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Not such a bargain

Whilst wandering around the
Newark Antique Fair on my regular
visits I frequently fall over a bunch
of people armed with clipboard,
camera and a hedgehog on a stick,
who are recording the activities of
the contestants in the BBC
programme ‘Bargain Hunt’. This
programme is a bit of cheap daytime ‘telly’ in which teams buy antiques and collectibles. These are
later sold at auction, hopefully for a profit! The show is heavily edited to appear that purchases are
made spontaneously but the whole thing is highly choreographed and multiple retakes can be
observed going on. The contestants are accompanied by ‘experts’, to advise on the suitability of
items for purchase, who are knowledgeable and respected professionals from the antique trade.
When exposed to cathode rays, however, these serious folk frequently lose all sense of dignity and
seem all too willing to behave like complete arses for the sake of showbiz. I recently watched an
edition where one purchase was a handsome Vandome and Hart bench platform (above left) which
later ‘bombed’ at the auction. This, I suspect, was partly because it was a great big lump of iron of
limited appeal to the general buyer. The fact that, by the time it was bought, the poise hanger
seemed to have vanished, making the whole thing useless, was probably also a factor. The scale had
been intact, as was seen in the earlier background shot (above right), and it was a bit sad that not
only was the part lost, but that no one seemed to notice.

Bargain Hunt folk spotted at
Newark in April 2012. A bit of end
of day filming where the experts
are ruefully examining the day’s
purchases, as do we all. (NB that
really is a miniature deck chair!)

Bah Humbugs!
Just
before
Christmas,
or
November as it used to be known,
a German ‘Long time before
Christmas’ market visited Leeds in
the North of England. Being a
jolly red faced soul (must reduce
salt intake), I popped in on this
event. The horror and overriding
ghastliness of a Christmas Fair
was modified by the sight of a
sweet stall selling all manner of sugary
merchandise. This stall, to its credit, featured
two nice little white Beranger counter machines
of distinctly Continental mien (below) which
served to cheer me up a little! John Knights

Small measures
A recent amendment to weights and measures legislation in the UK has allowed the use of a 25ml
measure for the sale of wine, in addition to the more normal 125, 175 and 250ml sizes. The benefit
of this relaxation is made readily manifest in the story from the Daily Mail shown above left. As the
cost of living inexorably rises, the impoverished consumer may well find it increasingly
inconvenient to shell out £2000 for his or her customary bottle of Chateaux ‘Petrus’ or ‘Lafite –
Rothschild’. With great foresight, and due consideration for the hard-pressed (hard working)
consumer, therefore, the aforementioned lightening of the dead hand of bureaucracy permits
distressed oenophiles to high themselves down to Selfridges in London. There, for a mere £50 or so,
a ‘single’ of the fermented grape juice of choice can be sampled. It’s nice to see the deregulation
process coming to the aid of the regular citizen in such a significant fashion. Thanks to Kath
Malcolm for drawing this story to our attention. (PS The wine may sound expensive but it’s still
cheaper than printer cartridge ink which is the most costly material in the entire universe)

Large measures
As one of those deviants, who, in addition to weight related items, also
collects measures I was drawn to a piece in my local paper about a 19th
century sign writer who worked in Grimsby in the East of England. A
photograph of one of his shop fronts was shown (right). What interested
me was the fact that all the beers were priced up by reference to the quart
rather than the pint. This confirmed my view, based on the number of
quart measures in my collection that the Victorians liked their beer in
larger measures than is currently the case (I know you can get half
gallon, or ‘pottle’, jugs (top right) in some pubs but I assume these are
intended for sharing rather than individual
consumption). For further confirmation one
only has to turn to Charles Dickens!
In the Pickwick Papers there is the famous
breach of promise case, brought by the widow
Bardell against poor old Samuel P. During the
proceedings we learn the details of the fate of
the late Mr Bardell. He was an unfortunate
Excise Officer who was knocked on the head
with a quart tankard in the cellar of a public
house which contributed, one hundred percent,
to Mrs Bardell’s widowhood! Had pints been
the norm, Bardell may have survived the assault
and Pickwick would have been spared the
subsequent legal inconvenience. John Knights

