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Andrew Z Szydlo looks back on 33 years of ownership

i gyt T8
someone was clinging to the underside. No,
East Germany was not a pleasant prospect
for a motor car traveller to Poland! And
then there was the Polish border — crooked
officials who would try to extort ‘customs
duty’ for oranges or washing powder, or
other presents (necessities) which were
carried. Attempts would be made to buy
black market dollars, for which there was a
huge demand. And with dollars and black
market zlotys, Poland was so very cheap
One could live like a king! So yes, a motor
car trip to Poland sounded like just the
perfect holiday for us!

Naturally, I was concerned about
the condition of the car. Since I knew
nothing about car mechanics, I dreaded
the prospect of a mechanical failure in
East Germany and being locked up in a

cell, accused of spying for the West and
being forced to pay some extortionate
sum of money to get to the West German
border. So I asked Charles, my travelling
companion, whether he knew anything
about cars? “No,” came back the answer
He didn't feel it was necessary to know
anything about cars, since, in the words
of his own simple reassuring logic - if the
car can get from Highgate to Shepherd’s
Bush, it will get from London to Warsaw
Charles also invited his student friend
from Cambridge University, John Moore,
to come on the trip. Although John was
also no car mechanic, he did know some
German. So at least he might be useful in
case of problems in Germany

We reached Poland without any trouble.
All the border guards let us through,
no awkward questions were asked by

customs officials, and all the paperwork
was in order. However, the car did.develop
a peculiar rumbling sound, nothing too
serious, somewhere from the rear, when
it freewheeled. There was no sound when
we were driving down the motorway, but
the rumbling was apparent between gear
changes — clearly something was loose. Our
arrival in snowbound Warsaw naturally

caused something of a sensation among our
friends there. (Both Charles and I are fluent
Polish speakers and had established some
personal friendships in Warsaw, as well as
having relatives there.) Very few people had
cars in those days and very few cars from
the UK ever travelled to Poland. So the
Triumph Herald was certainly viewed with
a great deal of interest.

One of my Warsaw friends, Roman
Domanski (a lecturer in engineering from

Hair-raising Herald Adventure

Warsaw Technical University), suggested
that we go hunting to the Kampinowska
Puszcza (Kampinos Forest), about 50
km west of Warsaw. We were naturally
delighted to be asked to take part in
such an unusual adventure. Roman also
brought another friend with him and so
the five of us set off, in deep snow and
freezing conditions, dressed in fur coats
and with a boot full of guns and winter

picnic equipment, in the tiny Triumph

Herald. The forest was amazing — snow lay

all around and we went for a brisk walk.

Although a few shots were fired, these were

mainly to make a loud noise — no suitable

animal targets presented themselves. So

our hunting trip ended rather uneventfully

that afternoon.

As we drove towards the outskirts of
Warsaw on the return journey however,
the rumbling sound at the back of the car
turned into a distinct knocking sound
which gradually grew louder and louder.
Until, finally, there was a loud mechanical
bang, the car lurched heavily to one side
and rapidly ground to a halt. A wheel
had obviously become detached from
the transmission. Oh dear, I thought to
myself, this must surely be the end of the
car. I always panic in such situations and
assume the worst possible outcome. So [
had fleeting visions of leaving the broken
car in Poland, having it impounded by tax
officials and paying a huge sum of money
to have it transported back to England,
even though I did have 5* insurance cover.
(This was a special kind of insurance which
meant that, in the event of a breakdown,
our car would get towed back to England
free of charge and that we could stay — also
free of charge — in an hotel while the car
was being repaired, or transported.)

However, neither my Polish friends nor
my English friends were unduly concerned
— they believed that even in this seemingly
hopeless situation, a solution could be
found. We all got out of the car, which
looked in a very sorry state, listing badly to
one side. Roman and his friend went into
the nearest block of flats about 30 yards
away and five minutes later emerged with
a man who suggested that we push the
car over a pit, where he could examine it.
(The man was not a mechanic, of course,
but he did own a car.) After examining
the underside of the car for three minutes,
he came out, saying that the car would
be easy to repair, but that he had to go
upstairs to his flat, to get four nuts and
bolts. I could not believe that this was going
to be possible. Nevertheless a few minutes
later, he came out with the nuts and
bolts, went under the car and, using
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f a Triumph Herald,” he

e, | tho nt, that sounds rea

So | left t ir a s workshop at

¢ orence Road, Eali ind came back to

Highgate b lerground. The car was left

« esday afternoon and the man told

t t would be ready on the next day

it 4 pm. But he advised me to ring him at 2

I ust before I set out, just to check that
the job had been done. So I did just that

I'm very sorry sir,” he said, “but there

was some corrosion on the joint and we

haven’t quite been able to finish the job

today. But we'll definitely have it done by
tomorrow
Very well,” I said, “I'll give you a call

tomorrow at the same time”. Bearing in
mind the fact that I had seen the joint
myself and there were no signs of corrosion,
I thought it was a little odd that the man
should be mentioning
problems at this
stage. Clearly though,
there may have been
something which [
hadn't spotted

The next day at
him

h, there you

2 pm, I rang

again

are sir!” his voice rang
out, “I have some good news for you and
some bad news. Which would you like to
hear first?” [ went for the first option

“I'am delighted to tell you that the univ-
ersal joint has been successfully repaired.”

