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Philip has now been an auctioneer for over 30 years. His first job saw him cleaning out the cattle pens at a local livestock market. After a few years Philip was able to set up a business on his own, establishing 'Philip Serrell Auctioneers and Valuers' in 1995.

 

Through his work he has met some interesting and wonderful people and he has written two books based on his life as a country auctioneer. He is also a regular face on many antiques television programmes, as well as being a winning competitor on Celebrity Mastermind.
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Chapter 1
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Old Mother Doings

I often get asked how someone who qualified as a PE teacher can end up being a scarf-wearing television auctioneer – truthfully the answer is with a boatload of luck. Part of that comes with the good fortune of having an employer who, nearly fifty years ago, had the time and patience to guide his young articled clerk.

It seems like yesterday when I had a job interview with a retired, pipe-smoking army major with a tin leg and a very vague memory. Mr Rayer – he had no time for military titles – was my first boss and was keen that I should follow him down the agricultural route. I had no experience of the type of business Mr Rayer was running – or any other business for that matter – so when he asked me to start on the agricultural side I didn’t want to say no. I really needed the job , but a few unpleasant encounters with the wrong end of various farm animals soon taught me (and Mr Rayer) that I wasn’t cut out for a life counting sheep. That’s how I began my career in what was then the mysterious world of antiques.

It has been the best, if unorthodox, education and has taught me a lot of what I know. I now own a saleroom in the heart of rural Worcestershire and appear regularly on a number of antique programmes on the television. The stories in this book are based on the colourful people, odd places and bizarre objects I have met along the way. Some of these have been changed, altered or amalgamated, but I would thank them all for the experience. One of the bizarre objects I have not changed is the variety of dodgy cars that have been ever present and, back in the day, they were even dodgier.

 

I never thought I’d be so grateful to one for breaking down. Staggeringly, it seemed that Rosemary ‘Albert’ Hall was not completely put off by the experience of a walk home in the rain and there might be an inkling of a romance here. Albert worked for Lloyd and Gold, the auctioneers, valuers, estate agents and surveyors, who were about five doors up the High Street from where I worked. I had been trying to ingratiate myself with her for some time – and failing miserably.

As my mate Jim Johnson, who worked for them as an auctioneer, put it, ‘Mate, you’re punching so far above your weight, you’re going to get yourself badly bruised if not battered.’

It was the late 1970s and I was an impecunious auctioneer making his way in the world with Bentley, Hobbs and Mytton, a long-established firm in Worcester dating back to the late eighteenth century. It was run by a number of partners, but I was answerable to the aforementioned Major Ernest Edward Foley Rayer, MBE, TD, FRICS, CAAV. Mr Rayer, Ted or EEFR – but never Major – was a lovely man with a tin leg and a wardrobe of scorched clothes resulting from numerous pipe-lighting incidents.

Many of these occurred whilst driving his car, an old Triumph 2000 automatic known throughout the county as Thunderbird 4. A trip with him was more terrifying than any ride in a theme park. Not a surprise really – a man with a tin leg trying to light his pipe whilst avoiding oncoming traffic in a narrow country lane was not the best way to settle the nerves of an anxious passenger.

I wandered into the office on a Monday morning feeling that the world was a good place and the Serrell star was in the ascendancy. As I was soon to discover, this is tempting fate on a massive scale, as something is bound to turn round and bite you on the backside.

Hinge and Bracket were the two secretaries working in the office; they each smoked two packets of Benson and Hedges a day, but drank lemon tea because it was good for you. Sadly, in later years the former had more of an effect than the latter, as they both succumbed to the ‘Big C’. They saw it as part of their job description to take me under their collective wings, but when it came to my chances with Albert in the romance stakes, they were very much in the Jim Johnson camp.

After the demise of my car, I felt it was time to raise the possibility of having a company vehicle. Mr Rayer wasn’t the man when it came to such things and I was directed to one of the other partners: J. Clifford Atkins. JCA was an interesting man, who had made a lot of money in North America dealing with commercial real estate and had come back to join the practice. He was about five feet four tall, with a huge handlebar moustache that was about five feet five wide. It was personal topiary on a whole new level and required a team of horticulturists to look after it; he reminded me of the splendidly moustachioed comedian Jimmy Edwards.

Cliff’s taste in clothes and cars made Toad of Toad Hall seem shy and retiring, and they were a mirror image of his character. They were loud in the extreme and the fact that he was stone deaf, with a need to shout, did nothing to contradict this. I was somewhat anxious about discussing a company car with him; he genuinely believed that in any deal, fifty–fifty was sixty–forty in his favour.

