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TEN YEARS AT MK 
By the time you read this the Annual Rally at Milton Keynes 
Museum will be less than a month away. This will be the 
tenth rally to be held at MKM Museum, and the tenth 
anniversary of the decision to form the Club. It does not 
seem that long ago to me that a few of us got together for 
the very first time! 

This is of course the Club‟s main event of the year, and 
I hope that as many Members as possible will be able to 
make the trip, even if it is only for one of the two days. Not 
everyone is able to come to the rally, but I know from the 
letters and phone calls that many new faces will be there. 

This year we are planning some additional surprises 
and the Museum‟s own mower display will be nearer to 
completion than last year. 

As well as the rally, which is the main part of the 
weekend, there is also the Club‟s AGM on the Sunday 
morning. Although the Club is informal, it is important to me 
and the other committee members that the AGM is a 
success because it represents the continuity of the Club. It 
is also, of course, the time to receive reports from the 
principal officers, select new committee members, check 
the accounts and provide some direct input into the running 
of the club. 

This edition of Grassbox contains the usual mix of 
articles and news about the Club. The regular Diary Dates 
section includes details of the events planned for this year, 
many of which are established „official‟ Club rallies. 
However, we are also promoting a number of new events 
which are welcoming lawn mowers for the first time. If these 
are popular with exhibitors they will hopefully become major 
Club events in the future. Don‟t forget you can borrow one 
of the Club‟s banners for use at any rally you are planning 
to attend this year, whether it is a Club event or not! 

 
This 1924 Greens 24” motor mower, part of the Hall & Duck 
Trust Collection, had a JAP four stroke engine and was 
loosely based on the Silens Messor design. The mower 
featured a complex array of chains and sprockets to 
achieve the correct gearing. 

 
This advertisement postcard for “The „Pennsylvania‟ 
Machines” was dated 1909. Postcards were a popular 
advertising medium in the early part of this century, but 
those featuring mowers are relatively unusual. This 
example was sent in by Chris Thompson, whose original 
photographs also featured in the last edition. 

 
The Shanks 'Talisman was basically a copy of the 
American Pennsylvania sidewheel machine, available 
during the first quarter of this century. In 1906, the mower 
was available in 17”, 19” and 21” widths priced 120/-, 135/- 
and 150/- respectively (boxes 12/6, 15/- and 17/6 extra). In 
1924 the Talisman was advertised in 13” to 19” sizes with 
the 17” version, for example, priced £10-0-0 (box £1-5-0 
extra).  
This photograph is another of Chris Thompson’s postcards, 
although no precise date is available because the card was 
never posted. 
 

The four Club leaflets, including the 1999 Membership 
Directory, are almost complete and will be mailed to all 
Members in the next few weeks. The leaflets have been 
substantially improved and expanded from previous years. 

 



DIARY DATES 

MK Museum Annual Rally, including AGM, 15/16 May 
1999: Our Annual Rally will be held, as usual, at Milton 
Keynes Museum. Everyone is welcome, and there is no 

need to „book‟, but please let Keith Wootton know if 

you are planning to stay at the Museum on 

Saturday night. The AGM will be held at 12noon on 
Sunday 16 May. Further information from Keith. 

Belper Steam Rally, 12/13 June: Please contact Peter 
Holborn. Tel: 01773 824862 (Derby). 

Banbury Steam Rally, 26/27 June: Details from Robbie. 

West Dean Garden Show, 26/27 June: Details from Jim 
Buckland. Tel: 01243 818209 (day) or 01243 811656 
(eve). 

Farm Machinery Preservation Society Annual Rally, 
Braintree, 3/4 July: Details from Chris Thompson. Tel: 
01376 320259 (Braintree). 

Dittons Nurseries, Stone Cross, Near Eastbourne, 10/11 
July: Contact Colin Huggett. Tel: 01323 761868 
(Eastbourne). 

Trerice, Cornwall, 17/18 July: Details from Keith. 

Welland Rally, 24/24 July: Details from event organiser, 
Peter Allen, The Marsh, Weobley, Herefordshire HR4 
8RR. Alternatively, please contact Club Member, Tony 
Hopwood on 01684 592134 (Upton on Severn). 

