When the lights all went out in…..

“Sparky says he wants a drop of whisky in his boy”

Recently our life has been totally dominated by the storms and the electricity power cuts that followed.

As we are one of the highest places in Suffolk we don’t worry unduly about flooding but we certainly worry about high wind. To us, high wind always mean big trouble; the glass blows out of the greenhouse, or the tiles are blown off the roof, or the electricity goes off, or all three. And on this occasion it was the full monty; all three. And worse.

Although we had ample warning of the impending wind - the weather forecasters, who so spectacularly got it so wrong in 1987, had been warning us for a week that high winds were due at the weekend - we were still badly hit; there is only so much one can tie down beforehand. But just 24 hours before we were hit it was a glorious, sunny, autumn day; not a puff of wind, not a drop of rain. I said to Debs when we were having tea and a piece of her shortbread that it would be ironic if the weather forecasters got it wrong again, but wrong for having warned us rather than having not warned us. 

As the light finally faded I let out the two black dogs, Murphy and Lad, and while they sniffed around and flushed out a rabbit from the hedge I put the tractor on the south-west side of the greenhouse. It was just a precaution and, as there was no wind at that point, it was just a guess as to where to put it, but our prevailing wind is from the south-west so that seemed as good a bet as any.

All during that evening and into the night I expected to feel the house shaking and roof tiles crashing down as the wind battered us but by the Sunday morning it was still all quite. It was rather like having waited all night for an enemy offensive and then being slightly surprised and mildly disappointed when it didn’t occur. Almost an anticlimax.

Lenny Lenny arrived as we were finishing breakfast. Earlier in the week he had asked if he could borrow the Land-Rover to collect some logs he had been cutting up from the other side of the parish. After having a quick cup of coffee with us he set off. Little did we know then that would be the last we saw of our Land-Rover for three days.

Not long after he left the wind picked up. By mid morning it was gale-force, and just before lunch the electricity went off. Debs was in the final stages of preparing lunch and seemed unstressed by the loss of electricity. We always cooks on an aging, four-oven, solid-fuel Aga which means we are not susceptible to the never-ending squabbles in the Middle East. 

As roof tiles started to fly off it became too dangerous for the dogs to have their midday meal outside as they usually do so they ate in the utility room among the boots, sticks, hats, outdoor coats and surplus riding tack. They didn’t care. It takes Lad all of about 90 seconds to eat his meal; Murphy takes only slightly longer although Meme tends to be more refined with her eating habits. But woe betide anyone who tries to get at her bowl before she has finished. She will have them retreating back before you can say ‘snap’.

As isolated as we are we are well used to power cuts – we often have three or four a year – and so we are now fully equipped to deal with them. We have move on in leaps and bounds since the three-day week of 1974 when I hooked up a 12 volt light in the kitchen to run from a car battery and we had candles on saucers for the bedrooms. Now we have a extremely large and impressive ex-army generator which sits in a shed and would run, not only the house, but most of the parish if it were within reach. I know Debs and others laughed and mocked when I arrived home a few years ago with this enormous generator behind the Land-Rover; the result of too many boys being together on their own for too long at a sale in Essex. But she doesn’t mock now as she had an uninterrupted supply of hot water.

OK, so it not an automatic start, and it is fairly heavy on diesel (about a gallon per hour), but we don’t lose food from the freezers and we don’t sit around in the dark for hours on end playing cards. The house functions just as it does when the mains electricity is on.

After lunch I rang the electricity board to see what the current situation was. Needless to say the telephone lines were engaged. I tried a couple more time but with the same result so went out and started the generator. It ran all afternoon and evening until I turned it off just before going to bed. By then the wind had done the worst of its damage and had died down.

I started the generator again next morning and had a quick walk around to see what the damage was and prioritise what needed immediate attention and what could wait until later. Clearly the roof needed immediate action so I rang the Ralph the roofer and spoke to his foreman, Jelly. Guess what? You wouldn’t believe it. Ralph was on holiday. “What?” I said. “Well he’s going to have to come back. We’re in a crisis here. We’re in the aftermath of the worst storms we’ve had for 15 years and he’s languishing on holiday.” You can’t blame him really, Ralph wasn’t to know the storms were coming. Well actually he was as they had been forecast a week earlier but, even so, he had left everything in order. The real problem was that Jelly, his foreman, was just that, a foreman; he couldn’t give estimates, couldn’t deal with insurance companies and basically he couldn’t cope. The poor man was out of his depth. By the time I rang he had had 15 people, including one woman whose roof have been completely blown off, ringing in trying to get a roofer. He duly took my name and telephone and promised to ring back. He did, but only to say that he couldn’t get scaffolding for love nor money and would be in touch. A pity he never did.

