
CRABTREE DAYS, 1945 -1958  

by Sam Whitehouse 

 

My first memory of J A Crabtree & Co Ltd was going on my own, for an 

interview - I recall that this had been arranged via the local Youth       

Employment Bureau - and whilst I vividly remember walking on an    

autumnal morning past my Secondary Modern School to catch the  

Number 17 bus from Norton Square to Walsall, I have only the vaguest 

memory of my interview which I think was probably with  Mr Dickson 

who was in charge of the apprenticeship scheme. I was selected to join 

the scheme as I had very good school leaving certificates, although it 

was more usual for the company to take Grammar school leavers. I 

started at the firm after my fifteenth birthday, 3rd October 1956, but I am 

not now sure whether this was immediately after my birthday or the   

beginning of 1957. 

  

I may have been influenced in my choice of employment by my sister 

Rose, who had worked for Crabtreeôs in 1945, 46 and 47; she started 

work at Crabtreeôs, Walsall,  on 24th April 1945, at the age of 14  (having 

just left school) and was set on as a mailing office clerk by Mr Dabbs, the office manager and had to keep 

the various offices supplied with typewriting paper,  carbons, envelopes, pens and blotting paper;         

additionally, in the afternoon, had to go round all of the offices, collect their post, and frank it for mailing. 

It was a working week of 48 hours including Saturday mornings, for the princely sum of 16s. 6d. (82.5p). 

Walsall Corporation ran a special service from Norton Canes which dropped off outside the factory ï 

these were double decker buses which must have been the oldest in the fleet, open platform, no heating, 

slatted wooden seats and with with holes in the floor. 

This of course was before the end of the Second World War ï V. E. day, 8th May 1945 ï and she            

remembers the jitterbugging to Glen Miller in the works canteen at dinner time; sometimes there were 

singers and pianists, both classical and ósing-alongô; at dinner times factory workers were harangued in 

the street by a gentleman on a soapbox, in the run-up to the General election, which was held on 15th July 

1945;  hours were reduced considerably after the election when a  Labour Government was formed.     

Although Rose liked working for Crabtree, she  decided to find somewhere closer to home ï  leaving     

Crabtrees on 29th December 1945 to get a job in early 1946 working at Edmunds Lockmakers which was 

located at the site of the old Cathedral Pit on Watling Street, Brownhills, just to the West of the Rising 

Sun railway bridge. Initially she worked on a press, then on a conveyor belt, fitting components into lock 

frames. Suddenly Edmunds announced that they were relocating to Wednesfield; for anyone who didnôt 

wish to go there, the company that was moving into the factory would take them onto their payroll. It was 

Crabtreeôs! So on 17th December 1946 Rose was again an employee of Crabtreeôs ï the conveyor belt 

now carried components which were assembled into small electrical products such as household switches 

and sockets ï Rose was at the end,     

packing these into boxes and making up 

the packages, and the foreman Jack White 

was pleased with the work.  A year later, 

although happy enough with the work, she 

felt like a change so said goodbye to  

Crabtreeôs on 3rd December 1947. 

She did not work in the building shown in 

the photograph on page 97 of  óThe    

Crabtree Storyô but in a much older   

building which must have been part of the 

original Cathedral Pit premises. 



But to return to the óSam Whitehouse Storyô ï the factory bus service was still much the same 

as in Roseôs era, except that they had mended the holes in the floors. 

I was first of all seconded to the model making shop, whose foreman was Mr Thomas, joining 

a number of other new apprentices, and my first task was to walk down into Walsall to buy 

myself a cow-gown (a sort of brown smock coat) and a one inch Moore and Wright            

micrometer ï I think I had to pay for them myself. The store, a hard ware and ironmongery 

shop (it may have been Hilditches) was situated at the back of the Savoy Cinema [re-named  

ABC in late 1960, demolished 1995] at the top of Park Street, so it was a good old walk! 

 

The hours of work in the factory were 8.30am to 6.00pm on Monday and Friday and 8.30am 

to 6.30pm on the other days, together with a Saturday morning; I would thus be out of my 

house from about 7.00am until about 7.15pm on a typical working day. I believe that the    

office hours were  shorter, probably 'nine to five'. 

I had quite a long walk from home to the bus-stop,  carrying a small fibreboard suitcase     

containing my cow-gown - always washed every weekend and put through the hand operated 

mangle in the back kitchen or brew'us ï and a packet of sandwiches. 

 On some days after work, I think it might have been Saturdays, I would walk from the      

factory through the Arboretum Extension and the Arboretum itself up to the Lichfield Street- 

Mellish Road junction to catch a bus home, at the bus-stop outside the church. Sometimes I 

would encounter Mr Thomas there, who had obviously had the same idea. This of course was 

a very pleasant walk on a fine day, of about two thirds of a mile. 

 

In the model making shop I was instructed in the use of lathes, milling and drilling machines, 

surface grinders and shaping machines, working to an accuracy of several thousandths of an 

inch. 

We apprentices also made our own turning and 

cutting tools for use in the lathe  - the shop had a 

small furnace and we were taught how to 

harden, temper and anneal various steel items. 

Case hardening required the use of cyanide  

powder, which potentially was quite dangerous. 

