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FOR A FEW DOLLARS MORE 
Since the last edition of Grassbox the Annual Rally has 
come and gone, along with a number of our other regular 
events. There never seems to be enough time to do 
everything in the Summer, weekends and rallies pass by 
with alarming speed, leaving just a few short evenings to try 
and get everything else done. At least that is my excuse for 
getting this Grassbox out slightly later than planned!!! 

Nevertheless we still have a number of events coming 
up between when this newsletter arrives on your doorstep 
and the end of the season, so if you have not been out this 
year, why not try to make it to one of these? You never 
know, the weather might even be quite good. 

A couple of members have been lucky enough to find 
some unusual mowers in recent months, which just goes to 
show that if we all keep our eyes and ears open there are 
some special discoveries to make. It is a constant talking 
point at our events as to whether all of the mowers have 
been found yet. I doubt that they have, and it is good to 
know that people are still finding examples of little-known 
makes, and for only a few pounds (dollars, francs or 
whatever). 

 
No it’s not Andrew Grout dressed up again (see right). This 
photo of a Ransomes, Sims & Jefferies Patent Gear 
Automaton would appear to be about 100 years old. 
 

MEMBERSHIP RENEWALS 
By now everyone should have received their annual 
subscription renewal notice from Robbie as these were sent 
out in June. This will be the last newsletter you will receive 
unless you rejoin.  

Please remember that if you have joined the Club for 
the first time since last Christmas you do not need to rejoin 
for the coming year and will not have received a letter. 
However, if you joined before Christmas and have not 
received a reminder, please let either Keith or Robbie know 
so that they can check whether one should have been sent 
to you. 

 
Darryl Snow believes his Dennis Swift was one of only 
approximately 1000 examples made. An advertisement 
from 1963 says the Swift was awarded a prize for the best 
introduction (presumably meaning new model) at that year’s 
National Association of Groundsmen Annual Exhibition. 
The mower had 20” cut and was still in production in 1967. 
 

TEN YEAR GLASSES 

To commemorate our Tenth Anniversary we have produced 
some souvenir pint glasses with a suitable inscription. 
Everyone who attended the Annual Rally has been given 
one of these glasses and we also plan to give one to 
exhibitors at our other events this year. After that, the 
glasses will be available for a small price to everyone else 
(see next edition). 

 
Andrew Grout with one of his large Ransomes, c1920s. 



DIARY DATES 
Fenland Country Show, Floods Ferry, Wisbech: 26-28 

August. Details from Paul Pearman (Tel: 01945 
587027). 

Stroud Vintage Transport & Engine Club Rally: 9/10 
September. Further details from John Stickland (Tel: 
07967 712898/Stroud). 

Bedfordshire Steam Fayre: 16/17 September. Details 
from Dick Hardwick. 

Three Counties Garden Show, Malvern: 23/24 
September. This is a new event for the Club and we are 
very keen to make sure that it receives support from 
members in the area. Details from Tony Hopwood (Tel: 
01684 592134/Upton on Severn). 

 

THREE COUNTIES SHOW 

We are keen to establish a new lawn mower rally at the 
Three Counties Autumn Show at the Malvern Showground, 
23/24 September 2000. Tony Hopwood has worked hard to 
ensure the organisers allow a lawn mower display and also 
managed to secure sponsorship from Howard Engineering 
which manufactures Dennis and JP mowers. It would be 
really good if as many members of the club as possible 
could attend the show on either or both days. More 
information from Tony on 01684 592134 (Upton on 
Severn). 
 

FARM MACHINERY PRESERVATION 

SOCIETY SHOW 
Gosfield, 1/2 July. By Chris Thompson 
This show, held near Halstead, Essex on 1/2 July, attracted 
over 650 entries in the various categories. Included in these 
was a good showing by the Club with entries from Tony 
Houghton, Chris Stoneman, Charlie Jones and myself 
(acting as horticultural steward for the event). Charlie 
(shown in the photograph) has made up a fine signboard 
for the Club and this provided a good backdrop for the 17 
hand mowers which he and I brought along and which 
spanned the period from the 1890s to the 1950s. 

 
In addition Messrs Houghton and Stoneman had between 
them presented an array of Allen Scythes with various 
attachments. Great interest was shown in the mowers, as 
the public seem able t relate to these quite readily as 
opposed to some of the more specialist items. 
Editor’s Note: I am sure that members of the Club will be 
pleased to hear that Charlie is making a good recovery 
from his recent illness. He attends many events throughout 
the home counties and has been a great ambassador for 
lawn mower collecting and the Club. 
 

