Mike Cooper: Here we are at the house of Mr. Ian McCurragh, “Academia”, in Victoria Terrace, in Turriff. The date is Tuesday 12 Oct 2010 and Ian has very kindly agreed to share and have his memories recorded of his time at Elgin and Ballater, working on the railway.  So we are very grateful to be here and thank you for putting your time aside this afternoon and the floor is yours.

Ian McCurragh: Aged between 14 and 15, at Spey Bay where I was born, not far from the station, I watched the trains incoming and outgoing at Spey Bay.  Goods trains and passenger trains.  The smell of hot oil and steam; that was fascinating to me.  At that moment, I made up my mind as a young boy to be an engine driver.  But first of all, I had to learn a lot before I could do that.

I saw an advertisement in the Northern Scot paper, needing engine cleaners at Elgin Locoshed.  When I became 16, my mother took me to Elgin Shed, where I had an interview with the Depot Supervisor, which went well.  I then passed a medical at Aberdeen.  And then I became an engine cleaner at Elgin on 2 February 1947, with the London North Eastern Railway.

I had to work three shifts.  Night shift, early shift and late shift.  On the night shift, there were three of us under the Supervisor, mainly cleaning the Great North engines.  We used to clean about two, maybe three, engines in a night.  There was only about eight engines at Elgin, at any one time.

The Supervisor gave us a bucket each, filled with a mixture of paraffin and oil, to clean the tender with a large pile of waste.  The boiler was also the dirtiest one, because with smoke and grime and rain and snow, that was  most difficult to clean.  The gears we had to clean.  We also had to empty coal wagons on the coal bank, which meant a man was there with a digger to load up the engines and the tenders.

My first firing turn came one day, after about six months at Elgin, when the Supervisor told me a fireman had called off-duty.  I was to be fireman on the 2.12 train from Elgin to Keith, via the coast to Cairnie Junction, then up to Keith, turn and coal engine there and water it.  The engine was a B12 engine, known otherwise as a “Hiker”, because you had quite a walk from the tender shovelling coal, three steps to the firebox..  That was how it was called a “Hiker”.  It had big driving wheels.

As I had never fired an engine before, I was excited and nervous, but my driver, Tom McDonald, soon put me at ease.  We set sail from Elgin with four carriages, via Lossiemouth, round the coast, calling at most of the stations.  He told me when to put coal on the firebox and put the injector on, which puts water into the boiler - and should have a water level in the gauge glass at all times.  Otherwise, if there's no water showing in the gauge glass, the boiler crown will get badly [scammed] and burned, causing the heat of the firebox and below the top of the boiler is a fusible plug, with lead on it and, when there's no water in the boiler, the fusible plug melts, causing considerable damage to the roof of the boiler and it could cause a lot of work to get it put back in running order.

I had to keep the steam pressure up to 200 pounds per square inch.

Now, when we arrived at Cairnie Junction, I had to be in possession of a tablet, known as a token.  Each signal box, which I exchanged with the signalman, this token, which consisted of a leather pouch and cane handle and inside was a brass key with the words, for example, Spey Bay to Buckie, Buckie to Portsoy and so on and on.  This token allowed one train in one section of single line at one particular time and it also assured the driver and fireman that no other trains could enter from the opposite direction.

How I managed to get to Keith on that day, and back, I still don't know.  But being my first firing turn, I managed the job with the help of the driver.

I moved to Ballater on 4/2/48, after being appointed as a fireman.  Ballater was 43 miles from Aberdeen, with some heavy gradients.  It was also known as the Royal Deeside Railway, as all the Royal Family – Kings and Queens – went there every year, travelling to Balmoral, in the Royal Train.  The Royal Train consisted, it was massive, it consisted of twelve/fourteen coaches and was kept in a shed at Ballater, while the Royal Family were in holiday at Balmoral.

My driver-to-be, my steady mate, George Donald, met me at the station and took me to lodgings.  There were three drivers and firemen at Ballater, so on the Monday, we set off with the 3.30 p.m. train to Aberdeen.  At Ballater, there was two roads in the shed and a turntable and a tank house, with a tank of water, and a steam pump that pumped water into the tank.