‘I’ve spoken to Mr Rayer and mentioned to him that a company car might be a good idea, considering the mileage I am now doing.’

The fact that I had arranged to see Albert the following Friday accentuated the need; another breakdown would not be good.

‘OK, I’ll have a look for something for you.’

I was taken aback, as a negotiation involving the spending of money to benefit others was not normally on his agenda. I walked back into the office with an ever-growing feeling of wellbeing. I should have known better.

‘Philip, is your car completely off the road?’ Mr Rayer asked.

I replied nervously in the affirmative, knowing that this might mean a trip with him somewhere.

‘Well, you’d better go with Windy to see Old Mother Doings.’

This was not good. Windy was called Windy simply because every step he took resulted in flatulence. It was quite bizarre – if he stood still nothing happened, but with every step there was an emission. It was in pace with his steps; a slow march meant a slow, steady bop-bop-bop, whilst if he broke into a trot it was as if a machine gun was going off. Thankfully, there were none of the other effects one normally associates with such actions, as the air remained quite pure. Windy was oblivious to it all; goodness knows where he thought his nickname me from.

 

We walked out of the office to Windy’s car, accompanied by his own personal percussion department. His car was something else. He had always coveted a Morris 1000 Traveller, but couldn’t afford one. His compromise was an Austin 1100 that he had converted into a half-timbered variant by screwing timber roof-battens to the side, which he had then varnished.

Off we drove to Old Mother Doings. I still had no idea who she was or why I was going there. I should explain that ‘Doings’ could be a person, a place or an object in Mr Rayer’s world – you only knew which after a passage of time; at least in this instance we knew it to be a female. Occasionally Gubbins would be substituted for Doings.

One thing I loved about my job then, and still do now, is driving through the Worcestershire countryside past farms and smallholdings similar to the one in which I grew up. As we headed west towards Herefordshire, I sat back in Windy’s car and enjoyed the peace and the quiet.

After a time and seemingly in the middle of nowhere, Windy announced that we had arrived, as we disappeared down a long drive with a Victorian farmhouse in the distance. Having worked with Mr Rayer for many years, Windy had a sort of sixth sense when it came to directions. You never planned a route; you simply arrived at your destination almost by accident.

The silence was broken as we got out of the car and made our way to the front door; it might have been the old horse in the field nearby, but I’m pretty sure it was my travelling companion.

I still had no idea who Old Mother Doings was and before I could question Windy on the subject, she appeared – at least, I assumed it was her.

‘Good Morning, Mr Rayer has asked me to call and see you,’ I said.

‘Oh, I was expecting someone from Mr Rayer,’ came the reply.

‘Mr Rayer sent me – my name’s Philip,’ I said, introducing myself.

‘Ah, Mr Philips – you don’t know Mr Rayer, do you?’

Then Windy took a pace with the inevitable consequence.

‘Did you hear something, Mr Philips?’ I was sinking fast here. ‘Sounded like a small pop gun going off.’

There are times in your life when it’s time to take stock; this was one of them, as I started questioning whether I’d done the right thing by giving up a career as a teacher. After what seemed like an eternity, I discovered that Old Mother Doings wanted to sell what she called ‘the old jam cupboard’ – but I still didn’t know what her name was.

We walked into the kitchen and there was the most glorious housekeeper’s cupboard dating to about 1770. The key thing about oak furniture is the colour, or patina, and this cupboard had it in bucketfuls: it was the colour of richly chewed toffee with a depth that seemed inches thick. It was one of the best I had ever seen, and had an arrangement of four panel doors to the top with four more doors below. I opened one of them and was met with a wall of jars; homemade jam of every variety on every shelf.

‘What’s it worth?’ asked Old Mother Doings. ‘Been invaluable for storing jam in, but my son and his family are moving in and his wife wants a new kitchen.’

Worth? That was indeed the $64,000 question. I stood there staring at the cupboard; it was a piece of furniture that I coveted – did then and, although tastes have changed somewhat, I still do today. The problem with valuation is maintaining objectivity without being influenced by subjectivity. Having said that, I worked on the theory that if I liked it then everyone else would; although this was occasionally a flawed argument.

‘I think it should make four to six thousand pounds.’

I could hear myself saying it and I certainly convinced myself I was right. Old Mother Doings must have been impressed as well, because as we walked out through the door, all I could hear was her saying, ‘That’s more than I expected – I’ll get my son to drop it off.’

Well, that was easy enough, I thought. I just hoped I hadn’t overvalued it – and I still didn’t know her name.

