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BFG!
Back in edition 20 we featured the ceremony held, annually, at High Wycombe in leafy
Buckinghamshire (re-imagined as Midsomer in a popular TV series where the affluent locals are
regularly murdered in improbably large numbers) Local politicians are weighed to check that they
have not been living high on the hog
during their term of office. The ritual
is said to go back to medieval times
but was, ironically, discontinued in the
17th
century
during
the
Commonwealth period, when you
might have thought the concept of
abstinence would have been at a
premium. It was re-introduced at the
end of the 19th century and continues
to this day as a method of keeping
their
politicians
from
getting
complacent.
I came across a
photograph of the ceremony as it was
in 1909. Here we see, not a politician
but one of the civic officials, the
macebearer being subjected to the
ordeal. It is not clear whether Mr
Edgerley (for it is he, rather than
Edward Vll) is being weighed at the
beginning or end of his term of office.
If at the end he has clearly not been
denying himself to any meaningful
degree as evinced by the 20st or so
indicated on the bar.
This ceremony is taking place in the
Guildhall, rather than out in the street
and the scale is an elegant Avery chair
weigher rather than the spring balance
featured in edition 20.

C’est magnifique mais ce n’est pas une pinte
I have to admit a guilty secret; I quite like the metric system! This is probably enough to get me
drummed out of ISASC but nevertheless it is true. The very heroic bonkersness of its creation,
during the fervour of the French Revolution, is enough to endear it to me despite any ideological,
technical or ‘being a bit French’ objections that may be cited against it. Admittedly, the one thing
the system does lack is the ‘human scale’ of the imperial system and other corporally based
metrologies. The main aim of Condorcet et al was to create a system based on an invariable
dimension and thus we end up with units of mass and volume that can be slightly uncomfortable to
mere mortals in their everyday life. This was referred to in the famous dystopian novel ‘1984’,
written by George Orwell in 1947. The metric system is part of the dystopia (surprise surprise) and
one old man, who remembers the pre Big Brother days, sums up his objections to the hero Winston
Smith who has ventured into a public house in the ‘Prole’ area.
‘I arst you civil enough, didn’t I?’ said the old man, straightening his shoulders pugnaciously.
‘You telling me you ain’t got a pint mug in the ‘ole bleeding boozer?’
‘And what in hell’s name is a pint?’ said the barman, leaning forward with the tips of his
fingers on the counter.
‘Ark at ‘im! Calls ‘isself a barman and don’t know what a pint is! Why, a pint’s the ‘alf of a
quart, and there’s four quarts to the gallon. ‘Ave to teach you the A, B, C next.’
‘Never heard of ‘em,’ said the barman shortly. ‘Litre and half litre – that’s all we serve.
There’s the glasses on the shelf in front of you.
‘I likes a pint,’ persisted the old man. ‘You could ‘a drawed me off a pint easy enough. We
didn’t ‘ave these bleeding litres when I was a young man.’
‘When you were a young man we were all living in the treetops,’ said the barman, with a
glance at the other customers.
There was a shout of laughter, and the uneasiness caused by Winston’s entry seemed to
disappear. The old man’s whitestubbled face had flushed pink. He turned away, muttering to
himself, and bumped into Winston. Winston caught him gently by the arm.
‘May I offer you a drink?’ he said.
‘You’re a gent,’ said the other, straightening his shoulders again. He appeared not to have
noticed Winston’s blue overalls. ‘Pint!’ he added aggressively to the barman. ‘Pint of wallop.’
The barman swished two half-litres of dark-brown beer into thick glasses which he had rinsed
in a bucket under the counter. Beer was the only drink you could get in prole pubs. The proles
were supposed not to drink gin, though in practice they could get hold of it easily enough. The
game of darts was in full swing again, and the knot of men at the bar had begun talking about
lottery tickets. Winston’s presence was forgotten for a moment. There was a deal table under
the window where he and the old man could talk without fear of being overheard. It was
horribly dangerous, but at any rate there was no telescreen in the room, a point he had made
sure of as soon as he came in.
“E could ‘a drawed me off a pint,’ grumbled the old man as he settled down behind a glass. ‘A
‘alf litre ain’t enough. It don’t satisfy. And a ‘ole litre’s too much. It starts my bladder
running. Let alone the price.’
On the other hand I was talking to the French lady who has the dubious privilege of trying to teach
me French conversation. As if having her language regularly massacred was not bad enough she
had been trying to make a Clafoutis from an American recipe downloaded from the internet. She
was deeply frustrated by the North American practice of using cups and parts of cups to measure
out the ingredients. ‘Pourquoi ils ne peuvent pas utiliser les grams comme tous les autres ?’
John Knights.