So, on the Monday, we set off with the 3.30p.m. train to Aberdeen, firing a D41 engine, with the name “Andrew Davison”, embezzled on the side of the engine.  It was named after a former Director of the LNER.  They were tricky engines to fire and - if you put in too much coal - it wouldn't steam very well.

I had not a clue about the gradients on the Deeside Railway that day and – as it was in the month of February – it was pitch black and I hadn't a clue where I was, but – under the guidance of my driver, George Donald - it took me some time to learn when to put in coal in the firebox (and when not to) and when to put on the injector.

I was eleven years at Ballater as a fireman, firing different types of engines.  D40s, D41s, B12s, K1s, K2s, 2Ps, B1s and class 4 tank engines.  During that time, I fired to four or five different drivers over the years and I also “got shots” - as I became more experienced - of the regulator and knowing how to drive an engine, mostly on the goods and then the passengers.

I moved on, I must say, the driving from the driver's point of view, it took a lot of knowledge to get the hang of the thing.

The class 4 tanks were built from 1947 onwards and the B1s were all fitted with rocker bars to clean the fires, at the end of each shift, whereas all the D40s, D41s and tank engines had to be shovelled out manually, which was extremely hard work - and a very dirty job.  Many a pound of sweat did I lose.  The ash-pan had to be cleaning below and the deep pit, also the smoke-box ashes to be cleaned from the smoke-box.  Sometimes they were red-hot, with the running of the engine if the engine was worked hard.

At Ballater, we were allocated a new standard class 4 tank engine, 80110.  It was sheer joy to drive and fire.  The engine had to go to Kittybrewster Shed once a month for a boiler washout.  And, when it came back, it was always filthy [because].

The men at Ballater took considerable pride in cleaning the engine, having it all spick and span.  I remember going to the shed on a Sunday, when off-duty, and painting the buffer beams red and the buffers theirselves silver, besides cleaning all the brasses with Brasso.  Happy days, indeed.  80110 was the pride of Deeside for at least 4 years, before dieselisation came.

The Ballater men took a great pride of the Deeside Line.  On arrival at Aberdeen, then, sometimes we went to Ferryhill to turn and coal and water engine, sometimes – where it was handy – sometimes Kittybrewster.  It depended on the signalmen/how busy they were.

In January 1993, we had a very big storm and high gales, at Ballater.  The turntable was filled at least with five, six feet of snow.  We had to dig it out three times; it kept blowing in.  The railway was closed for three days.

In 1956, I had to undertake a Rules and Engine Examination, to become a passed fireman - which entitled me to drive goods and passenger trains, when required to do so.  I had to study the Rule Book and Engineman's Book months and months beforehand.  I used to go to Kittybrewster for MIC classes and I also visited a driver that was interested in that in Aberdeen on a Sunday and he helped me to learn the Rules, because it requires great knowledge and experience to become a driver.

You had to know what your duties were, when you broke down in a section of line, having to lay detonators for protection and given points and quite often had to walk a considerable distance to the nearest phone or signal box for assistance.  In the case of Assistance Required while on a single line, the fireman had to carry the token with him and carry a Wrong Line Order Form B (which was coloured green), which a driver kept in his possession, walk to the nearest signal box and wait for an Assisting Engine to come in from that end.

On double lines, which were known as Up or Down lines, Wrong Line Order Forms were used to speed up the clearance of breakdown trains.  As I previously mentioned, the driver kept a Wrong Line Order Form in his possession, driver to signalman and the signalman kept the others.

