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Saving Filton’s past in word and image


Ken Bracey (edited from original transcript)
Extract 1 Three Generations at Work 
“My grandfather was a farm worker but in the early years he saw the trams coming up from Filton, from Sir George White’s company, and he watched them carry on until the end of Filton then, when Sir George decided to start an aeroplane business. My grandfather, having spent his life in farming, decided he would like a change. He had a family of six and he thought the money would be better. So he applied, in the early years -- it must have been about 1911 I suppose -- and he was taken on. He was a good man and very trustworthy and a good worker, and I think they took to him because they gave him the job; first of all looking after the gardens and the offices of the old Filton House. He hadn't been there long and they sent him down to help out at Larkhill on assembling the aircraft down over Salisbury Plain.

Meanwhile, during the war, my mother, who was then in her early 20s, got a job, also in the works. She called it the varnishing shop but we usually call it the dope shop, where she was varnishing or doping the wings of the Bristol Fighters that were being sent to the front in the First World War. So that was my grandfather there and my mother was there.

The wings were all made of wood and they were covered with Irish linen and then they were doped to make them tight and stretched and varnished on the top, and that was the covering for the wings. When the war was over she left and got married. But meanwhile, in the early 20s, my grandfather's youngest son, my uncle, went into the carpenters’ shop, also at Filton, and after apprenticeship they became very good at making propellers. In the early days they made propellers by hand for the prototype aircraft and they were usually just twin-bladed ones. So that was his job; making propellers. 
I, meanwhile, I became 15 and started work in 1937 in the erecting hall. By now the firm has really got big and spread out, and they just started making the Blenheim 1's so I was on the production line of Blenheim 1 aircraft. While I was there in the early days I was sent on an errand round the works somewhere, so I popped into the carpenters’ shop to see my uncle, and there he was finishing off a propeller which he'd built for the engine test-beds, and he was just polishing it up. It was set up on a rig with knife edges and so he said ‘Come over here Ken’, and he set the propeller horizontal,,, He was a smoker and he got a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket and took out a cigarette card, and he bent it double and he just placed it in the middle of the blade, which was horizontal, and straightaway the blade moved so it was perfectly positioned and polished. I was really proud of my uncle for that. 
The war was about to start, it was prior to the 1939 war, but Rolls-Royce got in touch with Bristol's on this propeller business and they decided between them that they would build their own factory making propellers, which they then called Rotol; ‘RO’ for Rolls and ‘TOL’ for Bristol. And of course, naturally my uncle then was selected to go and start the factory which was just north of Gloucester; the first factory. And during the war, because they wanted to expand, he was sent then up to Preston where Rotol’s opened up a new factory, so there's another connection with my family with the Bristol Aeroplane Company. Meanwhile I worked on Blenheims, Beauforts and Beaufighters.”

Extract 2 Towing Brabazon 
“When I got demobbed I could have regained my job back in the factory at the Bristol Aeroplane Company, but having been used to open air life for five years nearly, I decided to start up landscape gardening. And purely by accident I found that they wanted someone to tow the Brabazon aircraft. Meanwhile, during the war, my father also joined. He was in First World War and worked in ordinary trading shops in the inter-war period, but with the war breaking out he joined the transport of the Bristol Aeroplane Company. So it was through my father, who was still working there after the war, that he said they wanted someone to tow the Brabazon. So I applied and got the job. So I was back on the ground crew, which I enjoyed very much, I was out in the fresh air and working on aircraft. I was with the Brabazon during all the flight years, and then on to the Britannia and, as Britannia production slowed down, I ended up at the Bristol engine drawing office.

