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LATE START TO SUMMER 
So the Annual Rally has been and gone with its usual 
speed and now recedes into the distance faster than an 
Atco Standard at full throttle! I say this every year, and this 
time it is certainly justified, but this rally was our best ever. 
It was not just the number of members that attended or the 
variety and quality of the mowers on show but everything 
else seemed to come together to make it a really enjoyable 
weekend. There is a report of the rally inside and some of 
the pictures in this edition were taken at the event. 

Of course foot and mouth has caused the cancellation 
of almost all events held on farms so far this year although 
a few are going ahead in the next few weeks. Apart from 
the Annual Rally and a few other events we have supported 
this has meant that many of us have made a late start to 
our season although there are lots of events taking place 
during the rest of the year with plenty of opportunities to 
participate. So please do support the remaining events if 
you can, either by exhibiting or simply turning up to say 
hello on the day! 

Finally, I am writing this right in the middle of 
Wimbledon fortnight, possibly the biggest event of any kind 
in the world that features the word “lawn” in its title. I 
originally wrote that of course our members in Australia, 
America and even Belgium have more to shout about than 
the Brits, but then had to rewrite at the end of the 
tournament for obvious reasons. The one thing that always 
stands out at Wimbledon of course is the grass itself and 
the courts are as good as ever this year. But how do they 
get the stripes so straight? 

 
Howard Yates, the resident horseman at Milton Keynes 
Museum, took the opportunity to demonstrate the 
Museum’s 1890s Shanks horse mower at this year’s 
Annual Rally. Since the event the cutting cylinder has been 
reground and the grass box deposit mechanism reset so 
that Howard can demonstrate the mower regularly 
alongside other horse-drawn items at the Museum. 
 

MOWER ON BOOK OF THE DAY 

Members may have heard extracts from Tom Fort’s 
excellent “The Grass Is Greener” featured on Radio 4’s 
Book Of The Day slot recently. Although I had read the 
book when it was published (and was even a guest 
reviewer on Radio Scotland) it made a pleasant change to 
hear some of the familiar parts read out loud. For those 
who still have not read the book, it is published by Harper 
Collins (ISBN 0-00-257064-5) priced around £12.99. 

 
This shot of a group of gardeners with a 14” or 16” Silens 
Messor probably dates from around 100 years ago. The 
mower has straight handles and the single bolt to attach 
them to the frame, so it was probably made after 1887 and 
before about 1895 (because there is only the basic scraper 
plate, although it is difficult to see this). 
 

MOWER ENAMEL AND PAINTED TIN SIGNS 
A member of The Street Jewellery Society successfully 
advertised an old mower in a recent Grassbox and then 
included a short item about enamel and painted tin 
advertising signs that featured lawn mowers in his own club 
newsletter. I promised to see if I could find out more about 
this sort of advertising sign for mowers. Over the years I 
have seen signs for Greens Silens Messor, Ransomes 
Patent Chain and Gear Automatons and JPs but there 
must be lots more. I am sure Members would be interested 
to see examples of these signs, so if anyone has one and 
could send me a photograph that would be great. I could 
also forward copies to the SJS to help them with their own 
research, anonymously if you wish. 

 
This splendid example of a late 1950s or early 1960s Atco 
mower was on show at MKM. Unfortunately I did not see 
who brought it! 



DIARY DATES 

At the time of writing all of these events are going 
ahead. Please check with individual organisers for 
further details. 

 

Knowl Hill Steam Rally: Saturday/Sunday 11/12 August. 
Contact Tim Durant on 01628 521953 (Bourne End). 

Derby Industrial Museum, Saturday 15 September. The 
museum’s “Cutting The Grass” event will include a display 
of the Qualcast mowers. Contact David Meredith on 01283 
701599 (Derby). 

Bedford Steam Fair, Old Warden: Saturday/Sunday 
15/16 September. Contact Dick Hardwick on 01462 816018 
(Shefford). 

The Farming & Country Festival, Farming World, Kent: 
Saturday/Sunday 15/16 September. Contact Farming 
World on 01227 751144 (Kent). 

Malvern Autumn Show: Saturday/Sunday 29/30 
September. Contact Tony Hopwood. Tel: 01684 592134 
(Upton on Severn). 
 