By now it was mid morning and I though I ought to go to work. I didn’t get far. The drive was blocked by a fallen ash tree a hundred yards or so from the house. I backed up to the house, changed into work-clothes, got the chain-saw and set off back down the drive again on the tractor but this time with Murphy and Lad running behind. At this stage all I wanted to do was clear the tree off the drive so I could get passed; Lenny Lenny could deal with cutting it up in his own time. It didn’t take long; a couple of cuts here and there and a push or two with the tractor and there was enough room to get by. So back to the house, change clothes again and set off. This time I got to the main road only to be stopped about half way to the village by a huge fallen oak. By now it was midday and the oak presented a bigger and more serious problem than the ash on the drive. Clearly nothing was going to get by for a while in either direction so I left the car where it was and started to walk down to the village for a recce. 

It wasn’t long before I realised that the storms had been worse than perhaps I had at first thought. There were at least a dozen trees across the road and that was only as far as I could see. There were others lying across the ditches and in the fields. There were huge sheets of tin and asbestos, having been blown off nearby and not so nearby barns, lying smothering the emerging winter wheat or imbedded in the ground at ungainly angles as though The Almighty had been in a temper tantrum and just cast them aside. The view to the village resembled the aftermath of a tropical storm in Florida or the West Indies; like something one might see on television. I sat down on a fallen oak and surveyed the scene. This was bad. As bad as 1987. I rang Lenny Lenny on his mobile telephone to ask how he was, where he was, and what he was doing.

“Clearing wood by The Old Forge boy,” he said excitedly. “Paul’s here boy. So is Sparky and Jez.”

“Is it bad Lenny?” I asked. 

“Terrible boy. Terrible. Worse than last time boy.” 

“Do you want a hand? Anything I can do?” 

“Cup of coffee would be nice boy.” A pause. “Sparky says he wants a drop of whisky in his boy.” 

“I’ll get Debs to make some sandwiches and I’ll come down. How long are you going to be there?

“Oh I don’t know boy.” He said more slowly. “Wont get through today.” A pause. “Sparky says he will see you next week boy.”

While I was walking back to the car I remembered the ’87 storms when we were without electricity for 12 days. Thinking that not only had communications improved so greatly that I can pretty much call anyone from anywhere but that if we were going to be without power for another 12 days I ought to get some more diesel for generator but how was I going to get it? We weren’t exactly at crisis point but we would need some in the next day or so. 

I explained the situation to Debs and asked if she could managed without electricity until dark to save on the fuel. That wasn’t a problem. Neither was making lunch for the boys.

Having called the office to tell them of the situation and being very surprised to find someone there I put the car away knowing that I wouldn’t be needing for the next few days.

Getting lunch to the wood-cutting team on the front line proved to be problematic without a vehicle but while Debs made up some sandwiches together with other bits and pieces and a large Thermos of coffee, with a miniature of whisky for Sparky, I dusted down my old rucksack.
It’s a fair walk from the house to The Old Forge but with the rucksack, proper clothes and boots and the two younger dogs charging on ahead as if the advance party, I did it in little under 45 minutes. By the time I got there Jez’s wife Lynda had been out with some emergency supplies but the boys were keen enough to stop again for a second lunch. 

Lenny Lenny had a fire going and a couple of young boys who hadn’t been able to get to school were rounding up the rubbish for the fire. There is no question, Lenny Lenny is a great worker but he is not a leader. Paul had taken charge and seemed to have a system working. He and Sparky were on the chain saws; Jez was collecting the good wood and stacking it up at the side of the road for collection later, and Lenny Lenny and the young boys were clearing and burning all the twigs, smaller branches and other rubbish not worth saving. I could see the Land-Rover sitting proudly in the middle of road just before corner. Someone, I imagine Paul, had put a flashing orange light on its roof and I think it had gone to its head. It was sitting there in all its glory pretending to be an emergency vehicle.

The team didn’t seem to want any help so after lunch the dogs and I walked home.

Apart from going down to Paul’s the next day, via a very torturous cross-country route, to get 20 gallons of agricultural diesel, the next few days were uneventful. The power remained off but our life when on.

For a while it remained in the balance which we would see first: electricity or the Land-Rover. Despite a couple of false starts when the electricity came on only to go off again a minute or two later as high voltage cables further down the line short-circuited, the Land-Rover won by a huge margin. Days in fact.

Even now, two days after getting the Land-Rover back, the generator is still purring away, guzzling a gallon of diesel every hour. Lenny Lenny took a time out from his wood cutting mission to get some more diesel but, other than that, life has reverted back to normal. 

Still no sign of mains electricity being restored, mind you.