HELP WANTED 
 
I am always pleased to receive photographs of mowers in 
members‟ collections to include in Grassbox. Almost 
anything can be used, but the best ones show single 
mowers against a plain background (such as a wall or lawn) 
taken either from the side or diagonally from the front. Any 
contemporary shots of mowers in action are always 
interesting. As always, please send them to Keith for 
inclusion. Photos returned if required. 

 

Don‟t forget you can borrow one of the Club‟s banners if 
you are running an event or attending a show with some 
mowers. Contact Keith for more details. 

MKM RALLY REPORT 
The Club‟s Annual Rally and AGM, held at Milton Keynes 
Museum on the weekend of 20/21 May was another 
success although the weather could have been a little 
kinder. 

Over 50 members of the Club were able to visit the 
Museum at some time over the weekend, the majority on 
the Sunday. A few die hards arrived on the Friday to make 
a weekend of it. 

Saturday was well attended and there was lots of 
trading off the trailers, an aspect that has become a popular 
feature of the event. 

Among the more unusual mowers on show on Saturday 
only included a very old Shanks push mower and a couple 
of early Ransomes machines belonging to Mick Taylor from 
Cambridge, making his first trip to the rally. Another first 
time visitor to the event was AJ Petit, who made the trip all 
the way from Belgium with his son. Although we don‟t give 
prizes for the longest distance travelled, I suspect they 
would have won it this year! 

For the first time ever we decided to stay at the 
Museum for the Saturday evening entertainment. A supply 
of local real ale had been arranged and the Museum‟s staff 
agreed to organise the food. The only problem was that it 
rained for most of the evening which meant that we all had 
to stay indoors! 

A number of people arrived early on the Sunday 
morning to swell the numbers in good time for the AGM 
(see separate report). The forced many exhibitors to 
disperse their mowers around the site and in adjacent 
buildings which meant we never managed to have all the 
machines on the grass at the same time so it looked a bit 
sparser than last year, although there were probably more 
mowers present. 

There was an amazing array of mowers on display 
including many making their first outing since restoration or 
discovery. It is always pleasing to see so many different 
machines on display. 

Tony Hopwood brought his “Shingler” Dennis and this 
created a lot of interest. Andy Hall and Mike Duck were 
showing some of the mowers brought back from the States 
during one of Andy‟s visits and Christopher and William 
Proudfoot had some unusual hand mowers with them. Tim 
Durant displayed some of his gardening tools and a set of 
pony mower boots. 

As usual the prize for the coveted Andrew Grout Plate 
was hotly contested. For the first time it was a neck and 
neck race between three different mowers. Among these 
were two splendid, but similar, Ransomes motor mowers 
dating from around 1910 belonging to Andrew MacMorland 
and John Barnard (both previous winners). 

 
But the winner by one vote was a recently restored 
Ransomes electric mower dating from the 1920s and 
belonging to Brian Radam of the British Lawnmower 
Museum. Brian was present for most of the day with a 
couple of colleagues but missed the announcement as they 
left just before the count to make the long journey back to 
Southport. Luckily Robbie was able to delivery the prize to 
Brian and his team the following week while on holiday in 
the area. 
 
More photos from the Annual Rally and other events will be 
included in future Grassboxes. 



DATING SILENS MESSORS 
By Christopher Proudfoot 
 
A peculiar feature of Green's lawn mowers until well into 
the 1930s was the practice of incorporating a serial number 
into the casting. It appears that the numbers started with 
the original 1856 models, and carried on sequentially on 
Silens Messors (and maybe other models) until about 1925, 
when a different system, using numbers of up to four 
figures preceded by a letter, came in. The Multum in Parvo 
had a different series of numbers, and so did the side-
wheel models. 

Records of these numbers do not survive (one wonders 
what sort of records were ever made of them in the first 
place, given that the numbers were cast into a component 
before assembly, rather than stamped on at the end of 
manufacture). On the hand Silens Messors, it is low down 
on the right-hand handlebar - but Greens did not call it a 
handlebar, they called it “top part of side”. On animal power 
models, it is on the lower part; as far as I can tell so far, 
there is no particular series of numbers given to any 
particular size of mower. Presumably the foundry foreman 
had to allocate numbers for each day‟s production, and 
parts of a particular size were probably cast in batches, so 
that a batch of similar size parts would tend to have 
consecutive numbers. 

How can mowers be dated from these numbers? Well, 
there are certain dateable changes in design, and there 
may even be a few other „fixes‟, such as a mower that 
survives with its original invoice. Also, for many years in the 
last century, Green's advertisements proudly announced 
the number of mowers made since 1856, and usually took 
the trouble to update the figure annually. It looks as if these 
numbers correspond to the serial numbers, so we have a 
rough dating guide there. 

