OldFred.com  by Peter Fairhurst

PART 2, CHAPTER 1 



Old Fred and the Carnival Queen

Fred did not like to drive his van on the motorways, it wasn’t fast enough to keep up with the rest of the traffic and was much more at home on the ordinary roads.  Liz had helped him to plan a route and they had booked an hotel, about half-way there, to stop for the night instead of driving all that way without a break.  It was nearly six o’clock when they arrived at the hotel and, as they were driving into the car park, a man stopped them and said, “Park it over there gov. and then book in at the caravan.”

“What’s going on Fred,” Liz asked, ”why book in at a caravan, surely we should book in at reception; what sort of hotel is this?”

“I don’t know Old Thing, we’d better find out.”  They parked the van next to an elderly  ambulance and a couple of old sportscars and went into the caravan.  There was a lady sitting at a desk, she didn’t look at them as she spoke,  
“Name?”

“Lonsdale,” Fred answered.

“Class?”

“What do you mean, ‘class’, we have a booking.”

“I can’t find your name on my list, what class are you entered for, Mister Lonsdale?”

“I don’t understand the question, we have a booking for tonight, I don’t know anything about any class.”

The lady looked up, for the first time and said, apologetically, “I’m terribly sorry Mister Lonsdale, we are here for the summer parade, you should be in the hotel reception.  I can’t imagine why George sent you here, unless you’re driving a classic car or something.”

Liz interrupted, “We are driving a veteran van, what’s the summer Parade all about?”

“It’s our town carnival, we have it every year in June, the usual sort of thing, several, in fact quite a few floats, a marching band, interesting vehicles, we had a tank last year but its tracks made a mess of the road.  Is that your van outside, ‘OldFred.com’, it’s lovely.  You could enter if you want to, it only takes about an hour and it’s all for charity.”

Fred was not too keen, he had been driving for a long time and was looking forward to a hot bath and his dinner.  Liz thought it was a good idea and said, “Come on Fred, let’s do it, it will be fun.  We could book into our room, have a wash, reserve a table for half past eight or so, dinner can wait.”

Fred agreed and then gave the lady details of the van.  “It’s an eighteen ninety nine Lonsdale, built by my grandfather over a hundred years ago, in Wigan.  It’s been in the family all its life, its very special.”

“I’m sure it is,” the lady replied, “it looks absolutely wonderful and in such good condition.  I’m thrilled that you have agreed to take part.  The parade starts at seven, will you be back at about ten to, to get in your position, will you be riding with your husband Mrs. Lonsdale?”

“Oh, I don’t think so, why did you ask?”

“Well, I thought it might be nice if the carnival queen could ride in it, she normally rides in an open Rolls Royce with her attendants but it would be a lovely change if she were to ride with Mister Lonsdale.”

At seven o’clock, on the dot, Fred led the parade out onto the high street, followed by the Rolls Royce and all the other entries.  The pavements were lined with masses of people who had turned out to watch and who threw coins into the buckets carried by people in all sorts of fancy dress costumes.

     The procession was quite short, it was over before eight o’clock when it returned to the hotel car park.  Fred helped the carnival queen down from the van and she gave him a little kiss on his cheek and said, “Thank you, thank you very much, that was lovely.”  Fred walked, with her and several others, to a small decorated platform in front of the hotel where a crowd of people had gathered.  Liz joined him and said that they couldn’t leave for a while, they had to stay for the speeches and a presentation.

The organisers were delighted with the event, the Mayor stood, with the carnival queen, her princesses and the lady from the caravan.  The mayor thanked everyone for taking part and said that, though all the money collected had not been counted, it looked as if the collections were the best ever.  He then said, “Our charities will all be very pleased with your donations and I am delighted with this years parade, it has been absolutely splendid.  Now we move on to the presentations.”

The lady from the caravan handed him an envelope, he read out loud what was written on it, “Winner of the prize for the best float …… Saint Michael’s Scouts.”  The crowd clapped politely and two young lads in the scout uniform walked up to the platform, shook hands with the mayor and accepted a trophy and an envelope.  Some photographs were taken and then they returned to join their friends.

