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WHATEVER NEXT? 

The end of the century (or millennium) offers a rare chance 
for reflection. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
virtually all mowers were non-motorised, being either hand 
operated or horse/pony drawn. The petrol mower soon took 
over but, for many people, has now largely been 
superseded by the electric machine. Hand mowers have all 
but disappeared. 

A Victorian gardener would surely be amazed by the 
progress in mowers that have been made in the past 100 
years, but despite the changes in power plants (and with 
apologies to the rotary brigade) that same gardener would 
be familiar with the arrangement of cutting cylinder and 
rollers that is still used on „proper‟ lawn mowers. This has 
always been one of the most startling aspects of mower 
history, that the basic original design of 1830 has never 
really been improved upon.  

So what about the future? The solar powered mower 
has already seen the light of day (and I make no excuses 
for that pun), and radio or computer controlled automatic 
mowers are also in development. Perhaps we will see 
gardens and parks littered with small „mowerbots‟ roaming 
around nibbling at the grass all day to keep it in trim. It is 
difficult to see any major advances in cutting technology 
beyond the traditional cylinder blades, rotary cutters or 
strimmer filaments. But I bet that Victorian gardener would 
not have foreseen what we now call old mowers. 

I suspect that the future lies in the type of grass we 
decide to grow. Careful breeding and hybridisation has 
already created tougher grass for sports fields, greener 
grass for ornamental lawns or grasses which do not need 
as much watering. 

I understand trials are taking place with genetically 
modified grasses that only grow to a certain length or which 
effectively cut them selves by shedding long stalks. Leaving 
aside the debate over genetic modification that society 
seems to be preparing itself for, perhaps someone in 2100 
will be writing about the a passing of a century which saw 
the final extinction lawn mower. But I hope and think not. 

As this is the last Grassbox of the year I should like to 
thank everyone for their continued support and to wish you 
all a very happy and successful Christmas and New Year. 
See you in the new millennium! 

 
This Auto Sickle ‘bents cutter’, part of the Hall & Duck Trust 
Collection, dates from 1910-20. It was made in South 
Natick, Massachusetts, USA. 

 
JP was one of many companies that produced colourful 
enamel advertising signs for use in shops and at 
exhibitions. This unusually shaped example, with white 
lettering on a red background, probably dates from the late 
1920s. 
 

 
Brian Kirby and Geoff with their creation ‘Lord Screwloose 
of Trerice’ in Cornwall (see article on p2). The robot is 
made from surplus parts taken from some of the many 
mowers given to the collection over the years but which are 
unsuitable for display. 
 
 
 
 



DIARY DATES 
Milton Keynes Museum: The date is now confirmed as 

20/21 May 2000. The Club‟s AGM will be, as ever, on 
the Sunday morning. Please put the dates in your diary 
now! Further details from Keith. 

Banbury Steam Rally: 24/25 June 2000. Details from 
Robbie. 

Knowl Hill Steam Rally: 12/13 August. Details initially from 
Keith. 

Three Counties Flower Festival, Malvern: 23/24 September. 
Details from Tony Hopwood. Tel: 01684 592134. 

 

BANBURY STEAM RALLY 
Robbie had once again arranged for a marquee to house 
the mowers, although this year it was used to shelter from 
the sun rather than the rain! A large external area included 
a „parade ring‟ shared with the vintage motor cycle section. 

In line with the organisers‟ wishes to develop new ideas 
for the rally, the mower section had arranged a couple of 
„surprises‟ this year: Andrew Grout brought one of his large 
Ransomes ride-on machines to demonstrate some of the 
restoration techniques he has been using - during the 
weekend, a new steering mechanism was fitted to replace 
existing (but incorrect) components. For the fainter hearted, 
Alec Hillyar and other club members worked on a 
sidewheel mower! The Hall and Duck Trust‟s Locke motor 
mower was also present, but despite the best efforts of 
Andy and Mike, ably assisted by Richard Jones, barely 
managed more than a good hearted splutter all weekend 
(but at least it ran for more time than my Automower!). 

Outside, Stan Hardwick‟s Shanks triple gang mower (as 
seen in the last Grassbox) was displayed with a 1920s 
Fordson tractor, and was even pulled round the parade ring 
a couple of times. This unique combination was awarded 
the prestigious „best in show‟ prize, which means that 
mowers have carried off this coveted prize for the past two 
years. Can anyone make it a hat-trick in 2000? 
 

