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By Mike Compton

Fate had played a hand in Mike’s career. In the year when the Queen was crowned, Mt Everest was climbed for the
first time and Stanley Matthews helped Blackpool to win a famous FA Cup Final, he joined the world of work.
During the summer of 1953, aged 16, he applied for various insurance, and bank jobs and the PLA. It struck him
as being different from the more run of the mill careers. He had interviews with various companies, sat an exam
for the PLA and was offered an insurance job. He waited but as no word came from the PLA he eventually
determined that if he did not hear by the following Monday he would accept the job. On the Saturday morning, in
the post came a job offer from PLA, which he accepted.

On 1st  September 1953 Mike became a Junior Clerical Officer at the princely salary of £175 pa. This was sent to
the Export Charges Office at North Side, Royal Victoria Dock. He lived in South Woodford, so he walked for about
one mile to S. Woodford Central Line station and took the Underground to Stratford. There he transferred to the
overground Tottenham to N.Woolwich service that arrived under the other lines into the Low Level Station. It was
steam driven and the loco in order to get the necessary traction to leave the station would slide backwards down the
incline until the driving wheels got a grip. All this was done at a very slow pace and meant that late arrivals had
plenty of time to get on the train before it finally left the station. he took it to Custom House.

He got the impression that quill pens had been phased out only the preceding month. One wrote with pen and ink,
sitting on high stools at a high, sloping desk. During his first 18 months modern furniture appeared, as did biros.
The Audit claimed mauve and Imports claimed green and so on. The other aspect was the regular and repeated dock
strikes. He recalled that in 1954 there was a stoppage for about 6 weeks in the autumn and within a short time we
had cleared all existing work and were playing battleships.

There were a lot of exports. An Export Shipping Note had all the shipping details on one side, and had to be rated
on the other and a PLA bill written out by hand. They were then checked and typed up before being sent out as an
invoice. In an average day 600 could be rated, in a good day 1000. A man who was meticulous only did 150 per
day and was moved on. He regularly did 1000 with up to perhaps at worst 8 mistakes. The work was boring and
repetitive but he has happy memories of the people. They were all West Ham supporters full of humour. It was
known as Siberia. Once a Clerical Officer had completed 35 years-service he was promoted to Higher Clerical
Officer.

In 1955, at the age of 18, he was called up to do National Service. The Royal Engineers had a Movement Control
centre at the North Side, Royal Albert Dock, so he joined the REs, but was sent to 26 Assault Engineer Squadron.
They had tanks but he was taught to drive army lorries with manual gearboxes (double the clutch up and down the
box). He ended up as a driver instructor, based mainly in Wiltshire.

Back in the PLA in1957, he was a Clerical Officer to the Import Ledger Office in North Side, Royal Albert Dock.
It was not unusual to find all the North Side berths full of ships and the Ledger Office, which was combined with
the Meat Ledgers dealing with the three large cold stores, was very busy. To advance, he become pay clerk and
then Station Clerk at Centre Road (where London City Airport runway is now). This was a busy department with
hours running from 0800 to 1900 every day. The role of the SC was to understudy the Traffic Officers and run the
Departmental Office.

During this time, he got married and moved to Gravesend. The journey was then by rail to Woolwich Arsenal and
walk down to the river, under the foot tunnel and up to the departmental office.



In about 1960/1, he applied for a post in Head Office, at Trinity Square. It meant a promotion but also a switch
away from clerical and operations to head a small section in the Personnel Department dealing with sickness,
special leave and other such matters and also accidents. Despite the fact that the PLA had many thousands of
employees scattered amongst the 5 enclosed dock systems and some 90 miles of the river (in 1967, it peaked at
12,500 persons), all of these matters were dealt with at HO level. All accidents were required to be investigated by
the responsible manager and recorded on a form 463 together with witness statements if there were any. These were
then sent to this section and, if necessary, on to the Factory Inspectorate.

Employees at Head Office were expected to wear starched collars and a laundry service was provided (at their own
expense). He had time to think about accidents. There were thousands of them every year. He sent a memo to the
Personnel Officer, suggesting the display of posters. When the PLA’s General Manager, Sir Leslie Ford, decided
to establish a senior level Safety Coordinating Committee this was remembered and he was appointed Secretary.
The Coordinating Committee organised safety courses for managers and supervisors and a course on manual
handling for the Labourers.

He ran Protective Clothing Shops in each dock. The PLA provided at cost price protective footwear, protective
gloves and safety helmets. This was popular and only ended in 1966 when the items became part of the clothing
issued by the PLA.