So, in 1958, steam engines came to an end on the Deeside Line. I was very sad to see them leave and, as a passed fireman, my job came to an end.  And having experienced driving a few trains to Aberdeen and back as a young passed fireman, the Battery Railcar came on the scene.  This was a twin unit, powered by 17 huge Exide batteries, attached to the frames.  They were charged at Ballater, at a miniature power station on the Canadian bank (the Canadian bank being known simply because it was there during the War when the Canadians cleared all the forests of timber).  So, the Electricity Board built a little power station on the Canadian bank, known as Platform 1 at Ballater and a mini power station at Aberdeen at Platform 1.
It was the job of the driver to plug in a positive and negative cable at Aberdeen and Ballater between each run, to enable the Railcar to run in its own power off the batteries.  After two years, it was withdrawn and sent down South.  The diesel railcars, otherwise known as DMUs, came to Ballater.  I was redundant then and that was the end of my Deeside Railway experiences.  The Deeside Railway closed in 1966.
Now, I move on to Glasgow, then ...
Mike:  Right.
Ian:  ... but keep asking me questions.
Mike:  I think we'll linger for a bit longer on the Deeside and your time there, as well.  So, for example, you mentioned the Battery Railcar there
Ian:  ... which is now at Crathes
Mike:  Indeed it is.
Ian:  I'm a member at Crathes Railway, y'see.  I was up there a fortnight ago and I was very disappointed.  The wife and I … with a flask and tea … and I was understood
Mike:  we don't need to dwell on that.
Mike:  But, where did you do your training?  How long did it take you to learn to drive the Battery Railcar?
Ian:  Well, I did my training at Ballater and Aberdeen and it took us about four weeks, because you were entirely different from the steam engine.  It was all new to drivers, y'know, and you had to learn the functioning of the air brake.  It was a Swiss Oerlikon air brake and you had a lot of things to learn and you had power circuit-breakers on it – and if any of these tripped, the train came to a stand and the brakes would be on, you had to get through to the compartment, unlock it - you had a special key for that - and reset your circuit-breaker.
And if it persistently tripped, y'see, you kept your fingers crossed that you would either arrive at Aberdeen and Ballater.  But, of course, at Ballater there was nobody to help you.  There was no engineers, it was just the driver's knowledge, which was – not a lot, really.  So you are dependent on the power that you had from these seventeen huge massive batteries – Exide batteries – to keep things going.
And it was a terrific brake – you could come to a brake [= stop] much quicker than an old vacuum brake,  The vacuum brake wasn't near such a good brake as the air brake.  So, you had a Oerlikon Swiss air brake fitted on the Battery Railcar and it was a terrific brake.  You had to make sure you didn't give it too much air pressure or you'd stop before you got onto the platform.  But once you got used to it, it was really simple.
Mike:  And what was it like to drive?  Was it a comfortable ..
Ian:  It was very easy to drive.  You had a collar and tie on, for the first time, after having fired engines - and your dungarees were always clean.  We didn't have the uniforms then, but they came on the scene - the green, thick uniforms, and the yellow BR on the front and your cap - but they were very easy to drive and comfortable and they'd a good heater down at your feet, for the driver, y'know and you had electric heated pass-through off the batteries.  That was all taken off the battery power; everything came off the batteries, for the heat of the train.
But, on the whole, in my memory, going back all these years, I only once came to a halt, in my short experience as a passed fireman, while driving, one circuit-breaker trip, but – on the whole – I didn't have much problems with it.  I thoroughly enjoyed it – and the other three drivers – and there wasn't any problems with it, y'know.
The only thing, during the snow – the snow blew up on top of them - but it didn't seem to affect the running of them or the power going through to the regulators.
Mike:  Did it have a good turn of speed, then?
Ian:  Yes, although the speed on the Deeside Line wasn't much more than fifty, fifty-five, with the gradients and the bends.  Yes, you kept as near your speed as possible and you didn't use excessive power off the batteries, because – although you had ample power to run a good bit further on (they allowed for that) - but you didn't use excessive power and, yes, I enjoyed while I was on it, y'know.
Mike:  And was it a good hill-climber, coming out of Lumphanan?
Ian:  Yes, coming up from Banchory, known as The Brackens, right up to the top.  That was quite, maybe, three mile in length, roughly.  That was the roughest and the heaviest bit of the road.  It was bendy.  So, you maybe used a little more excessive power, there, but it was only a two-unit train, so it wasn't a particularly heavy train.  The heaviest part of the train was the batteries.  They were massive.  Exide batteries.
So, when you came up the Brackens, you were kinda downhill and up a wee bit into Glassels station and then running up to Torphins was a wee bit of an incline, but from Torphins to Lumphanan, that was quite a heavy bit, although not so long as the Banchory incline, and you were down into Lumphanan.
Now from Lumphanan to Dess and Aboyne, you were practically downhill again, but from Aboyne up to Dinnet, you were climbing again, and down into Dinnet and then of course you were climbing again from Dinnet up to Ballater - but not excessive climbing - through Cambus O'May and, yes, it was – you had to watch, you didn't want to -  it was always at the back of your mind you'd used too much power and then you'd come to a halt.  But, no, I thoroughly enjoyed it.