Back in the office, I turned my thoughts to my date with Albert and exactly what sort of car I could persuade the firm to get for me. What would be really cool would be a sporty little number befitting my image as a young, trendy man-about-town. Perhaps an Italian job – a Lancia or an Alfa Romeo, I was fantasising to myself – how could Albert possibly fail to be impressed?

My gazing out of the window was rudely interrupted by Cliff Atkins wandering into my office, muttering, ‘Right, right, jolly good.’ These were words that bore no relevance to anything, but were Cliff’s preamble to anything he was about to say.

‘Your new car’s outside, Philip.’

I was really impressed. Cliff, as good as his word, had bought me a car.

I think the word ‘new’ meant new-to-me, rather than brand-new, straight-out-of-the-box type new. I walked outside the rear office door to the car park wondering whether it was the Alfa or the Lancia. It was neither.

It was a green Fiat 500.

You couldn’t argue about its country of origin; it was definitely Italian, but not quite from the stable I’d imagined. My father had bought me a green car some time back and I think that lasted a matter of days. Ah well, beggars can’t be choosers; I thought I had better show good grace. All I could hear behind me was, ‘Right, right, jolly good,’ as I opened the car door.

I know I’m never going to appear in a slimming campaign, but I didn’t know whether to sit in it or wear it.

‘Should prove pretty economical, right, right?’ said Cliff, who had joined me in the car park. ‘I gave Brian Malting five hundred quid for it.’

My immediate reaction was that he had been robbed; Brian Malting was one of Cliff’s drinking mates and his one financial weakness was with his pub cronies. I was doomed. It looked as if I was lumbered with the car and I didn’t want to look a gift horse completely in the mouth – though a horse might have been a better option than the ‘Green Thing’.

I started it up and listened to the strange noise as its two cylinders tried to reacquaint themselves with one another. As the engine began to warm up, the water temperature rose and the oil pressure dropped. Cliff told me that there were bound to be a few minor glitches, but once I’d run it for a week or so he’d get Bill Vicars, his trusted mechanic, to have a look at it. My heart was now down around my boots somewhere – Bill’s toolkit comprised a bloody great hammer for the mechanicals and a four-inch paintbrush for the resprays.

As Cliff walked back into the office, muttering, ‘Right, right, jolly good,’ I sat there thinking this was neither right nor jolly good; this was not at all what I had planned. (In later years, whilst filming Antiques Road Trip, I was presented with another Fiat 500 as ‘the car’ for our journey. Time had not improved it.)

I decided to drive home early – certainly before Jim Johnson might see me in it. The car appeared to drive all right, but there was an overpowering smell of hot oil. The fuel gauge hardly moved as I drove back to my parents’ smallholding. Cliff’s words about being ‘pretty economical’ rang in my ears; this thing would run for a month on a cup of fuel, though I was a bit concerned at the oil pressure, which seemed to be dropping at a quicker rate than the sales of sand in the Sahara.

I pulled into the yard at my parents’ place and my father simply stared at me. He wasn’t known for being a great smiler, but a grin appeared on his face that I hadn’t seen since my mother threatened to leave him fifteen years earlier.

‘What the hell is that? You’ll need a team of surgeons to get you out of it.’

I decided the best course of action was to ignore him. I thought I’d better give the Green Thing a onceover. The fuel gauge had not moved at all, so that was good; the temperature gauge appeared to be hovering where it should be, which was also good; the only fly in the ointment was the oil pressure gauge that flickered between about two and six pounds per square inch. Perhaps that’s what these two-cylinder things did while ticking over – when it had all cooled, I would check the oil. The one upshot was that the bloody thing was so small, my date with Albert would most definitely be cosy. As I sat there daydreaming, I was awoken by my father calling me in for supper.

Supper wasn’t a term my parents used to be up-market. Their daily food intake was as follows: 7 a.m. – breakfast; 11 a.m. – lunch; 1.30 p.m. – dinner; 4 p.m. – tea; and 7 p.m. – supper. All very confusing. It was a good job they never invited anyone around for dinner: the guests would arrive at 7 p.m. for a meal my parents had eaten five and a half hours earlier.

My mother was an advocate of Spam or cold meat, chutney and Smash – the instant mashed potato – which is fine now and then, but night after night was a bit wearing. Food with my parents was an intake of fuel, rather than a culinary delight.

It was time to check my new steed now it had all cooled down. I turned on the ignition and the fuel gauge was registering full, the radiator was full to the brim, but when I checked the oil the dipstick was as dry as a bone. On my parents’ farm there was always oil and stuff in the sheds, so I mooched some and filled the oil tank up to the top. Clearly Brian Malting hadn’t been too diligent when it came to maintenance; still, all sorted now.

