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Dare to be a Daniel
Dare to stand alone,
Dare to have a purpose firm
And dare to make it known.

LIFE AS AN APPRENTICE
COOK

Iwas bornin 1877, watched Queen Victoria’s Jubilee in 1887,
leftschool attwelve years of age, got a job at a hotel in Westminster
Bridge Road, working from 10 a.m to 2 a.m, sixteen hours a day for
five shillings (25p) a week and ‘board and lodging’. | became an
apprentice cook and an apprentice to all this strife and poverty
around me, i.e. the class struggle.

As a boy | had asked my father what ‘purpose tirm*' meant. He said
it meant a resolve, making up your mind to stick to it till you have
acomplished what you make up your mind to do.

| started my apprenticeship in a well-known West End restaurant
fifty years ago, already with a ‘purpose firm’, | wanted to know why
we were poor, why men and women were under-fed, ill-clothed. |
soon got some bitter experiences in this West End kitchen.

First let me draw a picture of the scene. One entered the great
glass and polished doors, flung open by a smartly uniformed
doorkeeper, and passed on to a beautifully carpeted floor, splen-
didly polished tables, mirrors, hat-racks, umbrella stands, ash-
trays, with spotlessly dressed waiters. This was the dining floor,
seating over a hundred persons. There was a beautiful basement,
same size, same luxury. On the first floor was the smoking and
domino-playing floor, not quite so large as the kitchen which was
at the back of this floor. A plain wooden narrow door opened in on
the kitchen, the basis of all the activities of the restaurant, the
foundation on which the concerned existed.

What a sight met the eye! It was just aroom about five yards by five
with one small window, sawdust on the floor, gas, hot-and-cold
water pipes all along the walls, alive with rats at night, mice and
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beetles on the floor. That was the general scene of all kitchens in
the City or West End. Some were on the top floor, some in the
basement, some a little larger. That is all that might be slightly
different.

About the people who slaved many hours a day in this so-called
kitchen. First there was the chef, the second cook, fish-and-pastry
cook, veg. cook; then the kitchen porter, boilerman and liftman,
two women to clean vegetables and dish-up - that is seven in all,
not counting myself. We had to be in the kitchen for work on the
stroke of eight. That meant the cooks had to get totheir ‘dressing-
room’ or rather cubicle, at 7,45 to change from ordinary dress into
whites. This cubicle had sweating pipes running along the walls,
so our clothes were not always dry. We started preparing the lunch
menu, whichwas in French. As you entered the kitchen onthe right
was the service lift and speaking tube, up which the orders came.
Inthe middle was the hot plate, on the left a sink for vegetables and
fish cleaning, at the back were two gas stoves. Everything had to
be cooked in or onthese two stoves. Justimagine the veg peelings
everywhere,steam boiler and coal corner making the room stink
with various smells, the plate washer bending over a steaming tank
washing plates for twelve or fourteen hours a day, each cook
racing against the clock to have his part of the menu ready sharp
by twelve o’clock, the bumping into each other, racing for the stove
or oven before the other fellow.

By twelve o’clock everyone in the kitchen was dressed drenched
in sweat, with the stoves, the boiler, racing against time. But at
twelve we were only just starting. The liftman got to the lift, the
whistle of the speaking-tube shrieked out, then order came thick
and fast, each cook, each serving-hand having to have a memory
like Datas.

Excitement, swearing, bullying, going on all the time. Orders,
more orders. This hell went on till 3 p.m., then the porters got a
‘staff dinner’, sometimes something a week old, never the same as
the day’s menu. Cooks can generally help themselves to what they
like. That was my first lesson in the dividing of the workers.

At this time the cooks were glad to get into the glorious fresh air
for two hours, then back again till nine. If lucky, nine was your early
night. Your late night before this was twelve, and this slavery went
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onin every hotel or restaurant. Some might be slightly better than
others, but generally this was the picture.

What about the wages? Before the second world war, good cooks
were glad to get jobs at thirty shillings (£1.50 current style) a week,
porters anything from fourteen shillings (60p) a week, not forget-
ting the food. As a boy, | was horror-struck to think | was to spend
seven long years at this awful life, but | had a “purpose firm -1 dared
to make it known”.

MY EARLY IMPRESSIONS

The struggle in Ireland first gave me a deeper urge than ever to
answer my boyhood questions. But what other impressions did |
have after two or more years as apprentice? | saw the office, the
‘superior’ staff, treating all other staff with the greatest contempt,
except the Manager, whom they fawned on with the utmost
servility. The waiters, feeling this, wished to get even with the
remaining staff, so the kitchen staff, in the eyes of these’superior
persons’, were dirt. But one could watch the cringing of the waiters
to the manager and customers. No doubt their method of slavery
made them so servile. The kitchen workers, not coming into
contact with the customers, had a spirit of comradeship amongst
them.