STONE CROSS RALLY 

By David Lumsden 
Members produced about thirty machines in brilliant 
weather at Dittons Nurseries on 10/11 July. Among others 
Michael Neale had his beautifully restored 18” Automower 
of 1928; Christopher Proudfoot included his 12” Qualcast 
Major and a fascinating, very small American tradesman‟s 
sample. 
 

David Lumsden gave a first „outing‟ to his recently restored 
42” Greens (see picture) and for the parade his sister 
produced a very appropriate Cob for his 36” Shanks horse 
mower. The display created a lot of interest, the Club 
banner behaved beautifully and two new members were 
recruited. 
 

KNOWL HILL RALLY 

There‟s always something different to see at Knowl Hill! 
This was the club‟s second trip to the popular Berkshire 
event, and the usual suspects were all there. A better 
position on the showground, between the donkey rides and 
the freshly squeezed orange juice stall, gave the group a 
clear view of the ferret racing (it‟s true), but as usual the 
attention was grabbed by the mowers on display: event 
organiser Tim Durant brought along a fine selection of 
Silens Messors, including a newly acquired 8” model; 
Charlie Jones brought some of his hand mowers, all 
restored to a high degree, including an „as it left the factory‟ 
Folbate 1950s sidewheel; Richard Jones had his 
Keynsham motor mower; and Andrew, Alec, Keith and 
Robbie added to the display with a number of other 
machines from the Victorian to Elizabethan eras. 
 

TRERICE WEEKEND 
A small group of intrepid club members made a trip to 
Trerice, Cornwall in the middle of July to put on a display at 
the National Trust house. The permanent display in the 
Trerice mower museum has been much improved since the 
club‟s last visit with more mowers, better labelling, 
improved lighting, and more information on the history of 
the mower. 

One of the new exhibits was a special „tin man‟ made 
from surplus lawn mower components by Geoff, one of the 
volunteers who looks after the main display.  

Andrew Grout, Alan Hardwick and Keith Wootton were 
also able to visit the famous „Lost Gardens of Heligan‟ on 
the Saturday morning, where they discovered a couple of 
old mowers displayed near to the entrance. Richard Jones 
joined the group with his partner Bettina on the Saturday 
evening and revealed a talent for karaoke in the local pub! 

 
Over the weekend we learned that Brian Kirby, property 
manager at Trerice, has decided to move to an NT property 
in Devon at the end of the 1999 season. Brian has been a 
keen supporter and member of the Club for many years 
and first invited us to Trerice in 1995. Many members of the 
Club have met Brian over the years and I am sure they will 
want to wish him well with his move.  
 

BEDFORDSHIRE MILLENNIUM FESTIVAL 
The Bedfordshire Millennium Festival, held at Shuttleworth 
Park over the August Bank Holiday was a one-off event 
celebrating the history of the area and the vibrant 
commercial and cultural diversity of the county today. 
Andrew Grout organised a display that focused on mowers 
with a connection to the county. 

One of the stars of the show was a very early 
Ransomes motor mower owned by a friend of Andrew‟s 
and rarely seen in public. This mower has spent much of its 
life in Bedfordshire. The display also featured the mower 
featured in a recent Grassbox article, the large Ransomes 
ride-on that Andrew is painstakingly restoring (see „The 
Lucky Money Pit‟ in GB27). Also on show was the Shanks 
Jehu mower originally supplied to Bedford Rugby Club and 
now owned by Keith Wootton. 

Exhibitors included Andrew Grout, Roger Wilkinson, 
Alan & Dick Hardwick, Charles Crouchman, Tim Durant 
and others over the three days. The event was well 
attended by a large number of visitors, many of whom 
would not normally attend a steam rally, garden show or 
museum style event, and so were not used to seeing 
ancient grass cutting machines! 



PETROL FOR LAWNMOWERS 
Unleaded petrol will no longer be readily in the UK after the 
end of this year. On the face of it this could present a 
severe problem to anyone who wants to use an old 
machine such as a lawn mower that was not designed to 
run on the modern unleaded fuels that are now sold in 
petrol stations. 

The situation has generated a number of discussions 
among OLC members at events and rallies this year, and I 
decided to research and write this article to try and provide 
a basic summary of the subject. 

Taking a leaf from the „Hitchhikers Guide To The 
Galaxy‟, the first point to make is DON‟T PANIC. Most old 
mowers will be perfectly useable in the future and many will 
need no modification or special treatment. 