Of the design changes, the most important is the 
change from curved to straight handles. This happened at 
the beginning of the 1887 season, so that we have only to 
seek out the highest number on a curved handle, and the 
lowest on a straight one, to pinpoint 1886-7. The highest 
number I have so far recorded on a curved handle is 
135532; the lowest on a straight handle 181836. Why such 
an enormous gap? I don't know, but in 1886 Greens 
claimed to have sold upwards of 130,000 mowers, and in 
1887 upwards of 135,000, which suggests that No.135532 
is one of the last curved handle models. In 1888, the claim 
was that over 140,000 had been sold, but the 
aforementioned No.181836 has the date 1889 also cast 
into its right handle - and 189893 is likewise dated. If the 
date cast on the handle is the year of manufacture, this 
indicates an abnormally high production in 1889 of over 
8,000, rather than the more usual average of 5,000. 

It looks as if there was a large gap in the serial 
numbers, therefore, unless Club Members can show 
otherwise. Some other examples have dates, but 
expressed in two digits only: 213337 carries the 'date' 97. 

 
The principal design variants of the Silens Messor, as 
described in the article, showing different handle styles, 
scraper plates and handle-to-frame bolt attachments. 
 
The earliest number so far observed is 27790. This has 
„Dublin‟ on the left hand handlebar, as well as Leeds and 
London, and so does No.39077. Over 11,000 seems a very 
high production for two years at this early date (1863-5), but 
it could well be that „Dublin‟ handlebars continued to be 
used up for some time after the Dublin office closed. 

I would be grateful for the following details, to help me 
compile a dating graph: 
 

 Any number LOWER than 27790. 

 Any other number on a „Dublin‟ mower (with details of 
the cylinder bearings, which are different on 27790 
from the familiar pattern) 

 Any number on a curved handle HIGHER than 
135532. 

 Any number on a straight handle LOWER than 
181836. 

 Any number with a date at the top of the handlebar. 

 Any number on a mower with a plain scraper bar 
HIGHER than 268907. 

 Any number on a mower with a nameplate scraper 
bar LOWER than 294554 

 Any number HIGHER than 429220 
 

Until I find evidence otherwise, I am assuming that the 
alpha-numeric numbers came in with the adjustable 
handlebars (i.e. with two holts at the bottom) in 1924. 
Details of any mowers with these numbers would be 
welcome; there were various changes made in the last ten 
years or so of production, but none were mentioned or 
depicted in publicity material, which is going to make 
precise dating difficult. The Supreme and Silens Messor De 
Luxe appear to have shared the same serial number series, 
which will help, as some of their changes are documented. 
However, just to prove how haphazard the whole system 
was, the 1930 Supreme and De Luxe (the first gear-drive, 
plate-sided models) used Multum in Parvo/Popular 
handlebars, complete with M-i-P type serial numbers! 
 
 
 
 

NOTES & QUERIES 
Taken from “Gardening Illustrated”, as found by Andrew 
Grout. The initials at the end are the correspondents’: 
Query: “I should be obliged if any readers would tell me 
whether there is any good machine that will mow sloping 
banks? I have two terraces each about 80yds long and 9ft 
high at an angle of about 40 degrees. At present they are 
mown with a scythe, but it is a long job.” PMC (23 Jul 1881) 
Replies: “We have no difficulty whatever in mowing sloping 
banks with an ordinary machine provided we mow regularly 
and keep the grass very close. We have Green‟s 14” and 
Barnard, Bishop and Barnard‟s 20” and can mow sloping 
banks equally well with either, but we prefer the smaller one 
as being easier to drive, and we can mow any banks that 
we can walk along horizontally, but it requires two strong 
me to perform the operation, for being in such an awkward 
position the two have no more power than one would have 
on level ground. There must be one to draw the machine 
and another to hold the handles, let it be ever so small 
otherwise it would slide down the embankment. Our small 
machine, having driving gear only on one side, it will cut the 
grass in the angles at the bottom of the banks quite clean, 
which cannot be done with a machine that drives on both 
sides.” OP (13 Aug 1881) 

“We cut a slope 20ft high, though not so steep and “PMC‟s” 
with the 10in Archimedean (Curson‟s) Mowing Machine, 
which I am told is the only one that will do so. It is let down 
and pulled up by a rope, without any grass box, and can do 
15yds in length in a quarter of an hour.” WG (13 Aug 1881) 

 
Barnard, Bishop and Barnard mower from “The 
Ironmonger”, 31 July 1869, similar to mower mentioned 
above. 