Norwich Platform Machine
In Edition 14 we featured a Pooley Dormant platform that David Apps had recorded at Norwich
Railway station. We have since received this communication from ‘Railway Man’ Gordon Maslin
who was able to add to the ultimately ‘tragic’ tale of this machine.
‘Just read the latest Fulcrum and saw the photo of the Norwich dormant scale. The previous
article mentioned Battlesbridge Station and it was the same type of scale that I was assisting
Joe Taylor with there. They were a pig of a machine as the platform had cast lugs underneath
with the bearings attached. The platform had to be prised up and raised so the lugs cleared
the frame then slid or rolled away to gain access to the levers which were then lifted out. The
knife edges were made of composition material (a softer iron underneath with a hardened
‘steel’ on top) that were taper fitted into the cast iron levers. There was a lot of detailed
measuring to set the knife edges correctly mainly to avoid lifting that plate in and out of the
frame when corner testing.
The machine in your photo was removed during the rebuilding of Norwich station and lay
complete outside the station for some time whilst attempts were made to find it a home. I
understand that eventually the machine was scrapped as no new home could be found for it’
Thanks Gordon!

Jamaica? No she went of her own accord!
Another bit of cheap telly is the BBC programme called, rather tastefully ‘Flog it’ (what would they
do without cooking and antiques?) in which punters roll up to a local venue with their deeply loved
collectibles, which they then: and here’s a twist; go on to sell at auction. The same bunch of experts

from ‘Bargain Hunt’ habitually rock up at ‘Flog it’ to advise
on value and saleability. In this programme there is an almost
morbid preoccupation with Clarice Cliffe, Moorcroft,
Whitefriars and, heaven help us, Troika which are habitually
chosen, above all other items, for sending to auction. Just
occasionally, however, something more arcane does make it
through, which can then prove somewhat amusing.
A gunmetal pint measure (left) once made it to the final and the expert, who shall remain nameless,
waxed lyrical, if speculatively, on its merits. The measure was confidently described as being
something naval, which was used to dispense rum. This diagnosis was apparently based on the
observation that the measure looked ‘a bit like a cannon’. The clearly engraved references were
summarily ignored!
The inscription identifies it as being issued to the parish of St Andrews (Trench Town, Bob Marley
et al) in the, then, British Colony of Jamaica in 1834 (the year of the British Weights and Measures
Act). It is clearly part of a set of capacity standards which were apparently issued on a parish, rather
than county basis. It’s a bit unfortunate that an interesting piece of social history was treated in so
trite a manner when a modicum of research could have revealed a much more interesting story.

Ooh you are awful!
I was out shopping recently and was advised, by the Self Scanning EPOS system, that there was an
‘unexpected item in the bagging area’! Whilst being slightly surprised to receive such a diagnosis
from the weighing machine, I was philosophical and thought ‘what else should I expect at my age?’
It did however remind me of the old fortune
telling scales that I encountered in my youth,
whilst living on the English east coast that also
dispensed nuggets of highly personal information
along with the weight.
The piece of innocent smut (left) from that bygone
age very much encapsulates the sixties Skegness
scene that I inhabited.
On the local fun fair, in
‘Skeggy’ there was an
attraction called ‘Beat
the Guesser’ where a
man would offer to
guess a punter’s weight
for a shilling and then
test his powers of
‘weight-guessmanship’
by actually standing
the subject on a set of
scales (as seen in the
film ‘The Jerk’ starring
Skegness is a
the
undoubtedly
traditional English
brilliant but for me,
seaside resort on the
rather annoying, Steve
draughty East Coast.
Martin). If he estimated
Marketing types
decided that ‘Bracing’
was a better climate
description than cold

incorrectly the punter received a, disappointing, prize.
He was actually very good, but it did seem an unnecessarily convoluted way of getting oneself
weighed. It was also possibly a bit of a hazardous occupation if the subject took exception the size
of the guess! John Knights

Snow Hill Weighbridge
The April meeting was largely
devoted
to
presentations
and
discussions on the subject of
weighbridges and their history (see
edition 15). The Snow Hill
Workhouse, Birmingham features
prominently in this connection as it
was the site of one of the first
machines installed by John Wyatt in
1741.
Diana Crawforth-Hitchins came
across the report from 1830 (left)
which deals with certain problems
being encountered with the site. The
weighbridge was, by this time,
causing an obstruction to the
coaching road to Holyhead and
permission had been obtained to
relocate it.