When the internal combustion engine was invented it 
was designed to run on what became known as petrol. The 
quality of fuels varied greatly between suppliers and there 
were no standards for octane ratings. Operating these early 
engines required a deft hand to adjust the timing of the 
ignition and the fuel/air mix while driving, riding, mowing or 
whatever. It was soon apparent was that petrol engines had 
a tendency to pre-ignition or „pinking‟, which limited the 
power especially during pick-up or acceleration. Some 
ingenious inventor discovered that adding dissolved lead to 
the petrol would help prevent pinking, but it was not until 
the 1930s that lead was used in petrol. Further 
investigations showed a side effect of using lead was that 
small amounts of the metal would deposit itself on the 
valves and offer protection against wear and tear in two 
ways. First, it provided lubrication to the valve mechanism. 
Second, it prevented the formation of microscopic welds 
between the valve and seat during the rapid opening and 
closing of the inlet and outlet at high temperatures. Over 
time, the making and breaking of these welds pitted and 
eroded the metal. From this it follows that mowers made 
before 1930 do not require leaded petrol in their original 
specification.  

Generally speaking, all old mowers will run on 
unleaded, and it is just a matter of how concerned you are 
over the effects of using the modern fuels. Lead in the 
petrol would of course offer the protection outlined above, 
although the timing of the engine might need to be altered 
from the original specification. This may explain why some 
members have experienced problems running their 1920s 
mowers at „factory settings‟. Two stroke engines are not 
affected because they do not have valves.  

There is still the question of pinking (as far as I know), 
but where it does occur it can be reduced by experimenting 
with the timing to get the best combination of ease of 
starting and smooth running. In fact, this should be 
common practice with all old mowers. The power, or octane 
rating, of modern fuels (leaded or unleaded) is different and 
this would imply adjustments to timing and carburettor 
settings. 

 

Four stroke engines that have been used with leaded petrol 
for a number of years will have built up substantial deposits 
of lead on the valves. This should provide significant 
protection against the „weld erosion‟ of the moving parts 
mentioned above whichever type of petrol is used in the 
future.  

According to one motor cycle collector I know, an old 
bike could run for up to 5000 miles on unleaded without any 
problems, which probably equates to a good few cuts of 
even the largest lawns. Similarly, most of the official 
published information on the effects of unleaded petrol on 
older engines suggest that problems only arise when the 
engine is subjected to prolonged use at high temperatures 
or under heavy load, or both. Neither of these apply to most 
mowers in preservation. 

Generally speaking, most collectors in the club only run 
their motor mowers for a few hours a year. At this rate 
using unleaded petrol instead of leaded would take many, 
many years to have even the slightest effect.  

So that is the general position, but what if you still feel 
the need to take extra special care of that prized vintage 
mower? There are two basic solutions to the problem. The 
first, and most complicated, is to replace the valves and 
seats with components manufactured from more resilient 
metals than were originally used. This can be expensive 
and, unless the mower is going to be used for long periods, 
it is probably not worth it. It might be sacrilegious, but it is 
perhaps more economical to simply run the mower until a 
problem occurs and then fix it! 

The second option is probably more sensible as it 
involves using one of the petrol additives that are now on 
the market. These are basically blends of chemicals that 
mimic the action of the lead in the petrol and offer varying 
degrees of protection to the engine. They are used simply 
by mixing the chemical with unleaded petrol before it is 
poured into the tank. 

Although at first glance these additives appear to be 
quite costly, for a few pounds you can treat many gallons of 
petrol, which is probably more than enough for a year or 
two‟s rallying or fun use of your old mower. 

Also, most petrol stations are now selling lead 
replacement petrol (or LRP) which is basically unleaded 
petrol with an additive mixed in at source, so it has the 
same basic effect as mixing your own additive. 

All of the articles and information I have seen strongly 
recommend that you always use the same additive. This is 
because the chemicals in one may counteract the action of 
others or combine with each other to damage components 
in unspecified ways. Nor should you use additives with 
LRP. 

There are a number of additive suppliers, but I would 
suggest that you use one that is made by a reputable 
manufacturer or which has been recommended by 
someone you trust. Basically, if you buy from a bigger 
company there is a better chance the additive will remain 
available in the future. 