The Brabazon was the biggest aircraft in the world at that time, and prior to then all aircraft that [were] moved, especially in between the wars, were all pushed by hand. As aircraft got bigger with the Lancasters and Halifaxes, they thought ‘We can't keep pushing them by hand’, so they got hold of the farm tractors and started towing these aircraft by farm tractors. Well, when the Brab was being completed, it was a hundred ton thing, and it was the largest aircraft in the world, and they thought ‘We can't get a farm tractor to tow this, or even half a dozen’, so the Bristol Aeroplane Company asked the army, did they have a tractor that could tow a hundred tons. So the army lent Bristol Aircraft a Scammell tractor and it was still equipped for towing tanks. It had all the equipment on and everything -- the winch and everything. But if anyone sees the Brabazon being towed by this -- this unusual massive great vehicle -- they'd think ‘Why the heck have they got that?’ Nowadays, with all the modern aircraft, they've got very sleek tugs, you know, quite smashing looking things, streamlined jobs. But back in 1949 we had to borrow this Scammell tractor from the army.

When I applied for the job they took me down to the aerodrome at the bottom and they got me to drive all round the fields down there to see if I could drive it. It was a big hefty thing to drive, yes. Very basic as well, it was a wartime mess-up really. The gear change went through a mechanism of welded bits of strip -- looked like a farm gate going through the gear change.

It was difficult, and also because it was an army vehicle you couldn't look out the back. There was one small window where [you] could look out to see within a couple of yards, but with me towing an aircraft the size of the Brabazon it was always difficult trying to find out where the wing tips were. 
Anyway, we got over all that. It was quite, it was real experience, and then when the Britannias came along we had a smaller tractor specially made and that was handy. So that was my experience with the Bristol Aeroplane Company. As I say, I ended up with the Britannia production line coming to an end. The Concorde was coming on, but by then I'd applied to go into the offices and, I was a bit of a technician, so I ended up in the engine drawing office.”

Extract 3 Ken’s grandfather and Sir Stanley White 

“My grandfather, as I say, he started in the early days of the company, and then coming towards the end of the 1930s, he was at the age where he had to retire -- in those days if you were 65 you retired -- and so he had to say goodbye and retired, but he was only retired a couple of years and he had a letter from Sir Stanley White -- a letter or a communication -- asking my grandfather to go out to Filton House and to have an interview with Sir Stanley White. My grandfather went in wondering what was happening and, as he went through the door, my grandfather acknowledged Sir Stanley and he said ‘Ah, Marsh,’ he said, ‘do you mind coming out of retirement? I've got a job for you.’ He said ‘We've got a lot of ground around here which really we could use for growing vegetables and fruit and things in order to supply the canteen or help to supply the canteen and we'd be doing our bit for the war effort.’ And so my grandfather -- of course he was getting on for 70 then -- but, so he said ‘Certainly. sir, yes, I'll do that’,  and so he ended up going through the war. My grandfather didn't do it on his own but he had to set up the business. 
And one incident: we had a very good friend from the country -- we used to spend a lot of time in the country -- and a certain man that we knew was a friend of the family he used to work for Sir Stanley White at Hollywood Towers out at Compton Greenfield. But, wanting to better himself, he gave his notice and got a job somewhere else. Well that job failed to materialise, I think, so when my grandfather was setting up the, this new business for Sir Stanley White, my parents approached my grandfather and said would there be a job for this gentleman, and so my grandfather said ‘Yes, certainly’, because there again he was a good worker and a trusted man, and so he took him on. Well it was a few months later my grandfather was called to Sir Stanley White's office and so he went -- he thought it would just be more instructions of what to do. So [he] knocked on the door and went in and a very stern Sir Stanley looked up and he said ‘Marsh, there's a fellow Razey out there I noticed as I came in the car, he was tending the flowerbeds.’ ‘Yes sir’, he said, ‘he's a very good worker. ‘ ‘I know he's a good worker but sack him.’ And there was a long pause and my grandfather said, ‘Excuse me, how d'you mean?’ He said ‘Give him his cards, get rid of him.’ And he said ‘But sir, he's an excellent worker, he doesn't need any super…’ ‘I know all about that,’ said Stanley, ‘but I've got a principle where I will not take on a man that's given me notice, and he said he used to work for me at Hollywood Tower’. 
My grandfather still stood there and Sir Stanley went on with his paperwork and he looked up and said ‘Go on’, and so my grandfather said ‘You've put me in a difficult position, I don't [know] what am I going to say to sack a man that I really appreciate’. And there again Sir Stanley was a man full of principles, and he said ‘That's up to you, Marsh’, meaning to say I've got my principles, you do what you like. And there again my grandfather stood there for a bit and he said ‘You've made it very difficult, I don't like it, sir.’, and Sir Stanley was just silent. My grandfather told me all this later on once he retired again. So, he said, I slowly walked to the door, he said, and my head was going round. I opened the door and as I was going through the voice said ‘Marsh, give him a job where I can't see him!’. And so my grandfather changed Sir Stanley's mind -- I think that was wonderful. I think it shows how Sir Stanley trusted my grandfather.”