Knowl Hill, 14/15 August: Details from Tim Durant on 
01628 521953 (Bourne End). 

Erewash Museum, Ilkeston, Saturday 14 August: Details 
from Keith. 

Millennium Show, Old Warden Park, 28/30 August (Bank 
Holiday): Details from Andrew Grout on 01908 583350 
(Milton Keynes). 

Anglia Vintage Machinery Enthusiasts Club, March, 

Cambridgeshire, 28/30 August (Bank Holiday): Details 
from event organiser Paul Pearman on 01945 587027 
(Wisbech), not Club Member. 

Bedfordshire Steam Rally, 18/19 September: Details from 
Alan & Dick Hardwick on 01462 816018 (Beds). 

 

DIRECTORY UPDATE 

More than 60 people have now bought the Club‟s Directory 
of Lawnmower Manufacturers and Models, edited by Chris 
Thompson. Chris has recently made a number of additions, 
so if you still have not ordered your first copy, now is the 
time. To order a copy, please write to Keith Wootton at the 
usual address. Price is £5 per copy for club members, 
cheques payable to “The Old Lawnmower Club”. If you 
have a PC, the information can be supplied in Word for 
Windows format (please state Windows 3.1, Windows 95 or 
Windows 98). 
 

INFORMATION SERVICE 

Although many people can find out basic information about 
the mowers in their collection, perhaps from other collectors 
or in the small number of contemporary books, digging for 
details can be a time consuming and often fruitless task. 

Many Club members are still unaware of the special 
service operated in conjunction with the Hall & Duck Trust. 
Andrew Hall, who together with Michael Duck has been 
collecting mowers and associated information for many 
years, is able to supply detailed information about virtually 
any lawn mower. It‟s fair to say that if Andrew cannot 
supply the answer, the information is unlikely to be 
available elsewhere! 

The Trust‟s extensive information archive includes 
company records for all major manufacturers, Victorian 
English and Scottish patents, gardening books, catalogues 
and trade magazines, many of which are the only examples 
known to exist. 

For just £5 Andrew will provide comprehensive 
information on a specific machine, including copies of 
relevant documents in the archive. The price includes 
postage and copying and those that have used the service 
say it is well worth the expense. 

Members can write directly to The Archivist, The Hall & 
Duck Trust, 84 Kenilworth Avenue, Wimbledon Park, 
LONDON, SW19 7LR. All cheques are to be made payable 
to “The Hall and Duck Trust”. 

YOUR CARRIAGE AWAITS! 

 
Lawn mowers were often supplied with special carriages 
that allowed them to be transported more easily across the 
lawn or yard when not in use. Typically these were offered 
as an „optional extra‟ which could be supplied separately for 
an additional charge. The small carriages designed for 
Greens hand mowers, for example, have been featured in 
previous Grassboxes. The 1928 Ransomes Mk4B above, 
part of Andrew Grout‟s collection, has a basic carriage with 
cast iron wheels and was typical of the time. Greens, 
Automower and others offered similar units. Although the 
carriages were more commonly supplied with mowers 
intended for the professional market some were designed 
for the domestic or „semi professional‟ user. Most carriages 
were self contained, but in the 1950s Atco offered a basic 
set of wheels for transporting its motor mowers. Here, the 
wheels were carried on stubs on the handles until required, 
when they could be relocated to short axles at the rear of 
the frame. 

 



ATCO'ed 
By Tony Hopwood 
 
I've been lucky enough to get hold of a 14 inch ATCO HY in 
running order, just as the 1998 grass cutting season comes 
to an end. 

The engine number is HP1537 and is a Villiers Mark VI 
with a brass flywheel magneto number D12981 and blue 
VEC badge on the flywheel cover. The number 1537 is also 
stamped on the side of the steel grass box, which carries a 
George VI royal appointment transfer. It's tempting to 
suggest the number is a 1937 date code. Even at this late 
date, the handles and frame are still cast iron and all the 
(empty) spanner clips are still present. There is the usual 
plate clutch and nickel plated brass ATCO carburettor. The 
exhaust is connected by an angled two stud flange. 