 
 

 

 

CLUB LEAFLETS 

Due to an administrative error, a few Members who joined 
the Club since the last Grassbox was issued may not have 
received their full set of information leaflets: Membership 
Directory; Suppliers & Services; Museums; Books & 
Magazine Articles. If you did not receive any of these, 
please let Keith know (address on p4) and a full set will be 
sent as soon as possible. 
We are now working on the research for next year‟s 
leaflets, and are keen to hear from any members who have 
any additions or amendments to this year‟s set. In 
particular we would like to add more information to the 
“Suppliers & Services” leaflet, so if you know of any good 
sources of spares, services, information etc, please let 
Keith know. For example, do you know of a good supplier 
of chains or cables or paint, in fact anything you have found 
useful in a restoration project? Also, if you know of any 
museums, books or magazine articles that were missing 
from this year‟s leaflets, let us know and we will try to 
include them next time. 

 
Seen at this year’s Annual Rally in Milton Keynes, Geoff 
Christopher’s Automower was made in 1939. It has a JAP 
side valve engine and was designed for use with a trailed 
roller seat. It was the last design Automower made before 
WW2, after which the company began a steady decline 
before selling its mower interests and designs to 
Ransomes. 



THE SHINGLER 

“PRODUCES THE PERFECT LAWN” 
Perfection of turf upon putting greens, bowling greens, 
tennis courts and private lawns is an ideal difficult to obtain. 
It is now more easily realised and maintained by the use of 
“The Shingler” attachment, illustration of which is shown 
above. It is the general experience that the present form of 
the modern lawnmower does not give the clearness of cut 
desired, however low the machine is set, because the 
supporting rollers being mounted in front of the knives 
press down and flatten the grass previous to the cutting 
operation. Reference to the illustration reveals that a spiral 
brush supported on adjustable brackets and driven by an 
endless chain from the end of the knife shaft is mounted 
directly in front of the rotary cutter. 

 
The undoubted advantages of the Shingler in use are: 
* That the high speed rotation of the brush directly in front 
of the cutters raises the blades of grass to a vertical 
position so enabling the knives to effectually cut with an 
evenness and closeness unobtainable with any other form 
of lawn mower. The grass is not merely cut, it is Shingled. 
* The tedious hand sweeping necessary to remove worm 
casts, etc. is entirely obviated, thus saving considerable 
time and labour. 

* By the daily use of the Shingler attachment the growth 
and appearance of the turf appreciably alters, the grass 
growing perfectly upright giving the green the appearance 
of a pile carpet. The Shingler fitting is strong and accurately 
made - no trouble to adjust - adds little to the weight, and 
does not interfere with the use of the grass box. 

 
As shown above it is designed for use on Greens Lawn 
Mowers and the fittings can be supplied from stock for 12” 
or 14” machines, other sizes made to order as required. 
Price: Carriage paid in Great Britain 45/-. Patentee and sole 
manufacturer, H Barraclough, Limes Avenue, Halifax, 
Yorkshire. 
Text taken from an original Shingler advertisement, 
probably dating from the early 1900s. 
 

 
This 10” Ransomes Anglo Paris belonging to Christopher 
Proudfoot was one of a number on display at this year’s 
Annual Rally. Manufactured from the early 1890s to the 
beginning of the First World War in sizes from 6” to 20”, in 
2” steps, the mower was painted an attractive pale blue.  
 

Next Edition: Feb/Mar 2000 
Edition 30 - December 1999 
Edited and written (except where 
stated) by Keith Wootton 

MORE BULL 
By Tony Hopwood 
Mower clutches eventually wear out after many years. Not 
only the friction linings, but also the actuating forks and 
thrust bearings. Friction linings can be renewed but 
replacing the missing metal from the forks and thrust 
bearings is more of a problem when no more adjustment is 
possible. At the very least, it means completely dismantling 
the drive train to fit packing pieces or wear rings, or sending 
worn parts for metal spraying. I had this problem on my 
1926 Dennis mower after many years‟ use. I didn‟t want to 
dismantle the drive, so I looked for a wear ring that could 
be fitted around the shaft in-situ. First try was a piece of 
10mm copper tube, cut to length and bent round the clutch 
shaft. This worked for several weeks then failed 
dramatically in mid-mow. It was not strong enough to stay 
in shape and a solid copper ring of the right section was too 
stiff to bend accurately in place. The solution came from 
our local agricultural merchants. They sell nose rings for 
bulls and other animals which are made of copper in 
various sizes. The rings are split and hinged, so they can 
be opened up, put through the nose of the animal and 
secured with a brass screw which is snapped off to give a 
smooth, tidy and strong ring. One of these 2.5in outside 
diameter rings has now been in use for over five years and 
no wear is apparent. Nose rings make a durable clutch 
repair which is applicable to other types of mower by 
choosing from the wide range of sizes available. 
 

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 
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