Extract 4 Tests on Brabazon

“When I first started to tow the Brabazon it had never moved from the hangar, so the first thing to do [was] to get it out. There was a big apron in front of the hangar, the big hangar built, and also a refuelling section either side of the road because of the size of the Brabazon. So the first thing to do, having got it out, we had to refuel it before we could start [the] engine running, so there were fuelling tests then where you would couple it up to under the wings of the Brabazon, and I'm not quite sure how many thousand gallons of fuel went in, but there were thousands of gallons of fuel to go in. And that was it. 
We filled up the aircraft to start with and towed it back into the hangar again in order to check for any fuel leaks. Any fuel leaks were corrected, back out again and then it was defuelled and refuelled again. That sort of thing then went on for a couple of days, because it would be very dicey if there'd been any fuel leaks or anything. And after that the engine running started. Not every day, but quite a lot of the days, we'd have to tow the aircraft out for, to run-in the engines -- either individual engines or then eventually all eight engines, there were eight engines aboard, and that went on day and night and the local people used to complain I think, used to go humming on all through the night. And that went on for a month until everything had been, not only just for testing the engines and all the equipment but for synchronising the engines as well prior to flight. Well, all that had to be seen to you, see, and everything, all the operation of everything, the controls, the flaps, any damage that might have been done.”

Extract 5 Scrapping Brabazon 
“A firm of scrap metal merchants up in London took on the job. They obviously paid for it, but in scrap metal. This beautiful aircraft. They came down with their truck -- it was parked on one side of the hangar -- by then we were flight testing Britannias so we were up and down all the time, but they came in with acetylene torches and they'd stand at the end of this massive great wing section and cut through a part of it and let it crash to the floor, and that's the way they cut it up. And I was severely heartbroken. It was still on its wheels when I brought back the Britannia on one occasion, but they'd cut through the nose of it and the whole cockpit area was down on the floor, where Bill Pegg and Wally Gibb had sat in there to fly the aircraft.

It seemed terrible really, but then, it had gone. It was still piston engines and by then there were turbo props and jet engines coming in so it had to go anyway, and you couldn't preserve it -- it was too big an aircraft. They've got a job now to try and preserve the Concorde, haven't they? They can't even get it under cover at the moment, which is a shame.”

Extract 6 Flight on Brabazon 

“I had a flight to Farnborough in the Brabazon and it was wonderful. It was a steady drone in there -- you could wander about -- it was like walking about in a big housing estate. You could even go in the wings, it was noisy but the wings were so deep – they had to be because of the big radial engines – with my height I could more or less go in there upright, but it was noisy. Anyway, as I was doing it I wandered up to the cockpit because they didn't mind you wandering about, expecting to see Bill Pegg, you know, with helmet on and all keyed up, instead of which he was half swung round in his seat talking to Wally Gibb and it seemed to be flying on autopilot because nobody seemed to be holding any controls or anything and that shook me really. And I wandered back and sat down and looked out of the window and it was wonderful to see. We weren't all that high, a few thousand feet, and with the steady drone of the Brab it sounded like a squadron of Lancasters approaching. You could see cars down on the roads pulling up and people jumping out of the cars looking up. It was a wonderful experience, flying over the country, that is, you know, it was all countryside.”

