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rimeMinisterModi hasintroduced
several initiatives to promote
growthand ‘Skill India’is one of
them. Itsmeant toteach new skills
toour peopleorimprove existing
skills. Making our people moreskillfull isa
praiseworthy plan. Butwhat of theexisting skills
thatarebeinglost?lamreferring specificallyto
theskills of auto mechanicsinIndia.
Alongwiththeintroductionof modern
carscame themodern day showroomsand
authorized service centres. Now almostevery
manufacture hasalargeauthorized service
network,and mostcustomersget their cars
serviced there. Firstthey gothereinthefree
serviceand warranty period and then continue
todoso,becausemany spare partsareonly
availableatthese centres. Theyarealsothe ones
who have specialized diagnosticequipmentand
the special tools mandated by themanufacturer.
Suchauthorized service centreshave
generated employmentand createdanewkind
ofautomechanic— onewhoreplacesbut
rarely everrepairs. WhatdoImeanwhenIsay
this? Earlierifa car’s fuel pump hada problem,
the mechanic would dismantleit completely
and find the partthat was causing the problem.
Hewouldrectify the problem, reassemble
the pump and refitit. Nowat theauthorized
service centre, themechanicsimply replacesthe
malfunctioningfuel pump withanewone.He
nolongerhastheskillstorepairthe part, only
replacesit. Andit'snotjustafuel pump,but .
almostall parts, bigorsmall, cheap orexpensive.
Alsobody parts.
RoadaccidentsareverycommoninIndia.
Earlierifyouwereinvolvedinafenderbender,
thetinsmithwouldsitand take great painto
hammerthe panelbackintoshape. Thenbody
fillerwould be skillfully applied and the panel
paintedand made tolooklike newagain. Nowin
alllikelihood, theauthorized centre will simply
change orreplace theentire panel or panels. Of
course changinga panel makessensein cases
whererepair could compromise the structural
integrity or safety ofavehicle.
Before thearrival of theauthorized
service centre, Indiahad anumber of highly
skilled mechanics. Several of them, thelast
generationas]refertothem,arestillaround.
But theirvolume of work is diminishing rapidly
and mostwill disappearin the future. Such
skilled mechanics were eitheremployedin
privately owned workshops orhad theirown
smallshopsbytheside of theroad oronthe
highways. Such mechanics were somuch part
of our culture that Bollywood's first superstar
Rajesh Khannaeven playedaroadside
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Highly skilled Indian mechanics are an endangered
species and being replaced by the ‘replace culture’

mechanic’srolein the film Avtaar.

Theseroadside mechanics had the diagnostic
skillsto zeroinon problemsand openand
takeapartfaulty parts. Let's say therewasa
problemwith thebrake master cylinderand
someof thewheel cylinders. These cylinders
wouldbedisassembled and if required taken
totheneighbourhood turner (a personwho
fashions or shapes objects onalathemachine)
forresurfacing of thebore, fitting ofasleeve, etc.
Newwheel cylinder kits comprising of boots,
cups,sealsand springswouldbeinstalled. Every
singlecomponentthatcouldberepaired would
berepaired. Partswere replaced only if they were
beyond repair. The mechanicgot paid forhis
labour,and the customersaved on expensive
replacement parts.

Iwould like toshare some mechanical
experiences onthe199gJewelof IndiaRally.
Thiswas the firstinternational vintageand
classic carrally tobe runinIndia,and Iwas
assisting the British organizers. The eventhad
20 cars participating and half way through the
three-week event, many developed mechanical
problems. “Spanners” the official Brit mechanic
oftheeventhad hishands full. Iassured them
that we would getall the cars properly fixed
whenwereached Hyderabad wherewehada
restday.In Hyderabad, Itook the participants

tothe workshop run by my friend Farokh
Viccajee. AJaguar XK150had abadlyleaking
petrol tank, and the owner wanted to drop out
of theevent. Viccajee got hisboys cracking
andhis tin smith (or pattrawala) fabricated a
completely new tank, with buffersandall. To
topit, hefabricated ametal fuel tank guard
too—thetotal costjust¥3,500! Nobody could
believeit. A Volvo Amazonfromthe1960’s
neededanew clutch, engine mounts,shock
absorbers, etc. It was fixed too. A1930’s Bentley
had problems with the steering. The steering
boxwasopened and repaired.

Allrequired repairs were carried out on
all the cars. The European participants could
simplynotbelieveit. All of them had only one
thing tosay, “We neverknew India had such
skilled mechanics”.

Alas, thisis fastchangingand weare wellon
coursetolose suchrepairskills. Having said this,
Imustalsoadmit that with the rapid changesin
technology and introduction of computerunits
andsoftwarein cars,many old timermechanics
havesimply notbeenabletoupdatetheirskills to
keepthe pacewith presentday cars. It sastrange
situation, really. Whilesomeskillsare beinglost,
partofthelossisalsobecausethose very same
skillshave notbeen updated and enhanced to
meet modern day carrequirements. &I



