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Old Weighbridges 

Or in this case a not so old, but sadly derelict weighbridge, 

set in the remoteness of the Yorkshire Wolds. This 

headwork, by Avery, was a great piece of design that lasted 

for many years from its introduction in 1929. One fifth of 

the machine’s capacity was on the dial with the rest being 

accessed by a system of ‘drop weights’ in the cabinet. 

Other makes used similar systems but most seemed rather clunky (although often more amusing in 

a Heath Robinson kind of way) compared to the elegant Avery design. This particular weighbridge 

survived the trauma of metrication and ended its life as a 40000kg machine. For once, it’s nice to 

see the graffiti (above left), which cheers up an otherwise dismal image. 

Some guys have all the luck   
Here we see a 

couple of lucky 

lads bagging up 

bird guano on 

Bird Rock 

Island off the 

coast of 

Namibia. Using 

the ubiquitous 

Avery 3901 
model platform 

they are 

weighing up the 

guano into 50kg 

sacks. Guano, consisting of dried bird droppings was a highly 

valued natural fertiliser, over which wars were fought, and about 

which erudite pamphlets were written (right), in which the qualities 

of various guanos are compared, much as fine wines might be considered. The industrial production 

of nitrogenous fertilisers eventually came along, a field in which Norwegians have always been 

particularly big. This seems a little odd until one learns of the activities of one Kristian Birkland 

who developed an early (somewhat hazardous) process for extracting nitrogen from the air using 

electric discharges. This process gave rise to the Norsk Hydro Company, now an international 

industrial giant. Interestingly he developed his process merely as a means of funding his research 

into the Aurora Borealis, which dominated his, ultimately, somewhat tragic life. The need for ‘poo’ 

based fertilisers was thus reduced but clearly not totally eliminated.  

 

 



 

Weird weights 
These weights (left) were seen at the IACF Fair at 

Newark, England in June 2010. They appear to be 

ordinary 1lb flat circular iron weights, which have 

had the denominations removed, leaving an empty 

cartouche in the centre. 

Look Alikes 
The Gunmetal spherical standard is one of the most 

prestigious collectors’ items, although well above the aspirations of many of us. The form, long 

abandoned for standards in favour of the clinically pristine austenitic cylinder, has however been 

retained in the fashionable field of keeping fit. Iron is ‘pumped’ in various forms, and is now often 

vinyl coated, to look less austere. The so called ‘kettle bell’ is one such piece of apparatus (so I’m 

told) and looks suspiciously like the good old gunmetal globe (see above). 

More Stuff Being Weighed, West and East 
Here we see a nice picture from pre war Lincolnshire (England) showing potatoes being weighed up 

into cwt hessian sacks, The scale is a typical ‘Fenland’ deadweight rigged up with its sack holding 

funnel to allow easier filling. The potatoes are being removed from the grave or clamp in which 

they have been stored to protect them from the frost. The potatoes are being riddled to remove 

undersized items and debris before being weighed up on the 

scale (right). This method was still in use up until the 1970s, 

after which, bulk handling methods were used on the farm. 

The bagging up then took place in packing plants using 

more automated weighing systems. The odd deadweight can 

still, however, be found lurking in 

these hi-tech establishments to 

checkweigh, repack broken bags etc. 

  Below is a nice old postcard from 

Japan showing rice being weighed. 



The card dates from the early part of the 20th century but the scene has an almost medieval look 

about it. The scale is a steelyard 

with a wooden shank and single 

poise, of a type found in various 

parts of the Far East (below). We 

tend to think that the Japanese 

adopted Western practices fairly 

voraciously at the end of the 19
th

 

century but this card suggests 

that traditional methods of 

weighing were still being used 

into the 1900s.    

Sur le continent 
Last November, while sliding 

around in the snows of Krakow, 

Poland, Julie Davey took time to 

record this rather stylish platform 

machine (lower right) in a tavern where it appeared to be 

used to weigh beer barrels. It has a nice double 

pendulum 

resistant, 

reminiscent of 

the Berkel 

‘lollipop’ 

person 

weigher once found on 

many a seaside 

promenade. 

Sexton Blakes 
Also seen at Newark 

(sadly) a tent full of 

reproductions. 

Amongst the Staffy 

dogs and garish 

figurines it was 

surprising to see a load of dodgy Parnall ceramic plates (left). 

The originals were supplied to Grocers and used to display loose 

butter, lard etc (I’m somewhat dubious about the ‘Pure Cheese’, 

‘Cracking Cheese’ surely!). The ‘repros’ were being offered by 

the box full at £22 each. Harmless enough perhaps, but sometime 

down the line they are quite likely to end up being offered 

individually as genuine pieces of retail memorabilia. 

Beware!  

Railway 

Weigh Tables 
Further to earlier 

references to the 

Ashford weigh 

tables, here (right) 

is a picture of a 

‘Locomotive 

weighing machine’ as it was called in 1903, taken from the 

pages of the Monthly Review of the Incorporated Society of 

Inspectors of Weights and Measures. So at least we know 

what it should look like when it’s all reassembled. 

