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BEACHHEAD OF COOPERATION 
Here at “club central” we are already looking forward to the 
Annual Rally at Milton Keynes Museum. The event will 
soon come round and now is a good time to start planning 
your visit. Whether it’s for the whole weekend or just a 
couple of hours you will be very welcome and I hope that as 
many members as possible make the effort to come along 
this year. There’s more information on the separate ad 
sheet (including new features at the event) so there’s no 
excuse for not knowing what’s going on. 

When I was compiling this Grassbox I noticed a 
common thread across many of the articles. Most of them 
mention contacting and working with other members to 
share information or solve a problem. It seems to me that, 
as our Club continues to grow, this is precisely where we 
should be heading. It’s certainly what I hoped would 
happen when I formed the OLC all those years ago. The 
more people that participate and contribute, the better the 
whole Club becomes. So, to paraphrase a certain JFK, “ask 
not what your Club can do for you--ask what you can do for 
your Club.” See you in May. 

 
The horse in this picture, spotted by Cliff Laxton, looks 
huge but it may be the perspective of the shot. The mower 
appears to be a Greens and probably dates from the 1890 
to 1920 period. 
 

ANY MORE DIRECTORY ENTRIES? 
Chris Thompson has been updating the Lawnmower 
Directory published by the Club. This is an ongoing project 
that was conceived as a collective effort to produce a useful 
reference for all collectors, with Chris as co-ordinator and 
editor. The directory has proved very popular and we have 
sold over 150 copies. More importantly a number of 
members have contributed but there are probably lots more 
who could if they were prepared to spare a little time to 
check if mowers in their own collections (or ones they spot 
at events or museums) are listed and, if not, submit details 
for inclusion. Another source of information would be old 
books, catalogues and brochures that list machines from 
the past. The sort of information Chris needs is 
manufacturers, model sizes, retailers, dates, etc. Chris is 
hoping that more members will contribute details in the 
future to ensure the next version will have as many new 
entries as possible. 

As Chris says, the directory is produced for the benefit 
of all members and the more people that contribute the 
more useful it becomes. It’s also another way that 
members can contribute to the club without too much effort. 
This is what being part of a club should be about rather 
than simply “consuming” what is produced by others. Chris 
can be contacted by email at ceejaythom@yahoo.co.uk or 
by post via Keith’s usual address. 

 
This picture appears to show a Greens or Shanks mower of 
some kind but it’s too obscured to be sure. It was spotted 
by Andrew Grout who thinks that the scene may be in 
Lincolnshire somewhere. 
 

BEDFORDSHIRE BOOST 
On 6 February I gave a talk bout The History of the 
Lawnmower & The Old Lawnmower Club to about 40 
members of the Bedfordshire Steam Engine Preservation 
Society, writes Dick Hardwick. It was well received, with 
positive comment and must have improved Club exposure 
to this group of collectors and practical engineers who let 
us use their annual public event at Shuttleworth, 
Bedfordshire to display some our mowers and make 
contact with 'Joe Public.' 

The best part of it was how much of a team activity it 
was. Keith sent me a CD with many of the pictures I used, 
Alan Hardwick (that’s Dick’s son and fellow club member) 
wrote the script and created the PowerPoint material (sent 
by e-mail from his current location at Caterpillar HQ in 
Peoria, IL in the USA), Andrew Grout supported me with 
some of the display - especially his 'before and after 
restoration' pair of Ransomes Patent Chain Automatons - 
and answered questions, while I just did the talking! 

Co-operation like that is what being a member of any 
organisation is about, especially when it goes well. Now, we 
have been asked to do it again in August for a Bedfordshire 
gardening society. You never know, that treasured, ancient 
Budding might come our way, after all. 

Incidentally, the Bedfordshire Steam Society has a 
website www.bseps.org.uk that might be of interest to 
readers. The annual Steam & Country Fayre this year is 
from Friday 15 to Sunday 17 September (see diary dates) 
with an emphasis on Made in Beds! The mind boggles on 
what might be on display elsewhere but we already have 
several lesser known mowers to show that were made in 
the county. More will be welcome - owners too! 

 
Dick Hardwick found this little model on eBay recently and 
thought other members might be interesting in seeing it. 



DIARY DATES 2006 
Milton Keynes 2006: Saturday 20/Sunday 21 May 2006. 
What more to say! It’s the biggest weekend of the year for 
the Club so make a note of the dates now. See the notes 
on the separate advertisement sheet. 

