty visit
the stand, but European royalty too, at which time the general
would muster his troops and have us standing in a line ready to be
introduced. No one was ever overlooked.

I really
enjoyed working with the general and, looking back on it now, I
realise he was utilising his excellent officer training to get the
very best out of his men. Alas, I never saw the general again, but
I’m sure he continued to get the best out of his people and make
many more sales at each subsequent Royal Show, making the
Land-Rover stand one of the very best and most
productive.

Despite
all the obvious ‘perks’ of the job, boredom set in after a while
and I began to look for something different and more interesting
among the dozens of internal jobs advertised on the work’s notice
boards.

However,
before going on to tell of my search for a better position within
the Rover/Triumph group of companies, it may be interesting for the
reader if I outline just a couple of the unusual situations that
occurred during my time as a Leycare representative.

* *
*

I had
been visiting one of our distributors in the Worcester area and,
having completed my inspection of the Leycare bay and audited a car
that had recently been serviced, I was preparing to leave for my
next appointment. I contacted the service manager, told him that
all was well and they would receive a letter from Rover/Triumph
confirming their adherence to all Leycare standards. He thanked me
and then asked a favour. Would I look at a vehicle that had given
them a lot of problems. It really wasn’t in my terms of reference
to deal with specific faults on customer’s vehicles, but thinking
it would be churlish to refuse, I nodded and asked where the
vehicle was located.

“Oh, the
farmer’s bringing it over right away,” replied the service
manager.

“OK,
what’s the problem?” I asked.

“It’s a
six-month-old Rover 3500 V8 with an automatic gearbox. He’s already
had one new gearbox fitted under warranty and now he says that
gearbox is beginning to fail too,” replied the service manager with
a slight grin on his face.

Ten
minutes later, this Rover 3500 turned up and my eyes nearly popped
out of my head. The vehicle was covered in mud, farmyard slurry and
bits of straw and it looked a real mess. Sitting in the driver’s
seat was a scruffy-looking middle-aged man with stubble on his
chin, a flat cap on his head and wearing some sort of filthy
sheepskin waistcoat. When he stopped the car, he greeted the
service manager through the now open driver’s window.

“How are
you, Bill?” (I really can’t remember the service manager’s name, so
Bill will suffice.) “Is this the boy who’s going to look at my
gearbox?”

Boy? Is he calling me boy? I thought,
scornfully.

I
glanced inside the car and was horrified to see that the
cream-coloured real leather upholstery had been smeared with
farmyard muck. There was barely a square foot of clean leather and
the interior carpets were thick with straw and slurry.

“I’ll
get one of the mechanics to put it on the ramp for you,” said the
service manager, addressing me as he disappeared into the workshop
calling for one of his men.

With the
car on the ramp and hoisted to the appropriate level, I was able to
walk underneath and look up at the gearbox. The sight that greeted
me was quite incredible. I had never seen the underside of a
vehicle in such a filthy condition. Thick mud and slurry, mixed
with straw, coated the underside of the vehicle so thickly that it
was difficult to see the gearbox, or anything else beneath the
car.

Trying
to ignore the dreadful ‘farmyard’ smell, I walked to the front of
the vehicle where the gearbox oil cooler radiator was situated,
only to find a huge lump of hardened mud and slurry where the
cooler should have been. I could feel the heat radiating from the
gearbox casing and the oil radiator, even though the thick layer of
filth was acting as an insulator. I asked the service manager to
get one of his men to scrape the muck off the gearbox casing and
try to remove the mud and slurry from the oil cooler, utilising a
strong jet of water, but naturally taking care not to damage the
cooling fins of the radiator in the process.

After
about an hour the gearbox was reasonably clean, as was the oil
cooler. The service manager lowered the ramp so that we could check
the gearbox oil level. Though it was a tad low, it wasn’t
dangerously so. The mechanic topped-up the gearbox with fresh
transmission oil and I asked the farmer to try the car on the road,
after carefully taking note of the engine and chassis numbers
before the mechanic closed the bonnet. The farmer returned after 20
minutes, smiling and declaring that the automatic gearbox was no
longer squealing as it changed gear or slipping as the car
accelerated.

“You saw
what we had to do, didn’t you?” I began. “The gearbox oil was
overheating and losing its viscosity due to all the muck on the
outside of the box insulating it from the cool airflow. The oil
cooler was also clogged and doing no good whatsoever. You really
shouldn’t use your car as a farm vehicle. You’re shortening its
life.”

The
farmer looked at me as if I was completely mad and said, “If the
bloody car can’t do what I want it to do, I shall have to sell it
and get something that will.”

I
realised immediately that there was little point in arguing with
the farmer, so I turned to address the service manager.

“You say
you have already replaced one gearbox under warranty on this
vehicle?”

The
service manager, looking a little peeved, asked me to walk with
him, away from the farmer sitting in his car. When we were a few
yards away he said, “Yes, he’s a good customer, I have to keep him
sweet.”

Looking
at the service manager in a determined way, I replied, “Well, I
don’t want to see yet another claim for a gearbox on this car, so I
shall be keeping an eye on it. You know damn well all that muck and
slurry was the cause of the original failure and will no doubt
cause a further failure unless he stops abusing the car. It was
nothing to do with a faulty gearbox and replacing it should not
have been the subject of a warranty claim in the first
place.”