Although they would swear and fight with one another, an injury
to a kitchen worker, porter or cook, was an injury to the kitchen
staff as a whole. They also had a fine spirit of independence, in
spite of the mass of cooks and porters amongst the unemployed
waiting to get their jobs. During those seven years the members of
the kitchen staff were constantly changing. When my time was up
at 21, not one member of the kitchen staff was there who was there
when | began, yet there were the same spirit of independence, the
same slavery conditions, the same servile waiters, the same mimic
aristocratic ‘office staff. | have seen many interesting and amusing
fights in the kitchen. | have seen waiters bodily thrown out of the
kitchen. A manager who came in the kitchen with his ‘tarpot’ on his
head had a spud thrown right through it.. He knew he had no right
in the kitchen, so could do nothing about it.
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| was mystified by this kitchen solidarity, and these appalling
conditiions of slavery. In the Trade Union world outside long and
bitter strikes of workers were taking place. But nothing was done
in the catering trade - the same old conditions existed. Yes, there
were a few ‘clubs’ for the catering worker, and many hotel staff
agencies. These sharks, who sometimes started only with a back-
room, as an office with a telephone, prospered on the simple
worker looking for a job, to come and be swindled. The West End
was full of them, these get-rich-quick merchants on the poverty of
the out-of-work catering workers. Kitchen, waiter, ‘superior’ staff,
all the same to them. Many of these agencies charged you half-a-
crown (twelve-and-a-half pence) ‘booking fee’ and then sent you
after a job, and if not successful, “Well, call tomorrow”. You went.
“Nothing today”. So you went on for a month, when your booking
fee was exhausted. If you still wanted a job from the same agent,
another half-crown had to be paid. If you got a job, the charge was
usually the first week's wages.

Sometimes this used to be an agreement between the agent and
his manager, who would go 50-50 with the applicant’s fee for the
job. You started work, perhaps a week on trial. The manager would
not say anything at the end of the first week, because the worker
could claim another job without further payment. so after a few
weeks, either you or another worker were sacked, and the game
was repeated. Many of these agents were exposed and prose-
cuted, but others just started the same old game.

Another little trick these gentry used to play. They would put
advertisements in Continental papers, telling of the ‘glories of

England’. How boys - French, German, etc - could come to
England, learn the English language, make a fortune, then return
to their own country and spend an easy comfortable life. These
rosy lies brought thousands of poor foreign youngsters to this
country. But it did not take some of them very long to realise how
they had been swindled by these sharks and left to the tender
mercies of anyone in this bitter fight for existence. One important
thing it did for some managers. They took on one or two or more
of these boys, at no wages, or very little, and sacked more who
were getting more wages, Of course, the agent got a nice picking
fromthese boys, and so he gave up the back-room and took larger
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premises with an assistant or two. But many of these boys drifted
into an already big unemployed army or into the so-called ‘criminal
class’, got into trouble and were deported to their own country as
‘undesirables’. But who was the cause - if not the agent with his
advertisement?.

There were several so-called catering unions, but they only
functioned as clubs, social centres and employment agencies for
their members. These unions were mainly on the nationality line.
The City Restaurant or Ye Olde Chophouse carried on in the
English traditional style, its staff mainly British, its memus in
English, orders given in French. The West End hotel and restau-
rant were nearly all on the Continental style, their cooks mostly
French, their waiters mostly German, all other staff consisting of
every other nationality, not excepting Indians, Africans, Chinese.

THE TRONC SYSTEM

On several hotels and restaurants in the West End waiters used to
have to pay to go to work - that is, they had to pay to serve
customers at so many tables. The management got the customers
served without cost, and even pocketed no small trifle from the
waiters. The waiters solely depended on tips from customers. In
other catering firms there was what was and still is what is called
the Tronc system, which worked in this way. Every waiter and all
those depending on tips, after receiving a tip from the customer,
had to fold it inside a paper with his or her name or number on it
with the amount of the tip. it meant the sack for anyone seen to put
his own tip in his pocket. At the West End, after all tips went into
the box or tronc, it was opened by the head waiter or manager who
shared it as he liked. Naturally, he got the lion’s share. Many might
have paid into the tronc during the week two, three or four pounds,
but got as their share anything from ten to twenty-five shillings
(50p to £1.25), according to the grade of the worker. The head
waiter or manager put nothing in, yet took the largest share. The
tronc system is an evil, but tipping in any form is a curse. It makes
a man or woman a servile animal. All human dignity and self-
respect are gone. Only the humble, servile, cringing, bowing-and-
scraping serving machine remains. That is what makes a waiter so
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