Having given the mower a good oiling, cleaned out the 
fuel system and carburettor and freed off the cutting 
cylinder sprag clutch on the side of the single drive roller 
which had stuck 'off‟ after many years of inactivity, I 
decided to set it to work. 

Not being used to the Villiers two stroke engine, I mixed 
the fuel to the 10/1 ratio recommended on the fuel tank 
cap. The engine started and ran well, but the smoke was 
incredible! I consulted a friend who is an expert on 
motorcycles ancient and modern. He said that two stroke 
engines using modern oils don't need such an oily mix. He 
suggested that I try 20-25/1 with a proper two stroke oil or 
15-20/1 with ordinary multigrade.  He explained that 
modern motorcycle engines are designed for synthetic oil at 
ratios as low as 50-100/1 but didn't recommend it for the 
ATCO. This is because old engines have plain bearings 
which need more oil than roller bearings, and modern 
motorcycle 2-strokes have metered oil injection pumps 
rather than fuel/oil tank mixes to meet emission regulations. 

Having cleared the smog with a 20/1 mix, I started on 
the grass, and came up with the same problem I had with 
my Ransomes Mk7. The handles were far too low for me, 
and I'm just under 6 foot. This time there was no 
adjustment apart from angling the grips upward, which 
looked odd and didn't prevent backache after half an hour 
of mowing. I have a theory that pre-war gardeners were 
worn down much shorter - and that wasn't the only problem. 
When the clutch was engaged, the lever was cunningly 
placed to poke sensitive areas on bumpy ground! Does 
anyone know if longer handles were an option when the 
machine was ordered?  Despite the niggles, the machine 
cuts and runs well, and is ideal for grass paths and bits of 
lawn where the 20 inch Ransomes Mk7, and Dennises are 
too big. 

 
This is another 14” HY, identical to Tony‟s. 
 
Over the winter I shall try to confirm the date, and work out 
a way of raising the handles - or buy a cricketer's box for 
next season! 
 
Ed‟s Note: Tony and I have discussed the age of the 
machine, as the HY went out of production in about 1933 
(ie during George V). It is possible that the mower was 
refurbished by an Atco dealer and given the George VI 
badge and 1937 date stamp at this time. Also, Atco 
originally recommended a 16:1 oil mix on the filler cap, so 
perhaps this one was a rogue. 
 
 

 
 

RESTORING AN OLD LAWN MOWER 
Part Five (Alec Hillyar continues his series) 
 
The cutting cylinder must be the worst bit to do. I tackle as 
much as possible with the power drill, although this can be 
very little on some mowers. The rest is down to emery 
paper and a little at a time. Unfortunately, emery paper is 
not a good thing as it is a flat surface and doesn't tackle the 
pits in the metal. Wire wool is another product that can be 
used for this job. 

At this point you have choices, if you want the mower to 
cut, take the cutting cylinder and bottom plate to your local 
mower centre and have them sharpened. The parts are 
normally sand blasted and at small cost can be painted. 

If, as in the case of my mowers, they are just for show I 
usually adjust the setting so when re-assembled there is 
enough room for a piece of thin card between blade and 
shearplate. When painted, this gap is reduced so when the 
mower is operated it will cut and throw out some grass for 
camera purposes, if required. This also means all the 
cutting surfaces are painted and rust cannot eat its way 
under the paint from the edges. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Another thing to start thinking abut is the woodwork such as 
roller and handles. Depending on the condition these can 
just be rubbed down with sandpaper, but if there is any 
woodworm holes these should be treated with woodworm 
killer. This can be found at either a DIY store or a garden 
centre. Inject holes with the liquid then apply liberally with a 
paint brush, leave to dry and then it's ready to varnish. If 
the wood is badly infested with woodworm or cracked or 
damaged then it's worth thinking about making 
replacements. 
 

Could Members attending the Annual Rally at Milton 
Keynes Museum please remember to use the new main 
entrance which is clearly signed in the area with the „Brown 
Cart‟ tourist signs marked „Museum of Industry & Rural 
Life‟. The old entrance, in the residential area behind the 
Museum, is no longer used and will be locked on the day of 
the event. 

