HIRE TODAY,
GONE TOMORROW

by Philip L. Edwards

IN the beginning was the Strand Elec-
tric and Engingering Company whose
hire  departmeni enjoyed a wviriual
monopaly. Then came Theatre Pro-
[ects and then came all the rest until to-
| day there are, perhaps, half 2 dozen
teg hire firns and a whole host of small
usinesses such as Ihat which goes
under the name of Philip L. Edwards
{Theatre Lighting) and is run by my wile
tand -attended by our three year old
£0n and assisted by a couple of friends
{ part time. There is no such thing as a
fypical hire company but | don'y think
we're uniypical of the smaller ones

This, perhape unlikely, organisation
grew from the hall dozen lamterns |
dwniedwhen | moved 1o ihe North West
| eight years ago and now has stocks of
several hundred lanterns, control gear
a0 sundries sech as rigging equip-
ment and orchestra stands. A sales
gida inpuitably devaloped, firet a fow
geets of Cinemoid lo help hire
customers who wanted to get all thalr
fequiremants in one place, then a few
lamps-and 50 on. Now we stock large
guantities of several ranges of colour
substantial numbsers of lamps  and
recanlly we have started holding a
range of pyrotechnics.

In the early days | was lucky 1o be
able 1o slare lanterns at my olher work-
pace. This became impractical when
my stock of lanterns started o become
comparable with those that fghtly
pelonged thera. We were lucky 10 be
abie o move inlo a building on a
Irading estate near e house, of which
mare later.

Qur storage of colour in the early
gays is worlhy of comment. | was
gluciant 1o slore codour atwark due to
the risk of conlusion between the two
¢ | stocks. Looking round we realised that
the foor area under the bads was hard-
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Iy lully occupied, thus Cinemnoid weni
under our bed, Chromoid under ire
spare ped! It may have been unusual
bul i ensured thal the colour was kep!
fat and enabled us to clean under tha
beds by sliding out bath calours and
dust!

As | said we have a store near the
house — & bullding which seemad
farge when we moved in bul 15 now
hopelessty small. We are hoping 1o ba
abla tamove mitoa targer purpose-buil
building on the same estate within a
year of 20, Uniil then | shall continue o
suffer from a recurring nighlman
about the day when all our equiprment
i5 In — and probably around — our
stare at the same lime

The big advaniage of being smallis
the agility to get o know our
customers, several of whom wea now
ciass as nends as well. We have never
kopt normal, formal oflice houra An
awlul Il of people, especially in the
amateur world don’t find it easy to ool
lect and return equipment between §
and 5 Monday 10 Friday so as far as
passible wa try o meet them when it's
convenient for them: This has led 103
regular date after morning church ona
Sunday when equipment comes back,
Is checked and il we are lucky goes out
again straight away

This business of doang our best to it
i with customerns does have its pro-
blerns like the man who nonchalantly
suggested ‘Thursday' greal, except
that this Thursday happened to be
Chrisimas Day! On thai occasion wa
wire shul!

Customers come in all shapes and
sizes. Mo doub) gther hire firms lind the
same thing, | suppose the perfect
customer is the man who letephones
hig order well in advance, confinmes in
wnting, collects when he says hewillin
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a wehicle large enough 1o carry tha
gear salely and then relurns the equip-
ment punctually in immaculate condi-
fion al the end of the run, The other end
of the scale is the person who
lelephones one order, confirms
angther; if he confirms at all, tries 1o
coflect twelve foot stands in a Miniand
eventually returns the gear with the
cables langked, lanterms with the shut-
ters pulied out, bolls and half the colour
frames missing and plugs only hall
connacted to some of the cables. In
betwean come the rest and really they
are all marvellous — thay must be —
they keep us in business.

The guastion of lacking after hired
equipment is a vexed one. Whichever
hat | am wearing, chief electrician or
hire operator i seems natural to mea to
lock atter the gear properly. Obviously
any damage has 1o bea put right and the
putling right costs money. Equally ob-
viously the person who ullimataly pays
i he cusiomer. As has bean sasd
belore, 'l you keep our cosls down it
will keep yours down’, Hire oparators
all attempt to offer a good service and
supply well mainiained eguipment and
il is in the customers own interast to
ook after it.

| mantoned cables earfier. In com-
rron with, | thirk, ali hire firms we supp-
Iy cabde colled and laped. I is no hard-
ship, surely, 1o return the cablie in this
slate, even it there s no tape avaliable
you can always use string. Whatever
you do gon'l just tie the end round the
coll, firstly it comes undone and
secondly it doesnt do the cable any
good. In any case secure the caolls. |m-
agine beng faced with a heap of tangl-
ed cable which you know is really twen-
1y leads. Sorting it oul takes time and
COSIS MOoney — your maoney, As an ax-
tensian of this, if you must change
plugs put them back progarhy 8o that
we don't find out! We don't put plugs
onwith the cable grip done up on the In-
dividual wires and the earth discon-
nected and neitner should you

Mow all this sounds as if we dobaltie
with ‘a procession of people who
smash our equipment, We don’t really
bul Inevitably the bad ones are the
oneswho get noticed. Infairmesstothe
vast majority of our customers and I'm
sure (o everyone elsa's oo, they do
look after the equipment and when
Ihey haven'! been sure how 1o handia it
they've asked

This perhaps 1§ another advantage
of small is beautiful. We aclually han-
dle the stulf sowe've got a pretty good
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idea of tha quality of the equipmenl. In
my case | light shows and | handie
other people’s lighting s¢ i keep up fair-
by well with what's available and how
good it is. Most o our range is, natural-
Iy, Strand eguipment, {or two reasons
Firstly it is by tar the most comprehen-
e range from one manulaciurer and
secondly most of our customers ask
for it. This doesn't mean that |'ve no
criticizmof the range. The adstor of this
magazire came in for some of it in his
pravious post and the Mortherm branch
get it regulariy. | am pleased to say that
it has all been laken In good part and in-
deed alterations have been made as a
result of criticisms from me and people
like me

This, of course, is true nol just of
Strand but of any firm. We enjoy a kot of
COf v el Satheis vl Qi cuasioriers ang
we Iry 1a-Tind out the sor of things that
they want o hire and buy, we have to,
1o keep in business. Also, though, we
Iry 10 keep our range up to date by ad-
ding to itwhenever something new and
worthwhile comes on the market.

Like any supplier wa aré ahways
pleased 10 advise or demonstrate
equipment — a5 | sad | usa it regularly
50 | have a pretty good idea, for exam-
ple, of how ditficult it s to-get-an BOS
into a ceiling siot — bloody difficul
Why can't somebody make a small
2kW protile spot, and bafore anyvons
answers that | know why, but it dossn’]
make it any easier!

| manfioned three year oid Ghyn at
the beginning of this article. He has a
splendid vocabulary including barn-
doors’, 'switchboard', ‘Cinemald’ and
50 on. We have 10 be very careful
though, He has adopled our stock of
G-way Mini-2 desks as "Glyn's swilch-
boards' and we now have to ask him
before he sees us give one o some-
bady! He also has an endearing habit
of picking things up and ‘pulting them
away' 50 nexl time you ara handed a
colour frame from the bin which is
olherwise full of spigois it's not il-
fogical, just Ghn!

So that's Philip L. Edwards (Theatre
Lighting), like this artcle ogsehy kil
and rambling but | think performing a
uselul service 10 our customers. Jus!
as we Iry 1o look alter our customears
wie are very well looked alter by all our
suppliars aspecially Herberl* and
Co. at Lowton o whom my many
thanks ]

"Herbert Hughes is the Strand Narth-
ern Aegional Managar—Ed.
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