Travelling to work was always a pain. Worcester is a city divided by the River Severn with one central bridge, resulting in traffic jams at both ends of the working day. I set off in the Fiat and was beginning to wonder if the dials were broken: the fuel gauge still hadn’t moved at all, whilst the oil pressure gauge refused to budge from zero.

When I pulled into the office and climbed out of the cockpit – it was about the size of a cockpit in a small, single-seat plane – there was still a very strong smell of hot oil. Up came the bonnet; the dipstick was bone dry again and almost white hot at the end. I was no mechanic, but this was most definitely not right. Off I went to buy some oil from the nearby garage.

It was auction day and Old Mother Doings’ jam cupboard was due to be sold. I was a little bothered about my four-to-six thousand guesstimate, but Mr Rayer came out with his usual, philosophical, ‘What will be, will be, Philip.’ That’s all very well, but for someone who was making his way in the world, it was rather more important than that.

The jam cupboard had created quite a bit of interest during the viewing before the sale started, though I gleaned nothing from the dealers who I thought might be keen to put their hand up to bid on it. Cliff Atkins had the job of selling the cupboard; I had a huge amount of personal pride resting on this and I was sitting next to him on the rostrum, clerking the sale.

‘Right, right. Lot 47 . . . jolly good . . . a fine old cupboard. Bid me.’ There was the customary silence as the assembled throng looked at their shoes.

‘A thousand, sir!’ shouted a lone voice from the back of the room. This was some way off the four to six thousand I had quoted. I needn’t have worried – going up in £50 bids, the hammer fell at £5,400, nearly at the top end of my estimate. I felt suitably pleased and proud of myself; it was a good piece of English country furniture and I had pretty much got it bang on. Nothing else came close to that price; by lunchtime it was all over, with dealers paying for and collecting their lots, and with curious vendors ringing to see what their family heirlooms had made.

‘It’s for you, Philip. Old Mother Doings wants to know what her cupboard made,’ Mr Rayer shouted across the clerk’s office to me. I picked up the phone with a smug self-satisfied look on my face.

‘Well, it was a very good sale and your cupboard dresser sold for £5,400 – we’re very pleased.’

It was blatantly obvious that Old Mother Doings was somewhat less than pleased, as she screamed down the phone to me, ‘You told me it would make forty-six thousand pounds!’

I was almost speechless.

‘I said it would make four to six thousand pounds.’

‘Yes . . . forty-six thousand pounds!’

I really didn’t know what to say. It had sold well at £5,400 – and £46,000 was simply not possible for such a piece of furniture. Mr Rayer could see I was in some difficulty and took the phone from me, gently explaining the situation to her. I spent the rest of the day hiding from the saleroom porters, who were keen to have a laugh at my expense.

As I drove home that evening, I mulled over the whole saga – I don’t think I’ve ever used the four-to-six thousand estimate since. And I still didn’t know what Old Mother Doings’ name was.

Then the oil light came on in the Green Thing, the smell of burning oil returned, and the oil pressure gauge registered zero. At this point, I considered telling Albert that our red hot date might be better put off for a while.

 

It was Friday evening and the night of the big date. Checking the oil in the Green Thing had become a full-time occupation and, sure enough, the dipstick appeared to be dry again. It was using more oil than petrol and I could see why the Getty family had made so much money out of liquid gold; most of it was used by owners of Green Things. Still, as long as it got me through this evening, all would be good. I topped it up from my now well-stocked reserve supply of Castrol and went in to get changed.

Suitably attired in my very best corduroy trousers and local farmer’s store check shirt, I thought I cut quite a dash. I thought I would call into the Greyhound, our local pub, and see if Jim Johnson was there to offer a few pearls of wisdom, as well as get a pork pie and a pint; I hadn’t quite got the appetite for my mother’s Smash, chutney and cold meat.

I pulled into the pub car park and saw that Jim was already parked up. Trying to look cool getting out of the Green Thing was a challenge and, if I’m honest, I didn’t pull it off. This was confirmed as I walked into the bar to be greeted by Jim, ‘Bloody hell – have you just stepped out of a cheap clothes ad in the Farmers Weekly?’, which he followed up with, ‘Can the rest of you smell burning oil?’

I decided the best course was to ignore all this cheap talk and order a pie and a pint.

‘What the hell are you doing? You can’t go on a date with Albert stinking of booze. Get him an orange juice!’

Pork pie and orange juice didn’t have quite the same ring to it, but I could see his point.