 

 



ATCO-QUALCAST MILESTONES  
2: SUFFOLK 

 
1920: Suffolk Iron Foundry (SIF) founded in Stowmarket by 
ML Tibbenham and commenced production of heavy duty 
domestic castings for wringers, mangles and scales. 
1930: A growing Suffolk Iron Foundry diversified from pure 
castings into lawn mowers. A range of sidewheel cylinder 
lawn mowers was born. 
1939: Armament production commenced with the outbreak 
of World War II. Bomb trolleys, including carriers for the 
famous bouncing bomb, were designed and built by the 
company. 
1947: The foundry was enlarged and fully mechanised to 
cope with demands for castings, especially from the 
expanding motor trade. 
1954: Launch of the famous Suffolk Colt, a 12” petrol 
cylinder lawn mower powered by a home built die cast 75cc 
engine. 
1958: SIF became part of the Qualcast Group and demand 
for domestic petrol engines was increased to cover the 
requirements of both companies. Punches and Ponies 
were introduced to a growing range of Suffolk mowers. 

 
Although better known for its range of motor mowers, 
Suffolk also produced a number of hand mowers, including 
the Swift and Super Swift from the early 1960s. 
 
1966: New lighter aluminium die castings were introduced 
to meet the design needs of the 1960s. 
1969: Suffolk Iron Foundry (1920) Ltd changed its name to 
Suffolk Lawn Mowers Limited. 
1972: A brand new department was set up for the mass 
production of electric motors to suit the demands elsewhere 
in the group, especially from Qualcast in Derby. 
1974: The 2½ millionth petrol power unit produced in 
Stowmarket. 
1980s: Suffolk became a sub-brand of Qualcast as demand 
for convenient/light mains electric products increased at the 
expense of hand and petrol products. 
1989: Suffolk Turbo 40, a highly specified range of petrol 
powered rotary lawn mowers, was launched. 
1995: Suffolk Punch, with a range of five rotary and three 
cylinder lawn mowers, was launched to the trade as a stand 
alone brand in a striking new burgundy livery. 
1996: QX, the innovative quick exchange system, was 
launched to coincide with the same applications to Atco 
and top of the range Qualcast cylinder products. 
1997: Suffolk Punch range is extended by the addition of 
two new petrol rotary lawn mowers. 
 
Based on information supplied by Atco Qualcast Group 
Limited during the Club‟s visit to the company factory in 
Stowmarket.  
 
 
 
 
 

THE LUCKY ATCO FIND 

I got to hear about a lawn mower shop in nearby Northwich. 
My friend Michael used to walk his dog past it. He said that 
there were lots of mowers standing outside. 

On going to see it, I got talking to the man that runs the 
shop. He told me that he just repaired mowers. I asked him 
if he had some bits I was after, but he could not help me at 
the time. He said to keep popping in as you just do not 
know what might come in. So I left it some time. 

The next time I went I could not help noticing what 
looked like a very old mower. On a closer look, I noticed 
that it was an Atco two stroke, and not knowing much about 
old mowers at the time, I thought he would want a lot of 
money for it. On asking he said I could have it for free. I 
was taken aback. 

 
After getting it home and fitting a carburettor and several 
failed attempts to start it due to dirty points the Atco sprung 
into life. 
It is now stored in the shed with my other 15 mowers. 

Thanks to an advert in Grassbox I am now on my way 
to obtaining a grass box. Can anyone tell me how old it is 
(see picture). What it cost new and also what model it is? It 
has a 17 inch cut and a hand start. Any other information 
about this mower would be gratefully received. 

Ian Tabernacle. 
 

Keith Wootton can be contacted by post at Milton Keynes 
Museum or at 7 Church Lane, Cold Higham, Towcester, 
Northamptonshire NN12 8LS. Tel: 01327 830675 or 0378 

315966 (mobile). Robbie Robinson can be contacted at 
10 Burchester Avenue, Headington, Oxford OX3 9NA. Tel: 
01865 450899. The Club can also be contacted by email at: 
olc@artizan.demon.co.uk or via the web at 
http://www.artizan.demon.co.uk/olc 

 

Next Edition: Jul 1999 

Grassbox 
Edition 28 - April 1999 
Edited and written (except where 
stated) by Keith Wootton 
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