HOLDING AN EVENT? 
Remember to book a Club banner free of charge for your 
local event. Contact Keith well in advance so that we can 
make arrangements for it to be delivered. IF YOU ARE 
ATTENDING AN EVENT WITH YOUR MOWERS PLEASE 
LET US KNOW AND WE WILL TRY TO MENTION IN A 
FUTURE GRASSBOX!  

What’s this, Andrew Grout with a restored mower? Actually, 
Andy was checking out Stand Hardwick’s Ransomes horse 
mower at Milton Keynes because he is currently working on 
the restoration of a similar machine. 
 

ANNUAL RALLY 2001 

 
Nearly 70 Members made the trip to Milton Keynes 
Museum this May for the Annual Rally and AGM. It is tricky 
to give an exact number because some people only come 
for a few hours (or Saturday only) and so there is never a 
time when everyone is there together. 
I always think it is a little unfair to pick out specific people or 
mowers for a mention in the report. Instead, a selection of 
photographs taken at the event is included in this Grassbox 
and will be featured in future editions.  
I say this every year but the standard and variety of 
machines on display gets better each time. In amongst all 
the cast iron hand mowers it was pleasing to see some 
more modern machines that have clearly been preserved or 
restored with the same care and high standards as the 
older mowers. 
As usual there was a fair bit of trading going on during the 
weekend and many people left with a new item for their 
collection. Prices were fair for the type and quality of mower 
and many people found something of interest. 
For some people this was their ninth or tenth time at MKM. 
Some regular supporters were unable to make it this year 
due to unavoidable commitments elsewhere but this was 
more than compensated by the many new Members there 
for the first time. As always there was much to discuss and 
the display area was rarely quiet on either day. And for 
once a number of people took the opportunity to try out (or 
is that show off?) their mowers by cutting some grass! 
The Saturday evening barbeque and party was even more 
successful than last year and everyone seemed to have an 
excellent time. It must have been quite good because some 
of us were still chatting away at two in the morning! 

The AGM on the Sunday morning was definitely the best 
attended ever and we all had a bit of trouble fitting into the 
Museum’s “church” display area. The formal business was 
conducted very quickly and was followed by a lively “any 
other business” section that included discussions about the 
Club’s events and some of the leaflets we produce. 

At my suggestion the meeting unanimously awarded 
Robbie Robinson and Andrew Grout Honorary Life 
Membership in recognition of their contribution to the club 
since it was formed. A brief report of formal business is 
included on the inserted sheet. 

 
This year the Andrew Grout Plate (the prize for the mower 
chosen by all the members present) was awarded to 
Andrew MacMorland for his Ransomes Overgreen. Some 
people were surprised at this choice but it was a worthy 
winner because it is such a large and complex mower, well 
restored and displayed. And besides, some of those who 
were the most surprised did not even vote! This was the 
second time Andrew had won the prize because he also 
won a few years ago with another of his motor mowers. 

Howard Yates, the Museum’s resident horse man, gave 
a demonstration of horse mowing with the Museum’s 
Shanks mower and also showed off his own Bamford’s field 
mower. It must be unique to see both types of mower, 
roughly the same age, demonstrated on the same day. 

This year we produced a souvenir china mug in dark 
green with the club’s name and logo in yellow for all those 
who attended the rally. The event was featured on the local 
radio and television which made for good publicity for the 
Museum. So roll on next year and an even better show than 
this time! 



RESTORING A RANSOMES 
Crawford Stirling completes his restoration. 

 
I had noticed that that the engine appeared to be devoid of 
compression which worried me slightly but went with the 
theory that once it was all assembled, I might be able to 
build up a bit of compression by lubricating the bore and 
turning the engine over by hand. However, this did not 
seem to have any effect and I feared the worst. Still trying 
to convince myself that everything would be alright, I put 
some petrol into the tank and poured some oil into the 
reservoir. Petrol tap turned and I waited to see what would 
happen. I was not to be disappointed. Fuel leaked from 
every orifice imaginable! Quickly off with the tap and I 
discovered that not only was the fuel leaking from the petrol 
pipe joint but from the tap itself and also out of the top of 
the carburettor bowl! I soon fixed the fuel line leak but I had 
to source another tap. By chance, I had a spare one that 
shared the same thread at both ends. How lucky was that? 
The carb was taken off and dismantled. I found that the fuel 
cut-off valve was sticking in the “up” position which did not 
readily explain the problem. Even though the valve was up, 
fuel was still getting through as it was not making a good 
seat. The only way to cure this was to remove the brass 
assembly located in the roof of the float chamber. Not as 
easy as might be imagined though as the brass square nut 
was on very tightly, and brass being considerably softer 
that spanner steel, well, tread gently! After a few tentative 
attempts undoing the nut I gave it a rest lest I did any 
damage. Should the nut become burred or worse still, 
broken, I would definitely be left up Queer Street. I decided 
to soak the whole assembly overnight in good old WD just 
to see whether or not it may help. If not then I might have to 
heat the offending area. The following morning I took a pair 
of small mole grips and held the nut as tightly as I dared, I 
was in a make or break situation but decided that the 
carburettor was pretty useless the way it was so I drew a 
deep breath and started to apply pressure, then more then 
a bit more, I was now applying far more pressure than I had 
done the previous day and suddenly there was that spine-
tingling crack. Was the nut broken or had it come undone? 
I reckon Lady Luck was in my workshop at that moment 
because the tiny, fragile brass assembly was now turning 
freely in its thread! Once removed and cleaned up we had 
a fully functional carb once more. 