Can I go onto the diesels now?
Mike:  Yes, you sure can.
Ian:  And then, after a couple of years, as far as I can remember, the Battery Car was sent down south, for some reason.
Mike:  Just finally, before we get onto the diesels, what was your recollection of why it never stayed, y'know, longer than a couple of years?
Ian:  Well, primarily because, I think, it cost more for the two electric charging points at Ballater and Aberdeen.  They had to be maintained regularly – and with the power it was using, it was probably using more electricity.  And, for funding's sake, I would say that the diesels were cheaper to run.  Diesel fuel.  That was my impression of it.
So, I think it was about two years that we used it at Ballater and then it was sent away down to England, somewhere.
Mike:  And it would be serviced at Inverurie, wasn't it?
Ian:  Yes, it was serviced at Inverurie.  There was two engineers specially came up from Derby.  It was Derby-built – and they came up from Derby to give it a special service, every so often.
Mike:  How often would it get a service, before ...?
Ian:  Oh, as far as I can remember, maybe once a month, just to check over the batteries.  They were the most important thing on the Railcar, the batteries, being kept topped-up and in good condition.  And then you had the traction motors, of course, and they were always checked, and there were no really any problem with that.  And all the fuses – it was fuses in them days.  No, I'm telling you a lie; it was circuit-breakers, they had to be reset.
Mike:  They had some little motors on them, which were ...
Ian:  Yes.  
Mike:  … oil or diesel fuel on it ...
Ian:  Yes. Yes.
Mike:  I can't remember what they were for,  Can you remember?
Ian:  I can't remember really, offhand, but one was for the air brake – the air pressure – and a power and heating and all these sort of things, y'know.  Yes, I liked the Battery Railcar.  It's now lying at Crathes.
Mike:  Well, we'll maybe return to your thoughts on its present state later on, but let's go on to the diesels.
Ian:  The DMUs came on the scene.  Cravens, they were known as.  And they were a twin set.  Two units.  You had your power car and your passenger.  I can't remember the exact weight of the engines or what their actual maximum power was, but they had four gears – and a reverse.  Four forward gears and a reverse.
Now, when you came into a station, these were only vacuum-braked, but they had quite good brakes and when you stopped, you put the engine gear-handle into neutral. You never kept it in gear.  And then, to start off, when you got two buzzers from the guard, you would release the brake (never let things run backwards), into first gear, open your regulator (had five different notches on it), shut off power, wait till the tachometer came back to the middle of the gauge, change gear.  Never change gear before it came back or you'd get a big jerk and damage the gearbox.  So, when it came back to the middle or yellow band, into second on the power handle, open up gradually and go through the same process in the third and fourth gear.  Fourth gear was the highest gear.  And then reverse.  
Now, you had a brass key in a slot for forward and, when you wanted reverse, you must stop, into reverse with the brass key - which fitted into a slot - and then shunted for a [moment.]
And once you beat 41 miles per hour, but – as I say in my previous statement – you weren't going all that hard on the Deeside Railway, you were – the bends and the hill, inclined ...
Mike:  Where was the fastest stretch on the Deeside?
Ian:  The fastest stretch, I would say, was from probably Banchory to Aberdeen, which was comparatively flat, y'know.  And wasn't any inclines.   You had Park station after Banchory and then Culter, Cults and then Aberdeen. But there was various other old stations – Milltimber and these stations, which were closed before I moved up.
Mike:  So, it was fast ...
Ian:  Yes, it was pretty fast from Aberdeen to Banchory, and then you had the inclines.  And, as I say, we didn't have much problems with the diesels and they were maintained at Kittybrewster and all the servicing was done there and, yes, it was much cleaner than the old steam engines.
Mike:  Did you like the Cravens, then?
Ian:  Yes, I liked the Cravens, yes.
Mike:  You'd often get the other type. The Met-Cam type.
Ian:  Metro-Cammells. Yes, yes, they were a bit more up-to-date, a little bit.  And to be quite honest, they were all invariably  the same.  There wasn't much difference in them.  They had the same brake power and the same type of brake.  They weren't fitted with air brakes or nothing like that.  Yes, they were good.
Mike:  And did you ever get onto the diesel locomotives that came out on occasions?
Ian:  Ehh, no, not at Ballater. I was redundant then when they came on the scene and I moved to Glasgow.
Mike:  Could we go back and re-look at some of your very, very early times as a young lad at Elgin?
Ian:  As an engine cleaner.
Mike:   Aye.  Can you remember some of your tales and experiences and even the characters, as well, from that time?
Ian:  Yes, well, in them days, after you – say the night shift, for instance, when I was 10 o'clock at night to six in the morning and there was usually three of you.  So, you all mucked-in and cleaned the boiler with paraffin and oil and polished it all up with clean waste and dusters.  And you did the smoke-box and the gears – the gears was quite easy to do – and the tender.
And you went and had your personal needs break after that.  And usually a flask or sometimes you made/they had tins.  Most drivers or firemen carried a tin and you heated it on the fire for your tea.  And you had yer piece.  We always called it “have ye had yer piece break?”