Nothing old under the sun
At the summer meeting at Alvington
(see below) we were regaled by
Diana Crawforth-Hitchins with
stories of 19th century scale makers
and their criminal activities. One
piece of deception practiced was illegal
adjusting of traders’ weights whilst
claiming to be officially sanctioned.
This raised a smile as the activity
smacked of a time long ago when
dastardly villains put wooden pips in
fake raspberry jam and grubby urchins
lifted silk wipes from toffs’ trousers.
It did however ring a little bell with me and reminded me of a more recent occurrence from my own
experience. After I retired from my full time job in Trading Standards administration, I worked, for
a while, as a contractor for a neighbouring local authority. I mainly carried out routine inspection
for them and on one occasion I visited a food packer. During the course of the inspection a set of
hexagonal iron weights was produced, along with a certificate showing the weights to be accurate to
within ‘M1’ tolerances. M1 is one of the so called ‘above medium accuracy’ categories of mass that
now exist in the wonderful world of international metrology.
I had seen many of these certificates issued by recognised metrology laboratories, but this was
issued by the scale maker who also serviced the business’s weighing equipment. The factory

manager said he needed higher accuracy test weights to comply with his Quality Assurance scheme
and his contractor offered to calibrate and certificate his set, for a fee naturally. I looked in the
adjusting holes and perceived no sign of delicate adjustment (which, ironically, is normally carried
out with a chisel and large hammer). I smelled a rat, but being a contractor I could ill afford
diversions from achieving my allocated targets. Nonetheless I decided to get the weights into the
local metrology lab for testing. Surprise! Surprise! The weights turned out to be well outside the
claimed tolerances and, therefore, completely useless for the required purpose.
An enquiry followed; which was carried out by another officer so as to not distract me from my
routine inspections. It transpired that the scale maker (more scale seller) had no proper weight
adjusting facilities and had made all that M1 stuff up. They didn’t, in the event, prosecute on the
grounds that he was “a bit of an idiot” and they didn’t fancy having to explain the arcane concepts
involved to a bench of lay magistrates.
Diana’s stories however made me realise the scale maker was simply carrying on a long and
dishonourable tradition! John Knights (ps. competent, honest and upright scale makers are also
available).

Whom did I think I was kidding?
I’ve had a bit of a telling off by member John Stannard who feels (correctly) that I misrepresented
the wartime Home Guard in Edition 15. The service, in reality consisted not only of those unable to
serve in the forces through age or infirmity but was also manned by civilians who were engaged in
so called reserved occupations. Some work was considered too valuable to the country for those
engaged in it to be sent into the military but many of these people also ‘did their bit’ in the Home
Guard when not doing their day job. In the Dads’ Army series this was recognised and people such
as farmers were shown as members of the platoon. Most of the humour, however, was derived from
the activities of the older members.

Summer Meeting

On 18th July a number of members headed off to the Forest of Dean in the west of England, to visit
the Rural Museum run by members John Wintour and Mark Haines. We were let loose among
the extensive collection, excellently displayed in the farm buildings that have been adapted for the
purpose. Many of our number have been to the collection before but it was my first visit and I was
suitably impressed by what has been achieved. Not only has a vast quantity of material been
acquired but many of the pieces are of some quality and rarity and it’s nice to see these safely
collected by people who appreciate them.
As the weather was, initially, a bit British (wet) a few impromptu talks were given. Norman Biggs
spoke about early iron weights and was able to produce many excellent examples from the
collection to illustrate his words. David Apps
entertained us with an insight into the weird and
wonderful world of the scrap metal trade, in which he
worked and which led him to an interest in the weights
that, sometimes, came out of the mincer intact.
Diana Crawforth- Hitchins had been trawling through
old court reports and gave us a catalogue of crimes and
dirty doings by 19th century scale makers, who seemed
to be a particularly lawless bunch.
The in-house catering was magnificent and after an all
too brief a visit we waddled off into the afternoon
sunshine that had mercifully appeared, vowing never to
eat again. John Knights
A few of the visitors to the Rural
Museum. This photograph is clearly taken
before lunch as some of the company are
still able to stand!