The
service manager simply nodded and walked back to where the car was
parked on the forecourt. A minute later, after a brief exchange
with the service manager, the farmer drove away.

“Will
there be any problem over the gearbox we changed under warranty, Mr
Ryeland?”

“Who
knows? It was a major unit change, so someone at the factory must
have approved it. Perhaps if they do an audit, it could come
out.”

We said
our farewells and I drove out of the workshop thinking to myself
that even though I had well and truly put the wind up the service
manager, how was he to know that despite me informing the warranty
department of the vehicle details, they would be too busy or too
lazy to follow up on it? As for me keeping an eye on it, well, that
was nigh impossible unless I was to see every warranty consultation
note that came through the post. Still, it may have made the
service manager think twice about submitting any further spurious
warranty claims in the future.

* *
*

My
second unusual encounter took place near Lockerbie, now known
throughout the world as the town that Pan-Am Flight 103 partially
destroyed when it crashed there in December 1988, after the
aircraft had suffered a terrorist bomb explosion in mid-air.
However, in 1973 it was just a sleepy Scottish border
town.

After
completing my work at the distributor, the service manager asked if
I would talk to a lady who owned a Rover 2000. She was convinced
that there was something wrong with the suspension or the steering
and would not accept the assurances of the service manager that all
was well. However, he thought she might be more convinced if a
factory representative assured her that there was nothing wrong
with her car. It all seemed perfectly reasonable to me, so I
agreed.

The
lady, who was probably in her 60s, arrived in a brand-new Rover
2000 and parked on the forecourt. The service manager introduced me
as a ‘factory expert’, which didn’t please me at all. There was no
need to try and hoodwink the customer into thinking I was someone
special, brought all the way from the factory to Lockerbie just to
examine her car.

I let it
go and asked the lady to tell me what was wrong. She said that as
she drove along the road, the car would begin to roll from side to
side with increasing frequency, forcing her to slow down
considerably to stop the swaying motion, only for the cycle to
repeat again once she speeded up. I racked my brain for an
explanation but came up with nothing.

“Perhaps
if I drive the car any problem with it will become clear to me,” I
said, hopefully.

She
agreed, alighted from the car, walked around the front, opened the
passenger door and sat in the passenger seat. I took the wheel and
drove sedately off the forecourt of the garage on to a dual
carriageway that looked as though it would run straight for at
least a couple of miles or so. An ideal test run, especially since
the traffic was very light.

As I
slowly increased the speed there were no indications of steering or
suspension problems, so when we were bowling along at a nice 50
mph, I let go of the steering wheel to determine if the car would
run straight.

The
woman let out a howl and shouted in her Scottish brogue, “What on
earth do you think you’re doing, young man? Place your hands on
that steering wheel immediately. This is not a free-for-all you
know.”

I
gripped the steering wheel and said, “It’s quite all right madam, I
was just checking to see that the car runs straight. I have to say
that the car is performing perfectly. There are no problems with
the steering or the suspension.”

“You’re
not driving the car correctly,” she said. “Stop at the next lay-by
and I will drive it back to the garage and show you.”

I drove
on until there was a gap in the central reservation, turned the car
around and pulled up in the next available lay-by. We changed
places and the woman checked her mirror before pulling out on to
the carriageway.

The fact
that she was gripping the steering wheel tightly was evident by the
whiteness of her knuckles. Instead of just gently correcting the
steering every now and again, she held it firmly in one place,
which made the car drift over to the right. To correct this, she
yanked the wheel to the left and the car jerked awkwardly left.
Then, having oversteered to the left, she yanked it right and so
on, until she had induced a side to side rolling motion to the
whole vehicle. Eventually it became so pronounced that she had to
slow down to break the cycle, but then as she speeded up, it
started all over again, simply because she was too heavy-handed on
the steering.

I tried
to tell her not to grip the steering wheel so tightly, but to let
the car steer itself, with the occasional minor correction every
now and again. She tried to follow my advice, but without a lot of
success.

At the
next lay-by we changed places and I tried to convince her again, by
example, how easy it was to make tiny corrections to the steering
wheel to keep the car running straight and true. She seemed to
understand what I was doing and, by the time we had driven on to
the distributor’s forecourt, I think she may have been convinced
that gentle, almost imperceptible movement of the wheel was all
that was required to steer correctly.

Her
parting shot was quite revealing. She had taught herself to drive a
long time ago and, being an avid cinema-goer, she had simply
imitated her favourite film stars, who were often portrayed jerking
the steering wheel from left to right. She obviously thought that
was the normal way to drive. I wondered if she realised that most
of the time the stars were sitting in a mocked-up vehicle and
‘driving’ along a back-projected road.

She also
admitted that she had never had to pass a driving test (driving
tests were introduced to the UK in 1934), and that her previous
vehicle had been a Land-Rover.

As I got
out of the car, the service manager sidled up to me and we both
stood watching as she drove off the forecourt a little less
erratically than she had driven before.

“You
knew what the problem was, didn’t you?” I said, smiling at
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