American Museum, Bath: Saturday 27-Monday 29 May 
2006. A new event is being planned at the famous 
American Museum in Bath. It’s being organized by new 
Club member Simon Woollen (who works at the museum) 
with support from Charlie Moore who as well as being in our 
club is also secretary of the Vintage Horticultural and 
garden Machinery Club (which will also be exhibiting). 
Either way, it sounds like a good event at a great venue 
and well worth supporting. Details in the first instance from 
Simon on 01225 445696 or by email at 
simon.woollen@americanmuseum.org 

Tilmow 06: Saturday 3/Sunday 4 June 2006. It’s back for 
another year, the popular event at the Old Kiln Museum, 
Surrey. Details from Colin Stone. T: 01428 604003 E: 
stonethemows@hotmail.co.uk (Hindhead). 

Layham Open Garden Day: 18 June. This event, in a 
Suffolk village, would like a few old mowers to attend next 
year. For further details contact Michael Woods on 01473 
823798 or by email at michaelwoods@suffolkonline.net 

Banbury Steam Rally: Saturday 24/Sunday 25 June. One 
of longest established events right in the middle of the year! 
Ever popular. Details from Robbie at the usual addresses. 

Norwood County Primary School, Southport: Saturday 1 
July. Club member Les Rynhart is organising a vintage 
section at his local school fete. There will also be stationary 
engines, tractors and motor cycles. Detail from Les Rynhart 
on 01704 547097 (Southport). 

Wisborough Green Fete, West Sussex: Monday 28 
August. Pleasant village fete with five members present in 
2005. More for 2006? Details from Jeff Herridge. T: 01403 
700599 (Billingshurst). 

Margam Country & Steam Show, Port Talbot: Saturday 
26- Monday 28 August. Mowers and other vintage exhibits 
welcome to help establish this growing event in South 
Wales. Details from Philip Booth. T: 01656 785011 E: 
enquiries@phbevents.co.uk (Porthcawl). 

Alresford Agricultural Show: Saturday 2 September. 
According to Colin it’s “the return of the award winning 
team” (see GB54). All welcome. Details from Colin Stone. 
T: 01428 604003 E: stonethemows@hotmail.co.uk 
(Hindhead). 

Bedford Steam Rally: Friday 15-Sunday 17 September. 
It’s getting bigger and better, moving to a three day format. 
You can come for a day at a time if you like! Details from 
Dick Hardwick. T: 01462 816018 E: Hadw2@aol.com 
(Shefford). 

Malvern Autumn Show: Saturday 23/Sunday 25 
September. Also bigging it up to three days is our ever-
popular end of year get together. Well worth the trip no 
matter how far you travel. Details from Tony Hopwood. T: 
01684 592134 (Upton on Severn). 
Do you organise or attend an event where mowers are 
welcome? Send us details and we’ll include it here. 
 

 
This Ransomes gang mower was designed to be pulled by 
a horse, as evidenced by the presence of the draw shafts 
on the left. There is a seat with tool box just underneath. 
Gang mowers like this would have been used in the first 
half of the last century. 

 
One great aspect of the Annual Rally is that members can 
see different mowers and, owners willing, try them out. 
Here Jim Ricci has a go on Roger Wilkinson’s Dennis. 

 
If you need a bottom blade for a mower why not order it 
through the Club’s special “Garfitt’s” Service? We have 
opened a special trade account of this leading spare parts 
supplier which means we can buy spare parts, especially 
bottom blades, from their extensive catalogue at very 
reasonable prices. Garfitt’s claim to be able to supply 
bottom blades to fit almost any mower and our experience 
is that this is true. So far, club members have been able to 
buy blades for mowers including 9” Ransomes Lion, 10” 
and 12” Ransomes Patent Chain Automaton, 8* Greens 
Silens Messor, 12” Shanks Ivanhoe, and 28” Shanks Pony 
Mower. Prices are extremely reasonable, for example about 
£15 for a 12” blank blade which you would need to drill and 
fit yourself. Items such as screws are also available. The 
company can also supply ready-to-fit blades for more 
recent machines from the main manufacturers. To take 
advantage of these special terms you must order items 
through the Club. To find out more contact Richard Jones 
by email at richard.jones@oldlawnmowerclub.co.uk or by 
telephone on 023 92598601. 

 
Richard has also managed to source some authentic coach 
bolts for attaching new wooden handles to older hand 
mowers. These bolts are ideal for mowers such as the 
Ransomes Patent Chain Automaton pictured but will also fit 
many other machines. You will need to find your own 
wooden handles but almost any local wood turner will be 
able to use ash, elm or beech to make a pair to your 
specification so that should not be a problem. Ask in local 
ironmongers or wood yards to see if they know someone 
near you who can help. Alternatively, John Barnard (0161 
775 9934) can often supply wooden handles by post. 



