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Getting to know the Post Office

We chat to Raj Patel
about his experience
working at the Post
Office where he’s spent
almost three decades.

You have to be
accepted to be part
of this community,
it takes a long time
but once you're in,
that’s it

Above: Raj Patel of the Post Office

“I could write a book about this place. I could write about
every single person.” In the 29 years he’s been working at
the Post Office, Raj Patel has, by his own admission, seen
and heard “everything.” There will be no divulgement into
what exactly ‘everything’ entails because it’s safely locked

in the vault. “It won’t come out of my mouth. It’s that person
and me that knows it, and that’s it.” And there will certainly
be no book - even if it’s one we’re all dying to read.

Change underway

In due course, the Post Office will move to its new home
on the ground floor of the Food Exchange. Change can
bring uncertainty but Raj is optimistic for the possibilities.
“I have to move with the times now. I'm looking forward

to it and the Post Office will be more accessible in the new
building. I think people will be more inclined to use it.”

With Natwest closed it’s the only place on the market

that offers banking services, along with other free services
such as click and collect, next-day and return deliveries,

a bureau de change, travel insurance, passport applications,
and the market’s sole ATM.

A community hub

Still, the Post Office is a lot more than a transactional space
where notes get stashed and coins get counted. It’s comfort
and familiarity. A private place where people come to
offload. Perhaps it’s the fact so many personal documents
and confidential information changes hands in this

room on a weekly basis, but there’s an unspoken, wholly
unquestioning, trust and assurance between Raj and
the people he sees every day.

“Some of the companies who bank with me will leave

me with their details and walk away. I have their receipts,
their credit cards, I have everything. It’s incredible.
What place in the whole of the UK can you go and

have that kind of trust?”

A problem shared

Raj has become something of a self-appointed Agony
Uncle to the market traders, many of whom he considers
as close as family. “They come in here to have a cup of

tea and a chat. We talk about their problems. I say ‘Okay,
so. What are you going to do?” I know their deepest secrets,
I know more about them than some of their partners!”

He’s a confidante for many and, he professes, “I've enjoyed
having that trust.” The flipside to this closeness are the
losses he’s had to endure over the years. “I know hundreds
of people who’ve died. It’s very, very difficult. I miss

them terribly. Every day I think of them. It’s like it’s

my own family.”

Breaking in

The relationships he’s formed and the trust he’s solidified
didn’t happen overnight. He explains what it was like to
start all those years ago. “With Rufus the cleaner, we were

the first coloured people in this market. And there were
over three or four thousand people working here at that
time. It just wasn’t as accepted. There’s quite an old
fashioned, old school mentality. There still is and you
have to be accepted to be part of this community. It takes
a long time but once you're in, then that’s it. They will not
let you go!”

Market solidarity

Nothing signified his acceptance more than the uproar that
ensued when the Post Office was forced to shut down for

a short period 10 years ago due to government cuts. “There
was a major hoo-hah because all the banking services were
affected. But the whole market came together - the CGTA,
CGMA, drivers, forklift guys, every single individual was
saying ‘We’ll find a way to support you. We will do this for
you’” As a result, the Post Office re-opened as a branch,
which is now locally funded by the market community.

“I feel honoured to have that kind of loyalty,” says Raj.

He describes the Post Office as being “like a little village on
its own within the market” but that essence of community
is something that runs thick throughout. “The best thing
about this place? The camaraderie. I value that. And we
look after each other. We care for each other.”

The Post Office is located inside Unit 7 on the West Bridge.
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Well-seasoned vs fresh faced: the market

It’s a people’s
business... I deal
with people,

not companies

We get a glimpse of
the market through the
eyes of one of our most
seasoned traders, Paul
Wise, 67, who works

at Gilgrove in the Fruit
and Veg Market.

How long have you worked on this market?

52 years. I started when I was 15 in 1965. My father had

a wholesale business and brought me into the market.

I loved it. I loved the atmosphere, the people, the business.
I still do. That hasn’t changed and that’s why I'm still here.

What did you start off doing?

I was the gopher, the runner. I used to make the tea,

apply for the transport, help load the lorries. I was the

boy that did everything in the office. From there, I went

to work for a Spanish importer for four years, doing normal
8-5 hours. I learnt a lot from the guy I worked for, it was a
good experience. But I preferred it on the market. So I came
back and got a job on the wholesale side.

What’s your earliest memory of the market?

I must have been, I don’t know, eight or nine? Going

back to 1960 with my father taking me up on the Saturday
morning to the market. And the first thing I noticed
about it was the smell. A sort of rotten veg smell. It was so
distinctive! You could be asleep but you knew you were at
Covent Garden. It was the people, the buzz of the business,
and everything seemed larger than life to me. I found it
exciting then. And I suppose from that moment onwards
there was never any doubt in my head what I was going

to be doing.

How has the market changed over the years?
A lot of the produce came on rail trucks and was taken off,

put on a lorry, taken to us, and then we manhandled

it off. There was no palletisation, no forklifts. Everything
was done by human labour with trollies and barrows.
There was no mechanisation whatsoever. Human labour.

And it was long hours as well. You’d start at 4am and
sometimes not go home until six or seven at night.