Mike:   How long did ye get for your break?
Ian:  Pardon?

Mike:   How long did ye get for a break?

Ian:  About forty-five minutes.

Mike:  That's a big one.

Ian:  Aye, that was all you needed.  Now, on the day shift, as an engine cleaner, all the engines was out shunting or away on duty and what you had to do - the foreman gave you a job to help unload  coal wagons onto the Coal Bank at Elgin.  There was a coal man there in regular attendance and when you got to empty the wagons - that was heavy work, I don't mind telling you, unloading coal wagons.

But, the coal man that was there in attendance, he worked a digger with a scoop on it and he loaded when the engines come in to get stabled and their fires cleaned, you had to top-up the tenders with coal.  Sometimes, you shovelled the coal forward from the back end.  But when the Aberdeen men come in - the Kittybrewster men come in - it was usually with a B12 or a B1 – you helped them to clean the fire, rocking bars, which was in two portions (the back portion and the front portion).

What you did, you had a rocking bar that locked and you unlocked it, and you shaked it back and forward, let all the clinters and dust out, but kept the top part, which was all red cinders – you must keep your kindling, which was known as a kindling - and you did the same with the fore'un (er, the front part) and then you went down on the ground and raked the – pushed a handle, and it emptied the ash pan down into a deep pit.  Sometimes, there was red hot cinders in the bring and you didn't want to burn the ash pan, so you locked it and made up yer fire, while Kittybrewster men were having their personal needs break in the Bothy at Elgin. And you prepared the engine and the driver oiled it all and filled the tank.  That was then ready to go back to Aberdeen, after turning it.
Mike:  Would you ever get asked to move an engine by yourself?

Ian:  Not as an engine cleaner, but - you did it behind the foreman's back, 'cos ye had to learn these things, but ye were very careful, y'know.  And, of course, these engines in them days had all Westinghouse air brakes.  I didn't particularly like them.  It took a bit of getting used to, the Westinghouse pump air brake.  Y'know, it was a good brake once you had experience on it, but after that it was no problem. It was just like everything else, everything you had to learn how to manipulate it, y'know.  And there was no problems with it.

So, the B12 engine – that was a big, long engine.  As I stated earlier, we called it a Hiker, 'cos it was three steps from the firebox to put in the coal and back to the tender and back.  Now, there's only one in existence, and that's down in Nottingham.  Only B12 that's left.

