Tape 6

Interview with Cyril and Joyce Finn made in 1994 when they lived in the mill house as caretakers for the mill when it was holiday cottages:

Peter- bold, Cyril- plain, Joyce- italic, Donna-underline

Speaking to Joyce:

… Harold Basten and all them walked down didn’t they.

So your father was a paper maker?

Oh yeah.

In a hand mill or in a machine mill?

Yeah, hand made.

Where was that?

[…tape fades out]

If you were a paper maker’s son then you were guaranteed apprenticeship? and if you weren’t …

Well, only if there was a vacancy. And they’d only ..

Here’s the rules in here. (showing card from the Original Society of Papermakers) Note: Most probably arising from wage disputes at the end of the C18th, the Original Society of Papermakers was founded in 1800 as the trade union for workers in the hand-made paper business. Early factional disputes and trade pride prevented the OSP from expanding into machine-based mills. Consequently membership dwindled to just 83 by 1947 when the Executive Council sought a merger with the NUPBPW which was achieved in 1948.) 

The rules are all listed there?

You know they could take an outsider if, you know, if there was a vacancy and they wanted another apprentice. You know, then they’d have a meeting and they’d have to be agreed between all the mills throughout the country like. And then they’d be taken on.

It was interesting … all part of a ring …

Harry said he wasn’t from a paper maker’s family. Said that he was just lucky. When he was fourteen years and a month they needed someone and he was there. 

Yeah, well he would be lucky. Because, I think it was, they couldn’t take ‘em after they was, you know, fourteen and a quarter, fourteen and three months. After that they weren’t allowed to take em.

They were too old?

Yes. It’s all in the book here 

[Pause in tape]

You never knew how long they were stopping for.  I think you didn’t get any wage in that first week because … it was … people, they only got paid for what they done. And, by the end of the week perhaps they’d done half a day, you know, ready for the start of the following week. You never knew quite what you were going to get that week. (meaning what you were going to earn)

After like a Christmas holiday or something? (wondering when this sort of thing happened)

Mumm  (meaning unclear, but I think this all applied to when the mill did not have enough work. Conversation immediately jumped to Cyril speaking)

When an apprentice made his first post of paper, you know, he had to buy a gallon of beer, you know, for up at the mill. That was the end of that day’s work. Because once his gallon came up, they kept sending for more. They’d send the apprentices down for more, down to the pub, down to the Maltsters there.

How did you get it up? How did you get the …

Well they’d bring it up in jars. You know, gallon jars. And I tell you, they wouldn’t go down for one! You know they’d go down for the first one, what the apprentice bought.

[laughter]

When he made his first post, and pitched his first post, and when he came into his last year. So he had to buy three gallons during his apprenticeship. And that’s if, you know, he done the, that’s if he could make a post.

What do you mean if he could make a post? If the whole post came out good or … I mean he wouldn’t get too tired?

Well they wouldn’t allow him to make it until he could, you know, until he could do it properly. 

You mean keeping the right thickness?

He’d start off with a couple, two or three sheets. And gradually work up.

[something wrong with the sheets.][Note I can’t tell who says this]

He’d do a few more each day, like, you know.

And what would they look for when …was it just to keep them slow (as apprentices for a long time) or would they see that they were getting wedgy or something. I mean what were they looking for?

Well, till he could make even sheets.

And how you were supposed to learn, I don’t know. Because you weren’t allowed to touch the moulds! (this may be another speaker, perhaps Bill Mitchell.)

Course what we used to do was …

Wait til everybody’s was gone …

… and see exactly how they had them set.

[laughter]

 … course you’d always be there last as an apprentice, because you’d be laying off like, you know. You had to lay off the last sheets you had made.

It was very, very, closed thing if you know what I mean, very private. You know, with their own group …

It’s still probably that way? There must still be a lot of people around that worked at the mill. Have they moved out or something?

Well the thing about … like Cyril’s family, when he finally finished … you didn’t get apprentices coming. They didn’t want … and it was really hard work when the vat was running. The piece work. It wasn’t like what they do at Wookey Hole. No way. (Meaning working at Wookey Hole when run as a tourist attraction.)

No way?

Start six o’clock in the morning until four or five o’clock in the afternoon. And it was never four, unless you were on short time like. So it was really, you know, a hard life. I think this is what really began the beginning of the end of it. You know what I mean. You couldn’t get the men to come in and do apprenticeships. To worry about what they were doing. I mean to do it, you have to like to do it. Otherwise you would lose interest. You couldn’t care less if there was a hole in the lot or a what …

So you were sort of in the last group of people (who apprenticed.) Were there a bunch of apprentices your age?

Ronald Eden was in there.

[unintelligiabel

Did he apprentice here?

He apprenticed here.

He started. He volunteered for the navy when war broke out. He went, didn’t he. And they sent him home again. They found out … he’d been in there about three months hadn’t he, and they found out he wasn’t old enough and sent him home again. 

He volunteered to get out of his apprenticeship as a papermaker!