‘And make sure that bloody oil burner doesn’t conk out on you – breaking down on her twice would not be good news.’

He was absolutely right again, so I decided to make short work of the pie, leave the orange juice and set off. It wasn’t so much that I wanted to warm the car up, but let it cool down. I drove the six or seven miles to Keane House where Albert lived with her parents, mentally going over the evening, and thinking of all the pitfalls and disasters that might happen.

I pulled gingerly into the drive of Keane House and parked the Green Thing next to a gleaming Aston Martin; which I knew was Albert’s father’s car. I knocked on the door, to be greeted by Mrs Hall.

‘Ah, Philip, Rosemary’s getting changed – do come in,’ she ushered me into the drawing room. ‘Sit down and you can have a chat with my husband.’

This was going to be fun. He was sitting in the corner, gin and tonic on the table by his side, smoking a Peter Stuyvesant cigarette and reading The Times, a broadsheet in those days, which hung in front of his face like a curtain round the coffin in a crematorium.

He didn’t say much – in fact, he didn’t say anything. I tried to engage him in conversation, but it was a one-way street; whatever I said or asked resulted in monosyllabic replies. The paper didn’t move, remaining between us like a theatre safety curtain. ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘Yes’ replies to my manic attempts at making conversation resulted in me spouting even more gibberish. I became aware of what it meant to be in a cold sweat as beads of perspiration formed on my brow, whilst my hands took on a chill that made frostbite a possibility.

I decided the best course of action was to say nothing and let Mr Hall lead the conversation. Perhaps I should have let him in on my master plan, because the ensuing silence was deafening. He said nothing.

Eventually Albert walked in with a winning smile and I bade her father farewell as I shot through the door. I’m not sure if he replied – if he did, it was with a grunt – or whether he was simply clearing his throat; either way I was out of there.

Albert and I walked through the front door and she saw the Green Thing.

‘It does look . . .,’ I waited to hear what was coming next, ‘sweet.’

I wasn’t sure if she was extracting the Michael, but I thought it wasn’t in her nature to do that. I smiled and opened the door, and she folded herself into Italy’s revenge. We set off down the road and as we chatted about Old Mother Doings’ jam cupboard, my anxiety levels started to rise, whilst the oil pressure began to fall.

‘It’s warm, isn’t it?’

Warm didn’t come close – it was like a sauna – and the smell of burning oil got stronger. Tactics were required and I decided to head to the nearest pub for a ‘quiet drink’, working on the theory that the fewer miles I drove, the lesser risk of another breakdown.

We had a really lovely evening, chatting about work, hobbies and the like. Turned out she was a real petrol head – I was going to ask her if she knew how to rebuild an Italian two-stroke, but thought I might be pushing my luck. We walked out to the car and I felt much more relaxed and chilled as we drove back to Keane House. We were about 500 yards from our destination when the Green Thing gave a little cough. I hoped it was just clearing its throat, but as we ground to a halt, it was clear it had expired its last breath. Bugger.

Albert started to laugh and I thought that was the end of that, until I cottoned on that she was laughing with me not at me. I walked her the short distance to her home and it occurred to me that broken-down cars might actually be the making of this relationship.

‘I could always get my father to come and help?’

This was not an option as far as I was concerned. The last thing I wanted was a monosyllabic, Aston Martin-driving father grunting at me, my car, and my ineptitude in making it run. I was sure Albert’s father was the type of man who placed a great deal of store in knowing the workings of the internal combustion engine.

‘I’ll soon have it running,’ I lied. ‘Let’s get you home first.’

I walked her to the front door of her parents’ house and beat a very hasty retreat before she could ask her father for help. I got back to my very own personal scrapheap challenge and thought if I let it cool down, it might get me home. I wound the starter motor up and eventually it responded with the small car engine equivalent of an asthma attack. The journey home convinced me that prayer really does pay dividends, because I prayed every yard of the trip.

The next morning I telephoned the office to let them know that the Green Thing was terminally ill, and I was going to leave it at my parents’ house and hitch a lift into Worcester.

I was expecting to be on the receiving end of strong words from JCA, but I think even he realised that his choice of car was not really appropriate.

‘That little car probably wasn’t suited to the mileage you were doing.’

This was a bit rich, seeing as I hadn’t done many journeys at all, and not one over twenty miles.

‘I’ll get something a bit more suitable for you, Philip.’

I felt this might be some form of progress but, in the back of my mind, I knew I was dealing with a man who struggled to remember the combination to his wallet when it came to spending money on someone other than himself.

I was right.
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