With the carb back on the mower, the fuel was turned on 
and, lo and behold, no leaks! The magneto timing was set 
and I started swinging the engine. There was very little 
activity to begin with but then the engine blew back. Well, 
that was a start I suppose! I took the plug out and wiped it 
clean as it had become oily. I swung the handle again and, 
all of a sudden, the engine chugged into life. I am not sure 
who was more surprised, me or the mower! I let it idle for a 
minute or two before opening up the throttle a bit. It smoked 
like hell to rid itself of 40 years of dormancy. To say I was 
pleased was an understatement. Those long hours of toil 
began to seem worth it. 

 
The next time I went to start the mower, the compression 
had come back and all was well with the world. The 
Ransomes had another trick up its sleeve though, just to 
prove a final point. As I was swinging the engine again, the 
engine blew back once more and all of a sudden everything 
went horribly limp and I realised that although the starting 
mechanism was turning, the flywheel and engine were not. 
I think I said “bother” or something like that as thoughts of a 
broken crankshaft went racing irrationally through my mind. 
Perhaps the rude awakening after so long had caused 
irreversible metal fatigue. I could not believe this was 
happening! There was I, standing beside a painstakingly 
restored mower that had suddenly, in the blink of an eye, 
become totally useless. After a while I began to think of 
other possibilities. A sense of rationality took over and I 
thought that the flywheel bolt coming loose must have 
caused the problem. This meant stripping the drive train 
down once more so I could get to the offending bolt. Those 
small nuts mentioned earlier that connected the lower fan 
pulley to the hessian pad on the flywheel had to come off. 
They were monstrously awkward even when the assembly 
was on the bench, but to tackle them whilst everything was 
in-situ was, well let us say, not very obliging! Eventually I 
had the drive train in bits once more and to my total relief, 
the nut on the flywheel was spinning freely. Totally 100 per 
cent my own fault as I had obviously not done it up well 
enough. I was not going to take any chances this time, so 
with the help of a large set of mole grips clamped firmly on 
the boss of the flywheel, and a socket, I tightened the bolt 
up for all I was worth. The moles left lovely teeth marks on 
my nice paint but once everything was put back it cannot 
be seen. This cured the problem.  

Crawford: Three, Mower: Two. I had finally won! 

 

TIM’S TOP TIP! 
PAINTING CYLINDER HEADS 
Air cooled cylinder heads look much better painted. The 
trouble is that four stroke exhausts and manifolds get too 
hot for water cooled engine gloss black if worked. You can 
buy very high temperature matt black aerosol which lasts 
well but is not very black and costs about £5.00. 

I have found by accident that ordinary cheapo builders’ 
bituminous black paint gives a durable high temperature 
gloss black finish on cylinder heads and exhausts. It is 
inflammable when applied, so let it dry properly before 
running the engine! Bituminous paints will spoil ordinary 
solvent based gloss, so paint carefully. 

Another solution is to use the black paste that is used 
to colour stoves and fire grates. 

We’ll be featuring more of “Tim’s Top Tips” in future 
editions. If you have any ideas for inclusion, let us know. 

 
William and Christopher Proudfoot demonstrate the fine art 
of the push and pull mower. This example is their Auxilliary, 
a version of the Army & Navy which was itself really a 
Follows & Bate Chain Tennis. Christopher asks if anyone 
has a Chain Tennis with identical box handles? 