In 1966, he applied for the new post of Accident Prevention Officer. He heard nothing for six weeks after the
interviews and was then offered the job with the hope that he would not let them down! It was a completely new
venture and there was only one other such position in the ports industry at that time. At first, he was in the Director
General’s office and got told off for leaving at 1700!

He determined he must be neutral. He refused to appear in Court for either the Authority or the employees in a case
concerning liability and personal compensation claims. He did attend one Industrial Relations meeting involving
protective clothing and sat at the head of the table to avoid taking sides.

Following a fire in a driver’s cab of a DD2 Crane early in the 1960s, crane escape apparatus sets were installed.
The first person to use them was the person who fitted them and he was the second, as it was his idea, despite the
fact I had no head for heights. Later he had to launch from the cab of a container crane involving a one-hundred
foot descent. He had to test a new buoyancy coat, over the side of a small PLA launch in the river in the middle of
December and, possibly due to the cold, he could not blow into the tube enough to increase buoyancy before the
inherent buoyancy dropped. A second trial was needed. He caught a cold from the first trial.

He went everywhere that PLA employees went and this included once visiting the fort in the estuary used for the
tide gauge. At Richmond Lock they employed a fitter who could not and he was involved in developing a safe
system of work for the maintenance of the system of weights for opening and closing the gates and for ensuring he
understood it.

During late 1970s, he persuaded the individual terminals in Tilbury Dock to provide safe walkways between the
road and the quay and in 1980 prepared a schematic of the dock on a poster with All the walkways shown in green.
The pictorial green walking man was displayed and the caption was “Seamen - follow the green man” and this was
repeated in sixteen other languages. He wrote to embassies in London asking for their confirmation that the PLA
had the right text, including the Russian, which led to a visit from the secret service!

He advised the London Port Employers Association and the London Wharfingers Association. There were many
accidents over the years, some minor, some major and some fatal. The following three will suffice -

■ In 1962 a fitter was left dangling above Tilbury Dock when the Gooseneck Crane he was working on
jumped into neutral and trapped his shoulder. To move the jib would have meant him falling, so two
similar cranes were brought alongside and a bosun’s chair rigged and brought beneath him. During the
time it took to do this, the dock ambulance attended with two trained first aid persons and one started the
long climb up the jib to the place where the injured person was trapped. Unfortunately, he became
paralysed with fear part way up and become frozen on the spot and became a casualty himself. A ship’s



doctor climbed over him to give morphine to the injured person and both casualties were safely rescued.
It was said that the fitter’s screams could be heard over the whole of Tilbury Dock although he did recover
with only a stiff shoulder to remember it all by.

■ In the early days when operating straddle carriers on the container berth 43 Berth, Tilbury Dock, a clerk
was struck by one of the wheels, picked up and revolved round with them. It was the control room staff
who saw this and alerted the driver but sadly the clerk died.

■ On 40 Berth, when that became a container berth for US Lines, a Straddle Carrier was servicing the loading
of the ship by placing containers in two rows at the back of the crane, and as it came to place a box on the
quayside line of boxes, the crane picked up from the adjoining berth side stack and, instead of lifting up
before trolleying out, the crane driver did both at the same time. This resulted in the box being lifted
striking the cab of the Straddle Carrier and, as he could see as it swung away that it would come back and
hit his cab again, the Straddle Carrier driver rapidly exited the cab and got down on the ground. In his
haste he had forgotten that he had left it in gear and when it was struck the carrier started to move - with
no driver. Furthermore, its wheels were angled towards the quay edge and, as its three wheels on that side
went over, the carrier came to rest leaning against the flare of the ship and an enterprising person climbed
down and turned the engine off.

In 1982, the Health and Safety Executive decided to revise the Docks Regulations 1934 and he was seconded
by the PLA to the National Association of Port Employers and the British Ports Association in order to draft
what became the 1988 Regulations. In November 1986, he was offered severance and early retirement at the
age of 50 and left the PLA but stayed with the Associations until they were disbanded.

He then founded the Ports Safety Organisation and ran courses on dangerous goods with Hugh Martin, who
is a member of the Group. They were run in UK, Ireland, US, Mauritius and Dubai. He then founded the Ports
Safety Organisation and ran courses on dangerous goods with Hugh Martin, who is a member of the Group.
They were run in UK, Ireland, US, Mauritius and Dubai. At the time of the DHG meeting, he was about to
retire.
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