I also remember a very curious little machine, a 

mechanical hacksaw which when left on its own, 

would take an hour to saw through a two or 

three inch thick bar of metal. 

The apprentices were a happy-go-lucky lot and I 

remember weight lifting competitions in the 

workshop with heavy steel and brass blanks, and 

lunchtime visits to the Arboretum extension for 

footballing. A colleague, cheerful, girl-mad Roy 

Spencer,  gave me a memorable, exhilarating,  

first ride on a motorbike on the back of his BSA 

Bantam (probably spring/summer, 1957) up 

Lichfield Street, Mellish Road and back via 

Longwood Lane, Sutton  Road and Broadway. 

His advice on a Friday afternoon was ñSam, 

have yourself a shit, shave and shampoo, and get yourself off up the townò(this of course 

meant Walsall, pubs and the dance-hall).  As I was going steady with my child-hood       

sweetheart, I didn't take advantage of his no-doubt very sound philosophy. 

We were required to make certain tools as part of our learning experience and I remember 

carefully crafting a ring/open ended spanner, an adjustable spanner, pipe grips and tool maker 

clamps amongst other things. We were told to mount our fine products on a plywood        

presentation board, together with little plastic oval number plates, for inspection by the board 

of directors unfortunately, I forgot to clench the fixing nails which had pierced through the 

board, resulting in minor injuries to at least one august person. 



Bring together a serious machine tool and a green apprentice and there were the inevitable mishaps, none 

fortunately with serious consequences; to change a chuck on a lathe you put the machine into reverse and 

the chuck would spin itself off quite rapidly, but the trick was to catch it as it came off the threaded         

centre -  this I failed to do on one occasion and this great heavy steel mass fell with a considerable thud onto 

the concrete floor and bounced across the room, fortunately, no one was hurt.....Another time I was applying 

a thread to a steel bar in the chuck of the lathe, and this was achieved by putting the machine into a mode 

whereby the tool-stock was automatically traversed along the work piece via a threaded bar which ran the 

length of the lathe and slowly rotated ï fortunately I noticed in time that my cow-gown was caught up in 

this bar and I was being pulled remorselessly into the spinning workpiece. I promptly stopped the lathe by 

hastily banging the big red  ñstopò button. 

 

On one side of the shop was a long row of high work benches - I had one of these to myself, equipped with 

a large metalworking vice and here I learnt how to mark out designs on steel or brass sheet using 'engineers 

blue' a liquid which was painted on the plate surface, marking out being done with a very hard sharp     

scribing tool. Vertical faces would be marked out using a Moore and Wright surface gauge scribing block. 

The workpiece would be placed on to a very flat heavy cast iron plate called a 'surface plate' I remember    

re-facing one of these on our shaping machine, presumably it had got a bit tired or knocked about. 

If making an item which was required to be electrically non-conductive, we used a curious brown coloured 

man-made material called Tufnol ï this was manufactured in Birmingham and consisted of alternate layers 

of resin bonded paper, cotton and/or glass fibre. I did of course learn how to use my micrometer, also a 

vernier gauge; steel rules were much in use, graduated to a millimetre and 1/64th of an inch, but I think we 

only used imperial measurements. Whilst most of the fine measuring tools were the British Moore and 

Wright, the  American manufactured Starrett was also highly regarded. 

 

I had great admiration for the model-makers, men of many years experience who could take a diagram fresh 

from the drawing office and create a perfect full-scale model of say, a new switch, working to a thousandth 

of an inch ï I had a go and not surprisingly made a rather poor hand of it! 

 

Foreman of the model making shop, Mr Thomas, sat in a little glass and timber booth at the head of the shop 

from where he could keep a beady eye upon the serried row of workbenches which the toolmakers and    

apprentices occupied ï he was a good boss and a good man. I only learnt recently (from 'The Crabtree 

Story') that he was something of a war hero, having received the British Empire Medal for his management 

of the product development department. 

Whilst we had a small store room in the model making shop, for some items we had to go to the main     

factory store, I remember being sent there on one occasion and the head store keeper (quite an important 

person in the factory) saying ñDid you go to a secondary modern school?ò, and when I answered in the    

affirmative, he replied ñI thought so, as you are so much better 

mannered than the other apprenticesò - who of course had gone to 

grammar schools. 

 

All apprentices had to attend the Walsall and Staffordshire       

Technical college for one day a week, and two evening classes and 

also had to buy all their own text books, usually these were bought 

from Grices Bookshop on Ablewell Street; the double fronted 

building still exists, but is now home to 'Ablewell Cabs and Taxis'. 

 

On some lunchtimes whilst at the 'Tech' on day-release, I would 

visit my sister Rose who now worked at Messrs Samuel Swindley 

Ltd, leather merchants of 18 Lower Rushall Street. Their premises 

were at the rear of the main building, a fine though rather decaying 

Georgian edifice, approached through a brick archway, and on    

entering the Swindley offices one passed through a great room   

festooned with animal hides, up a steep open wooden staircase to  

the directors office and passing thence through to Rose's domain, 

which was the quaintest Dickensian office imaginable with its high 

wooden desks and its tall chairs. Although some of the old      

buildings in Lower Rushall Street still survive, on a recent visit I couldn't find any trace of a number 18. 