STILL USING MY ATCO 
By Simon Woollen 
This machine needs no introduction, so common and 
worthless that auctioneers sell them as job lots so you can 
buy three with the same faults. However, like the Morris 
Minor they have become iconic and, having taken a non-
runner to a show, I spent three days answering questions 
and talking to people who either had one or remember 
using them. Meanwhile my perfect Ransomes Antelope 
was somewhat ignored. 

 
I have been in the garden trade all my life and realise that 
bigger is not better. The main lawn is cut by a modern Atco 
24 although it shares many of the drive features with this 
1950s model. However, most country gardens have sub-
lawns and pathways where wielding such a beast around is 
tiring and inefficient. Indeed, the garden stalwarts we use 
are actually two Ransomes Ajax mowers, often working as 
a pair, as we have shown it’s quicker to get a push mower 
into a trailer or up steps than trundle a petrol driven model 
to the same location. 

These little Atcos are ideal because they are light 
enough to manoeuvre. However, because they are so 
common perhaps they don’t receive the attention required 
to get them back to factory operative condition (such as 
starting when you need and cutting properly). 

Perhaps their biggest fault was their reliability which 
has led to some interesting blades, scarred from fifty years 
of work. This is often accompanied by a slight bend in the 
drive shaft highlighted by the difficulty in removing the dog 
clutch. I am lucky to have an Atterton grinder and regrind 
on site but the procedure is time consuming and would 
make a rebuild uneconomic. 

Another problem is the taper needle to which most of 
the running problems can be traced, such as restarting 
from hot or excessive fuel consumption. Add to this the 
dubious float bowls with added solder and a semi rusted 
fuel tank and suddenly a £2 bargain becomes expensive. 
All we are trying to do is cut the grass! 

Are they worth collecting and restoring? The short 
answer is yes. They are a usable size on the average lawn 
for which they were designed and have shear, rugged 
simplicity in clutch control and transmission system. Engine 
spares are readily available and you avoid that awful pull 
start which even to day snaps just when you need it! 

Like those old Morris Minors we have become so used 
to perhaps the true numbers left worth restoring are 
distorted. Most of the examples I unearth nowadays are 
becoming rougher and would probably be rejected by most 
auctions. 

Finally, are they safe to use today? I never leave 
cylinder mowers idling whilst emptying the grass box 
because you are right in front of the blades! We cut twice a 
week and allow the grass to fly, which saves 80 per cent on 
lawn feed. Simple dead man switches can be wired into the 
low HT wire to stop the machine instantly (certainly every 
Allen Scythe should have one) and throttles can be set to 
switch off. Used correctly and restored properly these 
vintage machines are a safe and reliable as those 
produced today. They certainly provoke happy memories 
and engage friendly conversation from all who see them 
working. Worth two quid of anybody’s money. 
Simon Woollen is the gardener at the American Museum in 
Bath where he’s organising a rally in June (see Diary 
Dates). 

TOP TIP: STARTING HANDLES 
Regarding the item in GB54 on taking care with starting 
handles, the points made are valid and it does no harm to 
remind folks from time to time of what may seem to be 
basic safety rules. 
I would add that on engines where the starting handle 
passes over an extension shaft (for example, Dennis 
mowers) it is recommended that the bore and shaft be kept 
clean and lightly oiled to prevent the handle hanging on 
after the engine fires up. I experienced this with a Lister 
HR2 engine driving a dredging pump on board a Dredger in 
Dover some years ago. When the handle did decide to let 
go after bending the extension shaft to 45 degrees it broke 
a 20mm steel rung out of a vertical ladder and dented the 
ship’s plating. Unfortunately the engine’s stop control was 
too close to the rotating handle for my liking so I took cover 
behind a large coil of mooring rope until things sorted 
themselves out. 

 
Another piece of useful advice is to grasp a starting handle 
with your thumb over the top and not around it as is often 
seen and which tends to be the more natural way. This is 
sometimes called a “monkey grip”. The reason is that with 
your thumb over the handle it will slip from your grasp 
relatively easily if the engine kicks back. If you have your 
thumb wrapped round the handle and suffer a kick back it 
will hurt a lot and a broken thumb or wrist is not uncommon. 
 

WHEELIN’ AND A DEALIN’ 

 
The chance to meet up with old friends and share the latest 
news or swap ideas for conservation and restoration 
projects is a big part of the Annual Rally. And the wheeling 
and dealing is pretty popular too. Members often arrange to 
meet up at the event and exchange items they have bought 
off each other earlier. The bring-and-buy section gets 
bigger every year and there’s something to meet almost 
every interest and budget. If you have something mower 
related that you’d like to try and sell at the event feel free to 
bring it along. There’s plenty of space and you’re sure to 
get some interest. 