What’s your favourite thing about the market?

The interaction with so many different types of people
from so many different backgrounds. It’s fun, it is. It’s a
people’s business and that’s what I like. I deal with people,
not companies. There’s people I've dealt with now for 30
or 40 years, where I've served the grandfather, the father
and now I'm serving the grandson. This business has
always been like that.

What’s kept you committed all these years?

I enjoy it. To be able to do something that gives you a good
living and to enjoy what you’re doing is a bonus. Because

a lot of people get a good living but they don’t enjoy what
they’re doing. Every day they get up and go ‘ugh...another
day in work’. I don’t think like that. I said the day I walk
from that carpark and feel with leaden feet ‘T've gotta leave’,
I will. But it’s never happened. It’s never happened.

And it’s a very insular place. Markets. They all are.
Everyone knows everybody. It’s a community on its own.
You’ve built up long term relationships with so many people
over the years, you know about them, about their family,

about their holidays... they’re part of your life. And in

its own way it’s a comforting place, if you understand me,
because you are in a community where if you do something
wrong say, like your hair looks different or you’re wearing
odd shoes - people will take the mickey out of you. That’s
gonna happen. But that’s what it’s all about. It’s a nice
environment to be in.

What’s something you can share about the market that
nobody else would know?

There’s not many of us left who can remember what it

was like in the old days. The volume of produce that went
through Covent Garden Market was phenomenal. I mean,
phenomenal. We’d have 15-20 lorries of produce a day
coming in. Now, it’s four or five. We were handling so much
it was untrue. But Covent Garden and Spits (Spitalfields)
were more like distribution centres for the rest of the
country. We served the wholesalers in other markets -
Coventry, Birmingham, Sheffield, Bournemouth, Brighton.
London alone had five wholesale markets.

If you could be remembered for one thing what

would it be?

That I was professional and did the job properly. That I did
it right.
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through two difterent lenses

How long have you worked in the market?

It’ll be four years in September. Graeme (Diplock, owner
of Zest) is my stepdad. He wanted me to start when I left
school but I went and did my own thing first. I studied
engineering while I was at school and got my diploma but
after a few years I'd had enough. I was getting paid rubbish
money so I started looking for another job. Graeme had
someone who’d just left and he said they had space if I
wanted to come up and try it. So I came and gave it a go.

What did you start off doing?

Stand tidying, all the buckets and stuff like that. I did a few
days in the office as well to see that side of it. Then the book
work, going through tickets, accounts, seeing what’s been
paid and stuff like that. After a year I started doing sales
and now, I do all the buying too.

What’s your favourite thing about the market?

There’s always a good atmosphere in here and everyone has
a laugh. You build friendships with customers so you feel
like you’re just up here with your mates. And there are lots
of girls! I'd recommend it to other young people because

it doesn’t feel like a proper job, you're just having a laugh.
But 'm ambitious, I want to potentially own Zest one day.

What's the biggest challenge?

Before I started here I knew nothing about flowers. So I
was learning what they were then one day Graeme gave me
a book and the invoices, and just told me to start serving.

At the start it was quite nerve racking. People were
asking for prices that I didn’t know and I'd be checking
the invoices every day. You need to know everything

or you can’t really do it.

What's made you stick it out all these years?

Just enjoying the job. I don’t think you’d work these hours
if you didn’t enjoy it. I don’t think you’d put up with it!

So obviously enjoying the job is a big part of it. I don’t
mind getting up early, 'm used to it and it’s not a problem
anymore. That was the one thing questioning whether

I wanted to do it - losing Friday nights out was a big thing
that gutted me. I don’t think about Friday night anymore.
Plus, we have a good team here. There’s no friction between
anyone and we all get along.

What's the most stressful part of the job?

A big thing is taking orders for people’s contracts and shops,
rather than just selling what’s on the stand. That’s where we
make a lot of our money so there’s the pressure of getting
that right. Obviously you do get problems with some
flowers not coming in or not being up to the best standard
so you have to try to sort that out. That’s probably the
biggest pressure, trying to keep your customers happy.

You start to build up a customer base and you want to pick
up as many orders as you can to make money. Also I have
control over the buying so if we folded one day that would
be my fault.

I'm ambitious,
I want to potentially
own Zest one day

We get a glimpse of
the market through the
eyes of a fresher faced
trader, Luke Gilbert,
24, who works at

Zest Flowers in the
Flower Market

How has the market changed over the years?

I think this market is better than the old market. The old
one was grotty! There are so many people that have been
here for so many years but I was only (at the old market)

for two years before we moved so I was less worried about it.
This one’s brighter and fresher, and it attracts the customers
because it looks nice. We’ve got new branding too which
smartens us up. No-one can miss us here!

If you could be any flower what would you be and why?
A butterfly ranunculus. That’s my favourite one. The pink ones!



Above: Buyers’ Walk

We’'d love to hear from you

What did you think of Issue 04?
It would be great to get your feedback.

And if there’s something you’d like to
share or see featured in our next quarterly
newsletter, just let us know.

Your news, your stories.

Email: charlotte.cowling@cgma.co.uk
Tel: 020 7501 3494

Our photographers: Tom Moggach, Clive Boursnell and Charlotte Cowling