HOW ORIGINAL? 

By Tony Hopwood 
 
Restoring, repairing and using vintage mowers can present 
the problem of how far to restore and refurbish. At one end 
of the spectrum is the concours restoration with immaculate 
paintwork with mirror polished and re-plated brass and alloy 
and at the other, a mechanically clean and tidy machine 
with what is left of the original paintwork left unrestored 
except for a wipe with an oily rag. 

It's rightly a matter of personal preference. As a user of 
vintage mowers, I tend to the editorial tidy end of the 
spectrum. Strictly speaking, the modern tendency is to over 
restore because the original paintwork on most push 
mowers and some motor mowers was minimal. I have a 10 
inch Ransomes Chain Automaton Minor as found where the 
thin green paint was straight on to the cast iron without 
primer or undercoat, and no embellishment of the makers 
name or cutting cylinder with red at all. In contrast, the paint 
job on some early motor mowers was to a high standard 
with filler and primer and lining out to reflect the price of a 
product which could cost as much as a car in the 1920's. 

In the end it is a matter of choice. Arguments over the 
exact ex-works colour scheme are somewhat academic 
because many machines were factory reconditioned in the 
current livery of the time and returned to their owners with 
the 'wrong' colour and transfers. As well as changes in 
colour, modifications and improvements were made over 
the working lives of the machine by owners and service 
agents. This particularly applies to motor mowers. Engines, 
magnetos and carburettors were swapped about to keep 
machines running as they got older. If mowers are restored 
for display rather than use, then careful recreation to new 
condition or better is justified. If machines are to be used, 
then later or modified parts may work better. A good 
example is the Ransomes Mk7 20 inch of 1933. In its 
original form it tips up when you remove the grass box, so 
fitting heavier front rollers makes the machine useable. 
Another worthwhile modification on this machine is to 
replace the complicated bicycle brake handle and cable 
working the decompressor with a simple brass lever 
extension sticking out of the engine. This tidies things up 
and works better than the original when starting. The great 
strength of the OLC is the absence of anorak criticism of 
restoration often found in other conservation activities. The 
important thing is that people ENJOY their mowers whether 
as found or fully restored. It will be a sad day if mower 
conservation falls prey to sterile debate on the PC way to 
restore a particular machine and how sad it was that so-
and-so used the wrong screws on the frame of his 1924 
Bloggs when he got the colour right! 
 

MEMBERSHIP DIRECTORY 
The latest edition of the Club‟s Directory of Members has 
been mailed out with this Grassbox. We have changed the 
format this year to include more information about 
members‟ collections and interests and the booklet 
contains an explanation of this. As in previous years, a few 
members have chosen not to be included although there is 
an entry for the vast majority. The information is based on 
that collected with last year‟s membership renewals 
(remember the different style of form?). Unfortunately this 
means that members who joined between Christmas 1998 
and last May might have a shorter entry than others. This is 
because they did not need to renew memberships last May 
and therefore did not complete one of the new style forms. 
Future editions will include up to date information. Finally, 
although we had intended to publish revised versions of the 
Museum, Books and Services Directories it was felt that 
there was insufficient new information to warrant new 
editions. Instead we will publish relevant updates on the 
Grassbox advertisement sheet along with details of new 
members and amended entries. 

 
Chris Thompson sent in this photograph of a trimmer 
belonging to Graham Marshall, one of our members in 
Australia. The machine is marked “Jewel” and Chris thinks 
it may have been made by Coldwell in the USA as the 
company made a trimmer of that name during the 1920s 
and 30s. Does anyone know different? 
 

SPELL CHECKER 
Eye halve a spelling chequer 
It came with my pea sea 
It plainly marques four my revue 
Miss steaks eye kin knot sea 
 
Eye strike a quay and type a word 
And weight for it two say 
Weather eye am wrong oar write 
It shows me strait a weigh 
 
As son as a mist ache is maid 
It nose bee fore two long 
And eye can put the error rite 
It‟s rare lea ever wrong 
 
Eye have run this poem threw it 
I am shore your pleased two no 
It‟s letter perfect all the weigh 
My chequer tolled me sew! 
 
By Brian Radam 
 
 
 

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 07778 

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@oldlawnmowerclub.co.uk or via the web at: 
http://www.oldlawnmowerclub.co.uk 

 

Next Edition: October 2000 
Edition 33 - Aug 2000 
Edited and written (except where 
stated) by Keith Wootton 
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