SUPER MOWER - IT’S ELECTRIC! 
I purchased this JP Super Electric mower from a lady in 
Yelvertoft, near Leicester, in April last year, writes Stewart 
Baillie. It had been advertised in 'Grassbox' a few issues 
earlier but fortunately for me had remained unsold. Henry 
Ellis kindly travelled up the M1 to see it with me and help 
get it into the back of my car! Being a JP, it is very heavy. 

 
The machine was essentially complete, except for the all-
important coupling linking the motor shaft to the vee-belt 
shaft. The original had been made from two steel bosses, 
bonded into a section of rubber but had been destroyed 
some time ago. Apparently, the device was prone to tearing 
itself apart and could not be considered as one of JP's 
finest innovations. The lady's father (who had the mower 
new) bought a new coupling. It was shorter than the original 
and so an attempt had been made to move the motor 
nearer the vee-belt shaft by mounting it on a steel plate.  

The lady’s father had replaced the front roller height 
adjustment arm with one he'd made himself - he obviously 
had an engineering background - to raise the mower a bit 
higher than originally designed and had intended to replace 
several of the self aligning bearings on the cutting cylinder 
and vee-belt drive wheel. Along with the “extras” I received 
was a green tin, with the words “JP Electric” painted in 
white, containing the original front roller adjustment arm, 
three sets of new self-aligning bearings, the coupling he'd 
intended to use, a new drive chain and original receipts. 

I set about returning the mower to its original state and 
enlisted the help of Vic Banks to manufacture a new 
coupling of the correct length - based on the replacement 
item, and to make up the correct spacers on which to 
mount the motor. Vic did a first class job and the new 
coupling and associated hardware have given the machine 
a new lease of life. Nothing is too much for him and there 
doesn't seem to be any engineering problem which he 
cannot overcome. 

The mower had been in the family from new and came 
with its grass box and several original “extras” including 75ft 
extension cable, handbook and, amazingly, complete tool 
kit wrapped in its canvas pouch! 

I had to source a couple of other items and the hardest 
of them was undoubtedly a new vee-belt. The belt fitted to 
the mower had a tendency to slip when cutting grass and 
because there was no adjustment left in the tensioner a 
replacement belt was required. I assumed that the Fenner 
“A32” fitted had stretched with use and from information 
supplied by Henry I knew that the original belt was an 
“A31”. The letter “A” refers to the cross-section of the belt 
and the number “31” refers to the length of the inner 
circumference in inches. I tried several belts from different 
manufacturers and discovered that the length can vary from 
one supplier to another, that some manufacturers give the 
length as the outer dimension while another will designate 
the belt’s length by the inner dimension. In the end, I had to 
settle for a Contitech “A31½”, thirty one and a half. 

I had to get a new bottom blade and amazingly found 
an original JP item from a business in Ipswich. Another 
stroke of luck! With special thanks to Vic Banks and Henry 
Ellis, the mower was cutting grass during our all-too-short 
summer and, as can be seen from the photograph, it looks 
pretty good too! 

TOO SHOCKING FOR WORDS 
A few weeks ago, adds Stewart Baillie, an early electric JP 
Super Electric mower was offered for sale on the eBay 
online auction site. A number of members corresponded 
with the vendor and other potential buyers which led to a 
suggestion that this model had been quite dangerous due 
to a design fault which caused the chassis to become “live” 
and that there had been several fatalities. 

 
Investigations with the source of the warning and a former 
JP employee who now runs a mower repair business led to 
the conclusion that the story was speculative to say the 
least. According to the former employee there was never a 
problem with these mowers. There was nothing wrong with 
them when they left the factory and problems would only 
arise when owners took it upon themselves to replace 
broken or damaged electric components and use the wrong 
or inappropriately electrically rated parts. Worse still were 
the cases involving owners who decided to rewire the 
mower with new cabling but who failed to “earth” the motor 
and chassis. Cases were known of owners neatly trimming 
back the earth lead or using double instead of triple core 
cabling. Shocking practices indeed! The moral of the story 
is that older cabling should be replaced but only correctly 
and professionally. All electric appliances used in the 
garden should be connected to the mains using an RCD 
(residual current detector) safety device. If you plan to use 
an older electric mower it is worth getting it checked out by 
a qualified electrician at the start of the mowing season. 
 

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 the web at: 
http://www.oldlawnmowerclub.co.uk 

 

Next Edition: Jun 2006 
Edition 56 - Mar 2006 
Edited & written (except where 
stated) by Keith Wootton 
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