Blast from the past
Here is a ‘Tit Bits’
cartoon from the
1950s
making a
humorous comment
on the perceived
dishonesty of the
Butcher. This clearly
comes from a more
innocent age, as
waving a firearm
about
in
retail
premises today would
probably get you
taken out by the
SWAT team.

How many pints in a stone?
Here we see somebody else
being ceremoniously weighed.
In June 1955, Mr T.W.
Grimmer, the Mayor of
Hereford, in the west of
England,
attended
the
inauguration
of
new
weighbridges at the Bulmer
cider factory, then a mainstay
of that city. He was invited to
test the new equipment, in his
capacity as a Justice of the
Peace, as was permitted under
the Weights and Measures Act
of 1878. Afterwards he was
sat on a beamscale and was
weighed in cider. He was
found to weigh 124 pints (sic).
This allegedly equates to 11 stone 1lb.which worryingly suggests that the cider has the same sg as
water.

London Weighs
In the 1850s and 60s Henry Mayhew published a four volume tome entitled ‘London Labour and
the London Poor’ in which he described the various trades carried out by the ‘lower orders’ that
inhabited the vast Victorian metropolis.

The books describe a motley variety of occupations by the ‘street folk’ and some are so bizarre one
has to wonder whether the people he interviewed weren’t taking the mickey out of their middle
class interlocutor and giving him dubious information from time to time (snake swallowers and a
one legged Italian?).
One section describes the use of fraudulent weights and measures by costermongers, which seems
to have been a highly organised business in its own right.
Scales were apparently true for the most part but weights and measures were very often false and
described by the general term ‘slang’.
Fraudulent weights could be rented for a few pence a day. These were said to be ‘beaten out flat to
look large’, suggesting that they were made of lead, and were falsified at a rate of 4, 5, 6 or even
7oz to the pound.
In the case of measures there was an even more formal trade in fakes. The slang quart was a pint
and a half and the pint was three quarters or even half of a pint. The fakes were made by the
manufacturers who also made true measures. The false measures were skilfully made to look like
the just ones, by having thick or false bottoms etc, and were sold at 6d more (either because they
were a risky commodity to deal in or because they cost more to make). These could also be rented
for a few pence a day.
Fake dry measures made of bent wood were generally not sold but were often dealt with ‘in house’
by the user in what was referred to as ‘slop work’ or the ‘cutting system’. This involved removing
the base, which was fixed by nails and then reattaching it half an inch or so higher up the measure.
Some costermongers eschewed the use of permanently altered measures and relied upon sleight of
hand; placing fingers in the measure etc to under sell the buyer (‘I delight to do it with stingy
aristocrats’ bragged one trader who clearly took pride in his ability to manipulate an otherwise just
measure).
Some of the interviews included attempts at justification for the use of false weights and measures.
It was claimed for instance that quantity was falsified in preference to adulterating the food as this
would a much more reprehensible thing to do. Some said that they only falsified because others did
and there was even demand, by some traders, for an inspector to regularise the trade.
Others blamed the customer for demanding goods at an unreasonably low price. This however
resulted from the fact that traders sold short weight or measure at a cheaper price than those giving
correct quantity so the erstwhile honest trader felt obliged to compete by similar trickery; thus
making a somewhat circular and ultimately spurious argument.
Whilst this type of trickery is largely a thing of the past some of the arguments put forward to
justify the practices were still being spouted by some of the dodgy (and far more reprehensible)
financial geniuses who managed to wreck the economy in recent times (plus ça change.....).