Mike:  And did you have any other near-misses, when you were working as a lad in Elgin?

Ian:  No, not, no.  Y'see, I didn't have much experience as a fireman. I'd only the one firing turn – and it was a big decision for me to go to Ballater, when a vacancy cropped up, after only about ten months at Elgin.  It was mostly cleaning and preparing engines, y'know, that sort of thing.  I didn't have the experience.  I probably - at the end of the day - should have had a wee bit more firing turns in Elgin, to learn up Speyside and along the Coast, but I wanted to be a fireman quickly and a driver quickly, so ....
Mike:  You simply applied for the job [N.B. this relates to his first job, as a cleaner] and you got it, or did you have to go through an interview?
Ian:  Oh yes, no, I got an interview.  I went to see the Shedmaster at Elgin, with my mother, who took me.  I was just a young lad, just newly turned 16, and she took me on a January/February day, 1947, to Elgin.  The locomotive shed lay beside the Gas House, as it was known at that time, and near Alexander Bus Garage.  So, she took me there, to see the Shedmaster, as they were known then.  So, he made us a cup of tea and made us very welcome.
And he said “Well, we're looking for young lads that's keen on the Railway” and he asked me my birthday.  I said “Well, I'm only newly turned 16 last month, 1947”, so my mother said “Well, he'll have to take lodgings” because at Spey Bay, where we stayed, that was a good bit away and I couldn't be there for 6 o'clock in the morning as a young lad, how would I get there, y'know?  In winter, especially. So, he said “Well, I can give you lodgings across the road from the Gas House, there, it's an old lady that takes in lodgers, you'll be made very wel …”, he said that, “there'd previous men lodging there over the years and she'd make you very welcome”.  So I went there and I got lodgings, that was the main thing.
But the supervisor said to me, “you'll probably hear word from Aberdeen to go in for an interview, shortly, within a month, and you'll have to get a medical”.  So, about three weeks after that, the letter came, and they sent me a free ticket.  My mother, unfortunately, had to pay her fare.  So I got a free ticket from Spey Bay to Aberdeen and I had to go to Guild Street, to get my medical, that's where you got your medical by the railway doctor, to see if you were fit to be an engine cleaner and a fireman.
Mike:  Was there a special examination room, where a doctor would look at you?
Ian:  Yes, there was.
Mike:  Can you remember where that was?
Ian:  No, I don't; I can't say.  It's a long, long time ago.  And I was only a young boy.
Mike:  I know.  We'll never know.
Ian:  No.  But anyway, I passed my medical and I was a skinny bean of a lad.  However, I passed my medical and I moved to Elgin.  Three weeks later I got word that I had been appointed as an engine cleaner at Elgin, and it was from there that I took my almost forty-nine and a half years service on the railway.
Mike:  When you moved from Elgin to Ballater, did you have to go through another examination, or interview at any rate, to get the post at Ballater?
Ian:  No, I didn't.  You had passed all your examinations at that particular time, as I told you. And firing, engine cleaner and firing engine.  No, in them days, no, promotion was very slow after the War, in the Nineteen Forties, and in my experience some of the firemen was as old-looking as the drivers, especially at Kittybrewster - and Glasgow, too, 
Because promotion was slow, but when Nineteen Fifties came in, a lot of older drivers retired and it made way for the younger men coming up and they got appointed quicker.  I was appointed as a driver in, err, wait a minute, now … 1959, I went to Glasgow and I was appointed a driver three years later and I was still a young man.  So …
Mike:  Say you had stayed at Ballater.
Ian:  Well, there was no work for me at Ballater.  Not for me – and I was railway-daft.  So, there was no work for me at Ballater, as regards that.  I spent almost a year as an engine cleaner and sixteen years as a fireman, thirty-three as a driver, giving me just over 49 years service.  Many happy memories did I have, too.
Mike: I'm aware that most of your driving days were in Glasgow, but – for the purposes of our interview today – we'll come on to Glasgow later – but for the moment it would be lovely to hear any more memories or reminiscences of your time in Ballater.
Ian:  Well, yes, I had many happy years at Ballater
