OldFred.com, by Peter Fairhurst

PART 1,  CHAPTER 3. 3

Sir Henry Plumrose and the Manor Pond

Old Fred Lonsdale had a very unusual van.  It was very old indeed, old enough to be in a museum but it wasn’t, in fact he used it all the time.  

It was unusual because it was so old but it was more unusual because it had a habit of changing into some other sort of vehicle.  On one occasion it changed into an old fire engine and Fred and his grandchildren rescued some horses caught up in a farmyard fire.  On another occasion it turned into a ‘cherry picker’, a sort of mobile crane for getting people, usually workmen, up to high places.  Fred and his grandchildren helped workmen remove the church clock for repair and then rescued an old lady who got stuck up a tree trying to rescue her cat.

Fred never knew when his van would become something different, there was never any warning but, each time, his lap-top computer, which he kept in the van, told him what he had to do.  

The grandchildren, William and Isabel lived in the same village and spent a lot of time with Granddad Fred and Grandma Liz and, everytime they arrived, they wanted to know if the van had changed.  It happened, for the third time, during a school holiday.

Fred was working in the garage and had parked the van on the drive.  William and Isabel arrived and, as they cycled up the drive, saw that the van had changed into a small tanker.

Fred had not noticed the change, he was busy working until the children interrupted him.  

“What’s happened to the van, what is it, Granddad?”  Isabel asked, excitedly.

“It looks like a tanker,” he explained, “ for carrying liquids; good heavens, its even grown two extra wheels.  They use tankers for petrol, heating oil, milk and things like that.”

“But why have you got one Granddad, what are you going to use it for?”

“I don’t know love, we’d better have a look at the lap-top, that should answer your questions.”

There was nothing on the screen, the computer was not plugged in.  “Oh dear,” Fred said, “Now what?”

 “You’d better plug it in.” said William.

There was no need.  At that moment, the phone rang; Fred picked it up.

“Hello, Fred Lonsdale,” he said.

“Ah! Lonsdale, old chap, Plumrose here,” Fred put his hand over the mouth piece and whispered, '‘it's Sir Henry Plumrose, from the Manor,” to the children.

“Yes, Sir Henry, how can I help?”

“I’ve got a problem with my pond,” he replied,” seems to have sprung a leak, you know; water disappearing fast; won’t be long before the fish are in trouble.  Need your help, old chap.”

“What can I do?” Fred asked.

“Well, Vicar tells me that you have a sort of multi-purpose vehicle, thought you might be able to help.”

“But I don’t know anything about repairing ponds, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

“No, No, that’s under control, my man Hopkins is dealing with that; it’s water, I need to get water into the thing.  The weather forecast is no good, there is no rain expected , can you help me, Old Chap?”

Fred now knew why his van had become a small tanker and was able to volunteer to help fill the pond, he was pleased to reply, “ I have a small tanker, but, surely, a hose pipe would do the job.  We will need one to fill the tanker, how far is it to the pond?”

“It’s a long way, too far for my hose pipe, and it would take too long; we need a lot of water, it’s a big pond, you could even call it a small lake.  We’ve got a water tower in the farmyard next door, we could fill a tanker quite quickly.”

Fred agreed to drive up to the Manor, put the phone down and said to William and Isabel, “You’re going to need your wellies, we’ve got some water to move.”

Fred popped into the house, “Are you there, Old Thing,” he called out, “We’re going up to the Manor to shift some water, I expect we’ll be gone for a couple of hours.”

“What about lunch,” Liz asked, “shall I make some sandwiches?”

“No, thanks, we’d better get off; I’ll sort something out later.”

On the way to the Manor, Fred stopped outside the children’s house so that they could tell their mother where they were going and collect their wellingtons.  They arrived at the Manor and went to the front door.  Lady Plumrose told them that Sir Henry was in the farmyard and showed them where to go.

“Ah, Lonsdale, there you are, magnificent tanker, old chap.  Quite small, though, what do you normally use it for?”

Isabel, who was putting her wellingtons on, replied, “Granddad uses his van to rescue people and animals.”

This didn’t answer Sir Henry’s question but he said, “Well, you can help rescue my fish, the leak has been found and Hopkins has almost repaired it.  Now we need water, lots of it.”

Fred took the opportunity to look round his new tanker, he had never seen it before and had to work out what to do with it.  He saw a ladder fixed to the back and a valve with quite a big wheel to open and close it.  There were a couple of short lengths of heavy hose pipe on a rack to one side.  On top there appeared to be a sort of platform and what looked like a hatch that opened to put the liquid in.

“I’d better reverse up to the water tower,” he said, “will you see me back, I need to be underneath that pipe.”  Fred got the tanker in place, climbed the ladder and looked at the hatch; 

he managed to open it, put the feed pipe into it and opened the big valve on the supply tank.  There was a whooshing sound as the water flowed and, in no time at all, the tanker was full.  Fred turned off the valve just as the water started flowing over the edge, shut the hatch and climbed back to the ground.