DENNIS DATING 

Dennis motor mowers date from about 1922. From 1922 to 
1928 the most distinctive feature is the rectangular fuel 
tank on brackets above the engine. Mowers from this 
period also had the chain drives to the cutting cylinder and 
roller inside the side plates. 

 
Machines from 1922 to 1924, up to machine No 2633, were 
fitted with the drip feed lubricated Bradbury four-stroke 
engine. This model had a combined oil and petrol tank with 
separate filler caps. A very distinctive feature of the 
Bradbury engine is the internal flywheel. In 1924, Bradbury 
ceased trading and the Blackburn FE engine was 
substituted at No 2634. Mowers up to and including the FE 
type had no high speed cranking position, so the engine oil 
tank has no hole through it to accommodate the high speed 
cranking shaft. The FE cylinder block also has an angled 
inlet manifold coupling. Binks carburettors and ML 
magnetos were originally fitted. FE and FEA engines have 
crankcase compression lubrication, with a sight glass on 
the oil tank. It was fitted up to machine No 3336 when the 
FEA engine was introduced with the high speed cranking 
shaft through the oil tank to the chain case. 

Early mowers were fitted with bolted chevron blades, 
most of which have been replaced by single helical blades 
over many years of use. 

At the end of 1925, about machine No 4000, the FEB 
engine was fitted. This has a gear oil pump on the timing 
gear cover by the ML magneto, and the oil tank is fitted with 
a swivel cap and wing nut rather than a screw cap and sight 
glass. The sight glass was moved to the side of the 
magneto platform with a top oil feed pipe from the pump. 

Machines were made in two sizes, 24 and 30 inch, and 
the open engine models continued until 1928 when a new 
design, the RA, was released at machine No 7000. 

Major differences are the transfer of the chain drives 
outside the frames under a cast alloy cover with the Dennis 
logo, and a larger totally enclosed engine with a Wico 
rotary starting trip magneto under a heat shield behind the 
inverted T shaped exhaust pipe and silencer. The 
rectangular fuel tank was replaced by a round one with a 
large filler cap to save using a funnel. The two starting 
handle positions remained direct on the end of the crank 
shaft and the geared position with a shaft through the oil 
tank to the chain case like the pre-1928 models. 

 

The RA was followed by the RB in 1929, then the RC which 
lasted until 1934 when it was replaced by the S series 
which used Guildford made engines with the closure of 
White and Pope, who succeeded Blackburn as engine 
suppliers. 

In general, the machines changed little in the 1930s 
with a 36 inch being introduced in 1939 and chrome plating 
appearing on the clutch levers, control rods and tank bands 
as well as the pram handle which replaced the wooden 
sided handles in 1936. 

Other changes to be noted are the disappearance of 
the high speed crank handle shaft through the oil tank and 
the moving of both starting handle points on to the engine 
crankcase. Some engines still had the shaft hole through 
the oil tank as well as the crank case starting handle 
positions as earlier parts were used up. When production 
resumed after the war using many pre-war parts, a new 
numbering sequence was introduced with the machine 
number first, starting at 101, followed by a repeated size 
code. For 1946, suffix Z1 was 24 inch, Z2 30 inch and Z3 
36 inch so machine 250Z4 was a 24 inch machine number 
250 made in 1947 (actually the 149th on the line that year). 
The Z sequence continued up to Z39 in 1959. 

 
Taking Dennis into the 1960s came a much chunkier 
design. It retained the round tank and general layout of the 
Z series but was more enclosed with higher side plates. 
During the 1960s, the numbering system fell into confusion 
as Dennis Brothers reached the end of their time at 
Guildford. In the 1970s, limited production and spares were 
transferred to Godstone Engineering and after a period of 
drift the mower business was relaunched under its present 
owners, Dennis Motor Mowers at Kirk Langley, near Derby 
where they now make a wide range of Dennis professional 
grass keeping machines.  

Although I have been a vintage Dennis user and 
enthusiast for over 30 years, my thanks are due to Brian 
Buxton and Malcolm Hemley for filling the many gaps in my 
knowledge of the Dennis story. 
Tony Hopwood 

 

 
The Wonder, made by Wallis Binch of New Basford, 
Nottingham in the 1930s, was a basic roller mower. This 
example is part of the Hall & Duck Trust Collection. 

 

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 2001 
Edition 37 - Jul 2001 
Edited and written (except where 
stated) by Keith Wootton 
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