No, he was navy mad, at that I think at that time wasn’t he. 


What did he do when he came back home, he didn’t go back in.

No he went out on timber [other?] work.

He enjoyed his papermaking though. He ended up at Wookey Hole.

Well he come back here after the war. He come back with us, yeah. After the war.

Here at Tuckenhay?

Yeah. Well then I think Harrison was here at the time wasn’t he? They fell out, and ….

…

But he went off and then Sid Capon went back, just after him, he went there. 

Who’s that?

Capon. He’s up at Wookey Hole now, so … lives at the place but he’s retired about a month ago.

Was he a papermaker? 

Yes.

Does he work in the vat?

Yes. He did his apprenticeship at Hayle Mill. 

He wasn’t down here too long …

No. 

If I was wanting to get in touch with him, I’d need his name a little clearer.

Capon. C-A-P-O-N.

Sid?

Yes.

He lives right there in Wookey Hole?

He lives in Wookey Hole, yes. You know that steep hill there as you go in through the main gate?

He’ll talk for evermore.

He’ll remember a bit, I’m sure.

Oh he …

[break in tape]

 [Peter Wheeler] He’s the (current) owner of the mill, right? And he’s in or he’s out?

He’s out. He’s in until lunchtime.

So I should walk over there and say hello to him.

Well he lives down …

[pause in tape]

So he couldn’t dry the half stuff?

No, well he wouldn’t. He get’s up on his. He wouldn’t listen. I said to Harrison, well you’re not charging enough, you know the manager there then, I said you’re not charging enough for it, you know, to cover everything you’re doing. He said, “ If I charge any more we won’t get anything.” You know, anyway, I think. After we closed down, (you’ve seen Tom, he’d know about that) they sent him a [price list] and they were offering about three or four times as much as what we were charging at the beginning, because they couldn’t get it.

[break in tape]

Hmmm.

But he wouldn’t listen.

Yeah. Seems to be …

What his name was

Unintelligible talk by joyce

[break in tape]

You know, scrap merchants from all over the area.

You think scrap merchants got them?

Yeah

There was a pile of moulds. He had about sixty pairs. 

That’s how they got it. Scrap merchants got it.

They were clearing out some of the other stuff?

Well everything. He gutted the place. And I expect all the scrap merchants fetched it out.

Was there still vats then too?

Oh they were all smashed.

There was vats then, they smashed them to get the lead.

And the iron …

And some of the other metal I think.

[break in tape]

[I am speaking about Gordon ? who lived in the middle of England who had shown me about 60 pairs of moulds with all the watermarks removed, that he said came from Tuckenhay.] One of the moulds that he showed me one that had squares cut out in the screen, it was a wove screen, and it seemed like little watermarks must have been able to clamp on, pull off, and clamp out. Have you ever seen anything like that? It must have been for some sort of picture watermark, because there was these little straps with little clamps that …

No, never seen that.

No.

[break in tape]

It was right in the beginning, though that was. Nineteen fifty …

Perhaps forty something?

Nineteen fifty five. That’s when he just came into it, yeah? [Meaning when Harrison took over running the mill.]

Ah, this is before he went bust?

It’s nineteen fifty five when it was written.

Oh, well. That’s different.

What was 1955 like? That would have been … I mean was the mill going good then? Did you work here in 1955?

I was there, apart from the war, right up til 50…

Or 60?

[Indistict comment]

I was amazed. If it was that long ago, then probably …

Things were different then yeah? Can you remember if he was a different person in the beginning, than he was towards the end?

Yeah, cos he wouldn’t listen! But afterwards he would listen to people that knew nothing about it.

Yeah, that’s right. 

[The following is all unclear] And he would be last in the stoke hole. With coal in his hair. Instead of coming to the office and finding out, he would be in that … And of course when they knew that they could talk down to him like that, wasn’t a good thing was it.

[break in tape]

I was living in mill housing, and we got thrown out on the street when father died. Because it was a tied house.

Tied house? What does that mean?

It means it goes with the job. 

Housing

And when father died, mill gave another a papermaker the house. We were right on the road, wandering around. Anyway, somebody took us in at Ashprington after that. Then we went to Cornworthy a little after that. You know, got a house and went to Cornworthy. And then when I went apprenticing, they had this little cottage down under, they gave us a cottage to live in, like, you know, for an apprentice.

Did you have others in your family besides you?

Only Mother and myself. [unintelligible]

[break in tape]

There was four piles, you were saying?

Yes. When you sorting, you know, you had your heap. Your pile in front was unsorted. Then you took each sheet and you had four different piles. You had a good; a retree was the second, and then an outside, and then a broke. Because sometimes they’d take outside. You know, they’d buy the outside. It wasn’t quite so bad as what the broken was.

And the broke, you would sell it?

No, repulp. 

But it would have to be boiled before you could use it again. If you didn’t, if you tried to use it without boiling it, you would probably get little lumps in your paper.

You’d get a brown strain, you know … End 14.17

[6:40]

