Cars, vans and lorries – so many were built on a Thompson chassis
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WE WERE able, thanks to a fascinating little book dating from the late 1920s, to bring you a wealth of photographs from John Thompson's of Wolverhampton – see our August 6 edition for inside views of the firm's factory in Bilston.

One of many readers who saw those pictures and was reminded of his own working days with Thompsons was Stan Barnett of Ettingshall, who has very kindly shared with us a vast amount of material relating to his old employer, just a sample of which has filled this page.

Stan worked at John Thompson's Motor Pressings as an engineer, and occupied various roles throughout a fifty year career, retiring in 1999.

"When we were at work, like everybody from time to time, we used to talk about the old times," Stan told The Bugle. "And we said that somebody should write it all down."

And so it fell to Stan to gather together memories, photographs, old company brochures and booklets. Before he retired, he had produced a book on the subject, of which the director Dennis Fox had a short run of copies printed. When the firm was finally wound up in 2004, Stan was asked to bring the story right up to date, and an expanded version of the book, now a thick hardback, was the result. Stan's 'A Century of Thompsons in the Motor Industry' covered the hundred years from 1904 to 2004.

Among the items Stan collected was a colour brochure dating from the late 1950s/early '60s, and the fact that it was produced in English, French, German and Spanish gives some idea of the global reach of Thompson's products at that time.

The story began in the Tool Room ...

"Many months of work may be needed before a new chassis frame can be put in quantity production," reads the brochure, "although prototype frames may be made before complete tooling and jigs are available.

"The method of manufacture is decided in the Planning Office. Tools and jigs are designed in the Drawing Office and made in the Tool Room, which is equipped with more than fifty machines.

"A wide range of press tools is produced, including the special tooling and jigging necessary to achieve the extremely close limits to which chassis equipment must be made."

We've chosen one photograph of one of Thompson's tool makers. Do you recognise him?

The Black Country might well have had the highest concentration of presses anywhere on earth at its productive peak, but even around here there can't have been many on the scale of the British Clearing press shown in one of the brochure's pictures. According to the caption:

"This is the largest of the mechanical presses, a specially designed British Clearing press of 2,000 tons which can press lengths of up to 30 feet. That same bay contains two other mechanical presses rated at 2,000 tons."

The presses were used for bashing out pieces of car chassis, but also parts for domestic appliances. And some of the 'smaller' presses – rated at a mere 500 tons each – were locally made, by Wilkins and Mitchell of Darlaston. Their 450 ton press was used for stamping out washing machine bowls.

Back in those days, long before computer-aided design, a new part was drawn out by hand on a huge sheet of paper and passed on to the man who was given the task of making it. And here, in a photograph from the Inspection Department, a team of engineers are busy assembling a newly designed chassis from the drawings laid out in front of them. The caption explains:

"On completion of assembly (and after jig drilling any holes not incorporated in the press tools), frames are cleaned and passed to checking fixtures fitted with datum faces to ensure absolute accuracy of engine and body mounting points and also facilitate any required corrections."

After inspection, a completed chassis would be cleaned and then off to be dunked in a bath of black enamel, hung on a converyor belt and passed through an 18 feet wide heated tunnel. Just an hour and a half later it would be ready for loading onto a lorry in the delivery bay, and off to the customer.

The colour photograph at left shows commercial vehicle side members being loaded in the Despatch Bay.

Car and lorry makers who built their vehicles around a Thompsons chassis included Austin, Austin Healey, AEC, Albion, Alvis, Bentley, British Railways, Commer, Daimler, Dennis, Foden, Humber, Leyland, Morris, MG, Rover, Scammell, Vauxhall, Volvo ... and Rolls-Royce.

Do you have photographs or brochures from Black Country companies you once worked for? Write to us or pay us a visit at Black Country Bugle, Dudley Archives and Local History Centre, Tipton Road, Dudley, DY1 4SQ, give us a call on 01384 889000, or email gjones@blackcountrybugle.co.uk 
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