“Winner of the prize for the best vehicle goes to……..Mister Lonsdale and his veteran van.”  Fred was stunned.  The crowd again clapped and Fred went, reluctantly,  to the platform.  He did not think that he should have won the prize.  The Mayor shook his hand and said,  “Congratulations, Mister Lonsdale, I am delighted that you took part in our parade and I must thank you, very sincerely, particularly as you are so far from home.  Here is your trophy and a cheque for fifty pounds.”

Fred did not know what to say, he was speechless.  Eventually he did say, “I did not expect this, we have stopped here for the night on our way to the Lake District, I can’t accept this prize.”

“Oh yes you can Mister Lonsdale, you must, the judges were unanimous, you are the winner.”

Fred was embarrassed but eventually agreed, “I will accept the trophy, I am honoured to receive it but I will not accept the cheque.  The money was collected for charity, give the cheque to a worthy cause.”

The crown clapped, Fred felt even more embarrassed as he walked away with his trophy.  He then saw the scout leader go over to the Mayor and heard him say, “We don’t want the cheque either, we’d like you to put it back in the charity fund.”

Fred felt embarrassed again when he walked into the hotel dining room a little later, several people clapped them as they were shown to their table.  The waiter brought a bottle of wine to them, “Colonel Bouton would like you to accept this,” he said, “with his compliments and to thank you for your kindness.”

“Colonel Bouton?” Fred enquired.

“Yes, the Colonel is president of the Vintage Vehicles Society, the distinguished man sitting over there, by the window.”

Fred looked over towards the Colonel who raised his glass and gave a little wave.  The meal was excellent, the wine was perfect.  When they had finished they saw that the Colonel was still at his table but he looked as though he had finished eating.  Fred and Liz went over to him to thank him for his gift.

“Not at all, old man,” he said, “My pleasure, my pleasure entirely.  I do like your van, never seen one before; can we have a chat, I’d love to know more about it.”

Fred and Liz went with the Colonel and his wife through to the hotel lounge and found comfortable seats in a corner.  The colonel’s wife and Liz talked about children, grandchildren and their men playing with their big toys.  “Derek, my husband spends all his time with his toys, his old vehicles,” she said, “I don’t know how many he has got, but there are a lot of them, the Rolls Royce in the Parade is one of his, I think that one’s my favourite but he prefers the older ones, the older the better, for him.

Fred and the Colonel were deep in conversation and, after a while turned to the ladies as they got up, “Will you excuse us for a few minutes,” the colonel said, “we are going out to look at the van.”  The ladies didn’t mind at all and Derek continued, “It’s play time, we won’t be long.”

Liz replied, “Don’t be too long, Fred, remember we’ve a long way to go tomorrow, I don’t want you staying up too late.”

Fred showed Derek around the van and told him a lot of things about it, he explained how his grandfather had made it in eighteen ninety eight or nine when there were very few cars in existence and most people had never seen one; he did not tell him about the computer and its clever changing trick.

The Colonel was very impressed and noticed some details that surprised him.  “The body isn’t original is it, Old Chap?” he asked.  Fred told him that it had been built as a car and that the van body had been added later, “it’s removable,” he explained, if I take it off it returns to the original car, only takes a few minutes.”

“Amazing,” the colonel exclaimed, “the brakes look very modern too, and the steering; are they modified, I’ve never seen such an ancient machine that seems to be so up to date?”

“As far as I know, they are original, but they certainly do seem to be ahead of their time; quite a clever man, my granddad.”

“More than clever, Old Man, it’s brilliant, no wonder it’s lasted all these years.  We must keep in touch; perhaps, when you have more time ….”

Fred and Derek returned to the lounge and Liz, looking at the old grandfather clock, said, “Have you finished playing now, boys; we really should be in bed, its getting late.  They said goodnight to their new friends and went up to their room.