Sir Henry was pleased, “Well done, Lonsdale, now let’s get you up to the pond.  Follow me, we need to go up through the garden, it’s a good job your vehicle is so small, a bigger one would be no good at all.”

In some places there was barely enough room to pass and the tanker sides brushed against the shrubs and trees but, by driving carefully, Fred arrived safely at the pond.

The water level was pretty low and fish could be clearly seen, close to the surface and gasping for oxygen.  Hopkins could also be clearly seen, he was covered in black sticky mud, covered from head to toe.  Sir Henry said to him, “Good heavens, man, you’re filthy and you stink, you’d better go down to the farmyard and get hosed down; go down the back way, I don’t want you dripping mud all over my garden path.”

William helped his grandfather to connect the big pipes together, fit one end to the tanker and then placed the other end in the pond.  Fred opened the big valve and the load of water drained into the mud.

Isabel said, “That didn’t make much difference!”

“It’s a big pond, young lady,” Sir Henry replied, “it will need a lot of tanker loads.”

For the second load, William climbed the ladder and filled the tanker.  Fred drove, many more times, backwards and forwards between the water tower and the pond and, very slowly, the water level began to rise.  The water stirred up the mud a bit and it was not very clear but Hopkins, who had changed into cleaner clothes, pointed out that it would soon settle.

Isabel got a bit bored, Granddad would not let her help, he said that she was too small, so she went to explore the farmyard.  When Lady Plumrose brought out some sandwiches and tea for lunch, Isabel was not there.  Fred and William went off to look for her and found her sitting on a fence watching some horses in a nearby field.

Fred told her that he was worried when he realised that she was missing.  Isabel said that she was sorry, as they walked back towards the house.  In the corner of the farmyard, Fred stopped to look at a pile of old machinery, something caught his eye.  Among the rusting pile of scrap metal, there was an old weathervane.  Fred picked it up and was very pleased with the quality, it was beautifully made and he could not understand why it was in a pile of rubbish.

At that moment, Sir Henry appeared in the yard.  “Ah, there you are Lonsdale, I wondered where you had got to.  Oh, you’ve found the old weathervane!”

“Why on earth is it in your rubbish pile, Sir Henry, it’s a lovely piece of work?” Fred enquired.

“Apparently it’s not safe, the satellite chappies took it down when they put up my dish thingy, said it was dangerous, could have fallen on someone’s head, scrapped it.”

“Rubbish”  Fred retorted.

“That’s what I said, dangerous rubbish, that’s why it’s in the scrap heap.”

Fred explained, “No, no, this is not rubbish; what they said is rubbish, this is a fine old weathervane, you can’t throw it away.”

Fred agreed with Sir Henry that he would take the old weathervane away and overhaul it.  He would return it, when it was finished, and put it back on the roof.  William wondered,  “Will you be able to use the cherry-picker to put it back, Granddad?”

“That’s a good question, I don’t know the answer, we’ll have to wait and see.”  He replied.

After a short break for lunch, the water carrying continued and, by mid-afternoon, the water tower was empty and the pond, though not full, was much better.  As the water cleared, the fish seemed to be less distressed and things began to turn back to normal.

The job finished, Fred and William cleaned up the pipes and stowed them on their racks on the tanker.  They tied the weathervane on to the ladder as there was nowhere else to put it.  Sir Henry thanked them very much for their help and asked Fred to send his bill straight away and said goodbye.

As they headed home, Fred was thanking William and Isabel for their help, when there was a funny sort of vibration and a loud clanking metallic sound.  Fred screeched to a standstill, “What on earth was that?” he asked.

“We’ve turned back into your van, Granddad,”  Isabel said, “but I don’t know what the noise was.

“I do!” said William, “the weathervane just fell off, that’s what the noise was.  Remember, it was tied to the ladder and the ladder isn’t there any more.”

“Oh dear,” said Granddad, “ We’d better go and pick it up, I hope we haven’t damaged it.

The weathervane was lying at the side of the road, it didn’t seem to be any worse for wear, some paint had been scraped off but that was about all.  Fred could see that the cockerel was made out of brass.  He was very pleased,  “Brass, excellent; this should never have been painted, when we do it up we’ll polish and lacquer it, it should look very good indeed. 

Fred had several jobs to finish before he was able to work on the weathervane but, when he did find some time, he stripped it down and cleaned and examined all the parts.  Most of it was made of steel and some parts were quite rusty; Fred cut out and replaced the worst bits and scraped the rust off the rest.  He then, very carefully painted all the steel with special paint, polished and lacquered all the brass bits and put it all back together.

Old Fred was then stumped, the weathervane was ready, Sir Henry Plumrose was waiting but Fred had no way of getting the weathervane up onto Sir Henry’s roof.

William made a suggestion, “Granddad, why don’t you ask Sir Henry to ‘phone you, the telephone call might change the van back into the cherry picker.”

“That might work but Sir Henry would think I was mad, asking him to phone me to see if the weathervane is repaired,” he replied, “we’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”










m©m Copyright  Peter Fairhurst, Singular Distractions Ltd.  18 Rookhurst Road,  Bexhill on Sea.  TN40 2NZ   (3)  1

