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Saving Filton’s past in word and image

Harold Dursley (edited from original interview transcript) 
Extract 1 Wartime apprenticeship 
“I was born in 1928, was educated, normal elementary schooling. Passed my 11-plus in 1939, and was sent to the Junior Technical School in Bristol. Unfortunately the war overtook my education, and I had to leave. My family moved away from Bristol from the bombing to the village of Hawkesbury Upton in the Cotswolds, where we settled then for the rest of the war.
“I was always interested in aircraft, and my sister, my older sister at that time, she had already started working for the Bristol Aeroplane Company as a, sort of, secretary there, and she said to me one day, ‘When you leave, why don’t you come along and see if you can join in as well?’ So that I did. I joined I went along and applied, and I got myself a job as what they called wartime apprentices in those days [this meant you did not get your indenture papers as they were unofficial].
“I started working at the Bristol Aeroplane Company’s satellite workshop, at a place called Doddington near Chipping Sodbury, which was open during the war for carrying out work on servicing aircraft parts.
“It was lovely, it had atmosphere. I think that in the war, when you realised that there was danger around – even though we were away from danger because Bristol was far away – there was a camaraderie that came up with people. And of course there was such a mix of people because another thing that happened there were people were drawn from the RAF. In fact my sister married an RAF lad that came out to work in the workshops there. There was a good mix. They weren’t necessarily local people, they were people from all over, you know. 

“There was a coach used to travel everyday, a small, 25-seater coach from Bristol everyday to bring people to the factory.  As I say, we had bits that had been taken off, or been removed from damaged aircraft, aircraft of BAC at that time, like the Beaufighter and the Beaufort, and the Blenheim, all these aircraft that had been damaged in the war, and the bits that were still recoverable they were brought back and we repaired them.
“Most of them were from crashed aircraft, not necessarily badly crashed aircraft, because that would be no good, but aircraft that had maybe crash landed, or landed heavy, or had been damaged in some other way. So yes they could have been war damaged. So we fixed all those up and everything had to be done in an austere way as possible like. The first job I ever did was the bolts that were being taken they didn’t throw them in the bin, they were rethreaded, and that was my first job at 14 was to rethread bolts…”
Extract 2 Transfer to Weston-super-Mare 
“They were looking for people, inspectors, to go onto the helicopters at Weston-super- Mare. In the meantime the helicopters that I’d been working with in the Number 3 Flight Shed had all moved to Weston anyway, the whole place had moved down there, and I was, sort of, left high and dry, all my pals had gone down there anyway. So it was a pleasing thing when I saw this chance, and I jumped and luckily the people that were down there of course they all knew me so it was a case of I slid in rather well into the job and I got the job, and it was fantastic. Then of course we moved down there as well. We moved down there to live, and we were there for five years in Weston-super-Mare. 
“BAC in their lovely way were very good to us, to Barbara and myself, we were given a house. The company in conjunction with the local Council they were trying to build Weston-super-Mare up into a more industrial type of place, other than just a seaside resort, so they were taking advantage of getting people in and to draw people in, not just from Bristol, but from anywhere. They were allocated sections of houses, Council houses, new Council houses, and we had a brand new one. It was a beautiful place in Weston. And not only that, they paid for me to drive up and down everyday, and they paid for all carpets and our curtains, and everything, and BAC did all that, and it was terrific, really good. So, as I say I was back in where I wanted to be actually, back amongst the lads again, and I was with all my old friends again, you know.”
Extract 3 Concorde mock up and pride in aircraft 
“There was a mock up at Filton but the main mock up for the bit that we were working on, which was the centre wing section, including the fuselage, where all the systems and fuel was in the wings, was being built in Toulouse in France. So all the carpenters were busy making wooden bits. All being made in wood of course and the components were being made in wood, and bits were being made make sure the pipes all missed each other. The pipes and cables, all had to be sure that they missed each other. So it had to be planned in wood first, and set out as a mock up…
Q
How would that work with parts, if you have parts like hoses or whatever that were flexible, or that had to bend or move, and they’d still be made out of wood?
“Actually they didn’t make them out of wood, they used to make them a very clever way. They used to get a piece of wire, and they used to bend it into shape, a wire which would probably be about an eighth of an inch thick, and they’d bend it into shape. Then they would build the outside with little discs to create the size of the pipe, and that would go to simulate a pipe, that would be the mock up instead of in wood.  Obviously you would make a valve or something like that would be made in wood. It wouldn’t actually be made, it would only be the shape, the outline. It was very pretty the way they did it, it was wonderful. You wandered around in the wing, you could look and you could see where something was going to miss something, then you could work out whether or not this pipe coming from here was going to miss that pipe coming from there. It all had to be shaped to suit, and of course once it was established, the shape, then they obviously made mock ups of that, or patterns of that, and, of course, the coppersmiths, or whoever were making the pipes, would just make that shape to suit.  It was fantastic, Concorde was. The workmanship on Concorde was unbelievable.

“In the days when Concorde used to fly, I used to cry. It used to bring tears to my eyes, it was such a fabulous thing. Barbara, my wife, we were living across the other side of town, when she heard it was going to go on a flight she would get all the children ready and catch a bus as quickly as possible to get over into Filton Golf Course so she could see it. It was pride, absolute pride, Bristol pride that was, , it was Bristol pride, not Bristol Aeroplane Company but Bristol pride, because it was fact it was part of Bristol. It was a superb aircraft, wonderful. It’s such a shame that it doesn’t fly now, isn’t it?”
Extract 4 Servicing the Sultan of Oman’s VC10 
“One of our favourite tasks of course was when we were allocated the servicing of the Sultan of Oman’s VC10, and this VC10, which was a beautiful thing, it had been bought by him from the company, and it had gone to the Herne factory at Bournemouth, and had been completely renovated, great bucks spent on it, and it was beautiful, absolutely beautiful. It was set out with rooms, and it was only for one person really, there was a little bit of space for the crew and his entourage, and he had his restrooms in, and, oh, he had everything. The Koran was sat in the centre of the aircraft on a little plinth so he could stand there where he could pray and do his things. We didn’t see him, by the way, because the aircraft went into London Airport first and he was dropped off there, because he went on doing his antique run then and finding antiques. They used to bring it in and all this wonderful cutlery and crockery that was on board, all in beautiful lovely velvet drawers, and all the stuff inset into drawers, and gold, everything was gold, unbelievable. The drawers came out and we had to put them in a special case, and they would be taken away and went into somewhere, no one knew where they went, but they were taken away by security, you know, and put away until the aircraft went away again.  
“My wife, I don’t think she was very pleased about it really, but I always used to get caught for taking the girls shopping, the stewardesses. There were two or three of them I think. They used to say, ‘Right, will you take us shopping now?’  So I used to get the car out, and we off we used to go. We’d go down to the local supermarket, and I used to walk round, they had a trolley each and I had a trolley, and when I came back with the car it was just up to the roof with stuff to take on board.”