Three, apparently, similar sized measures! The centre one is a full pint whereas the
left hand one holds a mere 16 fl.oz, having a false bottom some 1½ inches (4cm) from
the base. It is made to deceive.
The measure on the right is actually a legal ½ pint but disguised to pass for a pint.
Such measures are sometimes charitably, referred to as Landlords’ measures. When
offered ‘one for yourself’ by a generous customer, mine host could charge for a pint
and pour himself a half and keep the change (and also a clear head).

Pillory Talk
On a similar theme, left is a cartoon by
John Tenniel, who drew the somewhat
creepy illustrations for Alice in
Wonderland in 1866. The cartoon
appeared in Punch, also in 1866 as a
condemnation of ‘Rogues in Business’
who cooked their books and used false
weights and measures. I don’t think use of
the pillory or the nailing of bodily parts
was still part of the judicial system in
1866 but Mr Punch is clearly harking back
to an earlier day when disreputable
persons were subjected to such treatment,
to render them ’publicly infamous, that
all might avoid and refuse to have
dealings with them’.
The ‘nailees’ appear to be recognisable
people who presumably were in the news
for dodgy dealings at the time. It would be
interesting to identify them.
(All very barbaric, but I can think of one
or two people.........Editor)
Thanks to Norman Biggs who acquired
and supplied this interesting drawing.

Welsh Yarns
Jimmy Earle sent in the photograph
(right) which he acquired during a visit
to an erstwhile woollen mill near Flint
in North Wales. The premises are now
an outlet for fabrics etc but the yarn
scales, stuck up on a shelf clearly speak
of a time when manufacturing was
taking place.

Baking Mad
British television, when not infested
with antique programmes is currently
infested with cooking programmes
which is a little ironic given that most
people seem to regard Sainsbury’s
Gourmet Range as the height of
culinary chic.
One particularly popular avatar of this
genre is the BBC’s Great British Bake Off in which aspiring cake makers knock up patisserie,
apparently, in the middle of a field, only to have their efforts ripped to shreds by a bunch of
supercilious and extremely annoying judges. UK telly viewers are clearly inexorably drawn to cakes

and ritual humiliation in equal measure. I
suppose it’s slightly preferable to watching
people having their ears nailed to the wall.
Good baking requires accurate weighing, so a
publicity shot for the final of the contest could
be expected to feature a scale.
Such is the case in the picture shown (right)
supplied by Thomas Allgeier. Thomas noted
that whilst the photographers supplied the
young baking ladies with a little Roberval
counter machine they clearly forgot about the
weights (Thomas surmises that the workings
of such iron-age technology may be a bit of a
mystery to digitally fixated media types).
Thus, presumably in the interests of aesthetic
equilibrium, the goods scoop full of sugar is
rather pointlessly balance by a weights pan
full of glacé cherries.

Commerce Corner (Re-visited)

We’ve previously featured, in Fulcrum, a publication by
Brian George about John Sheldon Birmingham
Toymaker, pencil maker and silversmith (left).
This book would be of interest to many in ISASC,
especially those who favour postal related items.
We have been contacted by the author who reminds us
that the book is still available and is now being offered at
the bargain price of £7.00, postage free to buyers in UK,
£1 to Europe and £2.00 to USA.
The publication is available from the author whose email
address is
george@bands232.fsnet.co.uk

News From the Holy Land
We have received a communiqué from our Middle East
correspondent Lionel Holland who wishes ISASC
members to know about an open source web site called
academia.edu which publishes academic papers in all
fields of study. Material on this site can be freely
accessed and downloaded. Lionel has uploaded most of
his metrological and numismatic writings, including an
updated version of his monograph entitled Weights and weight-like Objects from Caesarea
Maritima. Those with an interest in ancient systems of metrology will be familiar with Lionel’s
activities in this area of study from pieces featured in EQUILIBRIUM and will doubtless be
grateful that his oeuvre is now available in such a readily accessible source.