Extract 7 Britannia on the Mud 

“I was talking about Britannias -- they wanted to take the KLM Dutch airline people and also the chief designer, Sir Archibald Russell, on a flight so that we had the VIPs aboard. I got the Britannia down onto the drome. It took off okay. Everything was iced up -- snow and ice all over the runway and everything -- they had no clearance in those days. They were away, they flew all over north Wales and they developed trouble with one engine. Bill Pegg shut down the engine and flew around with the engine feathered and they thought ‘Well it looks bad’, everything had cooled down by then, watching the instruments, they thought [it looked] bad with all these VIPs aboard to fly on three aircraft engines, and we got to land anyway back at Filton. So he started up the engine again, but what he didn't realise was that one of the couplings had broken and, in restarting it, set fire to the engine. It didn't turn the prop round properly and the engine caught fire and they were over in Wales then -- over mid Wales -- and he decided to head back for Filton as quick as he could, but the fire was getting a grip. As I explained to you, the fuel bags are in the wing and all the connections, but behind the engine. People still say he did the wrong thing but what he decided was, instead of heading back to Filton he would land on the mud at Littleton on Severn and he knew then, with the amount of mud that there was on the end of the Severn and the tide was out, that was another thing that convinced him -- with the tide right out he could touch down and put the fire out and save everybody's lives anyway. 

Because people still complain, if he was at Littleton why didn't he come back to Filton. Well the thing was, he'd been flying from mid Wales with an engine on fire. That extra few miles might have split the wing in half, but if not the runway was covered in snow and ice and there was no hydraulics so he would have to belly land and to belly land at Filton on ice and snow it would possibly break up the wings and the aircraft and set the whole thing on fire. I feel sure it would have been an inferno. When they talk about, you know, why didn't he come back to Filton, he was near enough, but I feel that it would have been a real calamity with the VIPs aboard, but Bill Pegg touched down and you can tell by the skid marks in the mud that the wing -- it was the closest he could be to the bank. The only snag was that, as it slowed down it put the engine, the fire out, but as it slowed down, because of the slope of the sea line, it slowly slid away from the bank. Not too far but far enough to make it difficult to get at. 
So everybody climbed out the aircraft and waded through the mud, and Bill Pegg was first out and he headed for a factory which was just about two or three hundred yards from the bank -- Cattybrook Brickworks. He had trouser legs and shoes all covered in mud, so he went in, opened the door, went into the office and the fellow there looked up and he said have you come to order bricks and he said ‘No, I just dropped one!’ So Bill Pegg still had a sense of humour, but there's a responsibility of dropping aircraft like that full of VIPs onto the mud of the Severn. 

Anyway, by then everybody had come up to this office and they'd organised transport enough to take them away, but meanwhile we, back in the hangar we were sort of waiting to go down to the runway to bring the aircraft back up. We were all told then it was on the mud at Littleton. And we all had to go and get out as much equipment as possible before the tide came up, because not only was it fitted for passengers, but at one end it was full of equipment for testing the various things in the aircraft, in the engines and the controls. The engineering truck went first because it was all full of equipment, but we grabbed a couple of other lorries, and at the time they were putting scaffolding up alongside the hangars to paint it or do something or to check the windows or glass, and there were loads of planks all round, and the foreman straight away, he said ‘We'll need those planks to get to the aircraft on the mud’. So we grabbed about a couple of dozen of these planks, loaded up onto the lorry, got down there and by then a lot of other people were down there as well, and they were wading through the mud. So we got the planks down and we managed to get enough planks to get to the entrance to the aircraft and we were in and out -- good job we did have the planks really because some of the equipment was heavy to carry, and we got as much as we could up to the bank and the tide was slowly coming in. Lots of stuff we had to leave unfortunately, but once the water was lapping around the planks everybody decided to leave as it was, and we all watched these planks slowly float up to Gloucester. And we were told by people in Avonmouth that these planks went up and down quite a few days!”
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