
W e didn’t study woodwork at the convent in any of my

eight years there. All the girls took cookery, sewing and

needlework, but there was nothing involving angle

grinders, power saws or portable sanders. My childhood was

admittedly in the prehistoric era, but there’s a legacy to historic

educational sexism when it’s coupled with other factors including a

distinct lack of role models (there are no Babs the Builder books) —

and one of the outcomes is that, even now, only 1 per cent of people

working in skilled trades in the UK construction are women.

There are ten of us in the workshop at the Goodlife Centre near

Borough Market in London for the “Basic Drill Skills” class, and we’re

almost all women. The first question we’re asked as we stand around

the workbench is, “Why did you sign up?” I take a deep breath, look at

the floor and confess that I’m genuinely ashamed to be an adult who

can’t hang a picture, fix a chair leg or replace a broken tile. I feel

embarrassed by the gender stereotype and can’t believe it’s taken me

40 years to enrol in a class to address it. The next student simply says,

“Same.” As does the next, and the next … it actually turns out to be

everyone’s story. It transpires that girls do want to work with power

tools.

Our teacher is a goddess, a feisty, funny woman in her sixties —

beautiful in a headscarf, dungarees and tool belt. Ten minutes into

the class I’m in love. I want to be her, with her upfront ability to fix

life’s problems using a masonry drill bit and some Rawlplugs. I don’t

simply want her in my lifeboat, I want her to build my lifeboat. And

over the next six hours she refuses to “give me a fish to feed me for a

day” — instead she teaches me how to make my own dinghy (or at

least how to drill a rivet into the oarlock).

We master a wide selection of dirty tools, learn how they work and

why, we drill and screw, hang hooks, make holes in wood, stone, tiles

and walls, learn what to look for in power tools and discover the

miraculous “stud finders”, which electronically test walls for life-

ending electric cables that may be lurking behind them.

There is definitely something heady about developing new skills

when you’re an old dog. We’re learning by doing the work and making

mistakes, rather than reading textbooks that tell you which mistakes

to avoid. And the feeling it creates is pure and simple … joy. The joy of

independence, of wielding power over the elements, of feeling strong

and capable, with the additional thrill of looking like a Chippendale

but feeling like Wonder Woman while simultaneously flipping the

bird at some long-dead nuns.

I celebrate the next day with the purchase of a set of tools — bought

IRL from a DIY shop, and a tan leather toolbelt that, as items of

clothing go, makes me about as joyfully sexy as this 62-year-old is

capable of looking.
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R Richard Simpson
21 MAY,  2024

Good job!
I wonder if anyone at all is now taught to use power tools in schools 
because of 'elf & safety?
At age 11 in school I learned to use a metalwork lathe, power and manual 
hacksaws, pillar drills, hot riveting, and how to forge basic shapes out of 
red-hot steel, and cut male and female threads...
See moreSee more
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M Mark Thomas
21 MAY,  2024

Don’t diss health and safety. My husband lost an eye due to an 
accident in a school woodwork class in the 70s. No compensation 
either.
(Mrs T)

(Edited)
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J James Elder
23 MAY,  2024

My classmate made a crossbow for his 1973 O-level 
woodwork/metalwork and yes it was lethal. 
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K Kathryn Rogers
21 MAY,  2024

Six girls had a glorious 6th form year of metalwork at my school but on 
returning after the summer holidays  were told so many boys wanted to 
do it we were sent oW to cookery. I still have my copper ashtray. Thanks 
Mr Cartwright.
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A Alan Goldsmith
21 MAY,  2024

The sexism of the past went both ways. Boys may have done woodwork 
and metalwork (because they were all goimg to work in a factory?) while 
girls did home economics and cookery (because they were all going to be 
hosuewives), but the end result was men who could not cook, clean, or 
balance a budget a...
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A Anne Richard
22 MAY,  2024

My father, an engineer, taught me to drill, tile, paint & wallpaper, do 
simple wiring etc. from the age of eight.  My mother taught me to sew, 
knit, embroider, cook, etc.
 
I was lucky to have parents who took their responsibilities to their 
children seriously, and didn't rely on the State to bring th...
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D David Haugh
23 MAY,  2024

Perhaps with this generation it will be the other way round, and 
mums will show their kids how to use a power tool and dads how to 
cook. That would be progress. Or even better, does it matter whether 
its mum or dad teaching a particular skill? Maybe they could be  
involved in either. That would be ...
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V Vivienne Vandenbegin
22 MAY,  2024

wonderful.  I so wanted to learn how to do everything.  The boys did tools, 
the girls did cross stitch!!
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P Pete Jesson
22 MAY,  2024

Good for you Emma. Next week, Emma goes to Demolition school (please).
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P P MacKey
22 MAY,  2024

Well done to the good lady.  Well done to The Times too for discovering 
that it is possible for a female writer to produce an article that isn't about 
dating and sex.
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M M T Cobb
21 MAY,  2024

Oh the frivolity
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G Graeme Spanton
22 MAY,  2024

Woodwork and metalwork were taken pretty seriously in my school as the 
local employer was the steel works and a skilled career was going to 
involve an apprenticeship via a machine shop if you weren't taking an 
"academic" route. I went academic (good job as they closed the steel works 
when I was 16)...
See moreSee more (Edited)
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G Gareth Evans
21 MAY,  2024

Good for you! My partner also went to a convent school. Her father and 
older brother were both engineers and did all the jobs at home. So now 
she wants me to teach her how to do DIY jobs, and for me to supervise her 
using my tools. I’m more than happy to pass on my skills and experience. 

Reply ·· Recommended (0) ·· Share

Feedback

Emma Freud on the joy of 
using power tools

They didn’t teach her how to manage a drill at the convent, 

so now she is going back to school to find her way around a 

toolbox

Learning to use tools creates a joyful feeling of independence
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