“So what is the bad news then?”

“Well I am afraid to tell you sir, that
while we were repairing the universal
joint, we noticed that your propshaft has
a hairline fracture.” A hairline fracture in
the propshaft, I thought to myself, what on
earth does that mean? I didn't have a clue.

“So what does that mean and why is it
bad news?”

“Well, it means that as you are driving
along, the hairline fracture may suddenly
develop into a full fracture, crack the prop-
shaft which will then come up through
the floor of the car, cause the car to go
out of control and kill the driver and all
the occupants!” His voice rose to a high
pitched scream as he shouted out these

dire consequences to a petrified customer
(me)

“But 1 have some more good news for
you,” he said after he had rapidly composed
himself, “We can fix i for yon 2nd the car

will still be ready for this 9
“How much will thet « quised.
“£80 sir,” was the respc ¥

Is the car safe to drive in its current

tate?” I enquire
Yes provided
but remember,” he continued, “the

1 liability. At

carefull

propshaft is iny stage it could
crac

felt

I had no idea what a propshaft was and only

1 major accident!” |

ittle disorientated at this s

€, Since

1 vague idea as to what a hairline fracture

might be. But then, I thought to myself

surely I am not

t stupid. I can look
things up in a dictionary, I have friends
who can help me and I can try and form my
own opinion on this problem

“Thank you very much for your kind
advice,” 1 said, “but I will take the car as
it is and get back to you immediately if

the problem becomes unmanageable

With that I finished the conversation and
immediately caught the tube to Ealing
Broadway station

I arrived at the garage one hour later

and the car was ready. I paid the bill and
as | drove off the proprietor gave me a final
warning: “Remember what I told you sir
Your propshaft is a liability. Don't tell me
I didn't warn you!” He sent shivers down
my spine and I was terrified of driving
the car at more than 10 mph for fear of it
exploding and killing me instantly

But I had not been idle. In the short time
that had elapsed between our telephone
conversation and picking the car up, I had
made arrangements with my good friend
Ed Magiera, who lived at 15, EIm Grove
Road, very close to the garage. I drove
the car straight to him. He knew what
a propshaft was and together we double
checked the meaning of the expression
‘hairline fracture’ which is basically a very
small crack. We jacked up the car in his
front garden on a cold January evening and
together with a torch and magnifying glass,
carefully inspected the entire propshaft
The conclusion was predictable — not the
slightest hint of any damage, no crack, no
fracture, nothing wrong at all.

This made me reflect: I, Andrew
Zbigniew Szydlo, am a person who has for
many years successfully studied at school
and at university and have passed many
examinations. | am therefore supposed

to be an intelligent, educated person. My
specialist subject at university was engineer-
ing. And here is Mr Hills the garage
proprietor, who almost certainly has no
qualifications whatsoever. And he is trying
to convince me, using lies and blackmail,
with threats of terrible consequences if I
have an accideit, iiito paying him lots of
nething that I don't need.
thought to myself, this
t. It was a lesson not to

money fc
The: can t
is t'ie i

be forgotten. I vowed that day, that I would
never visit a garage again.

And indeed, today, more than 30 years
later, with just three exceptions when I
used the services of an honest, quiet,
knowledgeable mechanic—engineer with
expertise and equipment that I had no
access to, | have managed to do all my own
car repairs. Not only car repairs, but also
repairs to washing machines, electric irons,

vacuum cleaners, water polo goalposts,
burst dustbins, fractured screwdriver
handles, broken frying pans, electric
drills, cracked crockery, smashed chairs,
punctured inner tubes, worn bicycle chains
and a whole variety of general building
works. I always try to put into practice a
most important saying of Jonathan Ryder,
one of my best friends, “If man made it,
man can fix it."

As a result of my perseverance and
efforts during the past 30 years, I have
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had not only the enormous satisfaction
of extensive cheap motoring with my
family in Europe and America, but have
also acquired, at almost zero expense,
five Triumph Heralds (13/60 saloons)
and two spacious and luxurious Volvo
144DL saloons. Furthermore, together
with like-minded colleagues, Paul Aston,
Andy Thomson and Alistair Sursok, I
have enjoyed the opportunity to establish
a thriving Automobile Society at Highgate
School, where on Saturday mornings we
teach automobile mechanics in a most
friendly atmosphere — and using, of
course, a Triumph Herald 13/60 saloon as
our teaching car.
Needless to say, Mr Hills and his garage
at 36, Florence Road have long since ceased
to exist. The propshaft from
Triumph Herald UGU 188F
turns every day.
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