 

A genuine (rather battered) Parnall 

Plate being offered, somewhat 

optimistically, at £68 



From the Spring Meeting; (1) Some rare and beautiful 

scales exhibited by Rene Vannieuwerburgh, visiting 

from Belgium.   

(2) Excerpt from a very early (c 1820) advertisement for 

scales by George Medhurst, illustrating the talk by Diana 

Crawforth Hitchins. 

The Holdaway Collection 
Richard Holdaway reports that a number of members have contacted him and picked over his 

goodies (they can’t touch you for it). Many of the nicer pieces and much of the literature have now 

been successfully re-homed. A certain amount remains and contact is still invited from anyone 

interested in examining any of the items. Thereafter the residue is likely to go to the antique trade or 

into general auction so this is your last chance to obtain a bargain and a memento of our erstwhile 

friend and colleague. 

Society  Meetings 
About 35 members gathered at the Royal Arms, Sutton Cheney, on April 17.  We admired some 

splendid displays and bourse tables, and heard illustrated presentations from several members, 

including Barry Oliver, Frances and Howard Simmons, Charles Sait, Brian Brass, Diana Crawforth-

Hitchins, Tony Gosden, and Thomas Allgeier.  The presentations generated lively discussions, and 

we all went away with lots of interesting and useful information.   

 
 

 

 

The Autumn Meeting will be held 

at the Yew Lodge Hotel, Kegworth 

on Sunday October 23.  This  

will be a full meeting of the society, 

with bourse, displays and 

presentations.   The Annual General 

Meeting will also take place on that 

1 

2 



day, and the Secretary will be circulating 

the relevant documents.  This year we also 

have the triennial elections; please see the 

item headed ‘Volunteers’ for the current 

state of play. 

Which reminds me! 
The photograph on the right was taken in 

1970 in a Berkshire scrap yard. It was not 

possible to get too close a look, given the 

inevitable presence of the large slavering 

hell-hound on a somewhat overlong chain, 

but the machine appears to bear a passing 

resemblance to the so called ‘Double 

Scales’ (below right) in the above George 

Medhurst advertisement. J Knights 

Janet Scarratt 
Many members will have heard that Janet 

was admitted to hospital just before our 

meeting on April 17. At the time of writing 

(a few days later) the news is good, 

although Janet will remain in hospital for a 

little while longer.  I’m sure everyone will 

join in hoping that Janet will have a restful 

convalescence and a speedy recovery. 

Norman Biggs  
 

Management Committee Bulletin   

2011-01 
During the ISASC(E) Management 

Committee Meeting of 16.03.11 the 

following points were discussed. 

Two volunteers have been identified for the 

following Officer's positions: Mike Sharpe 

is prepared to take over from Ken Govier as 

Treasurer and Frances Simmons is prepared 

to stand as Meetings Secretary. The post of 

Membership Secretary is still looking to be 

filled on the occasion of Michael Robinson 

standing down in October. In addition, we 

are also looking for people who can help 

with publications and their production as 

well as recruitment of new members. 

Contact Norman Biggs or Thomas 

Allgeier for information. 

Continuously increasing costs will make it 

harder for the Society to balance its books. 

The Committee is looking into ways to save 

money for distribution of publications and 

will review the subscription rate in this 

light. We will also introduce a Paypal-based system for subscription payments by the end of 2011. 

You may be aware of certain items of dubious authenticity being traded on Ebay. To distance 

ourselves from such activities and to assist people identifying such fakes guidance notes have been 

uploaded to our website. 

ISASC (US) has invited us to participate in their 2012 (May) convention. Any member wishing to 

travel to the US for this purpose should contact Norman Biggs. 

Thomas Allgeier. 



Invitation to the ISASC 2012 Convention in Pittsburgh 
We have received a formal invitation for ISASC(E) members to participate in the American 

Chapter’s Annual Convention in 2012.  A similar invitation has been sent to the Mass & Gewicht 

society in Germany. 

The convention will be held from May 17 to 21 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Visitors may wish to 

take part in additional activities during the periods immediately before and after the meeting, but 

this is optional. The total cost will of course depend on individual options and the cost of flights. As 

a very rough guide, a figure in the region of $3000 for two people is suggested.  

The ISASC(E) committee strongly encourages members to take advantage of this splendid 

opportunity to meet collectors from North America, and see some of the wonderful sights in 

Pennsylvania. Several of our members have attended these conventions in the past, and they will be 

happy to pass on details of their experiences.  

At this stage, it would be helpful if anyone who is contemplating going, however tentatively, would 

tell the Secretary. By the end of June we should like to give the organisers in the USA an idea of the 

level of interest among ISASC(E) members. Copies of the invitation and the provisional schedule 

for the convention can be obtained from the Chair or the Secretary.  

 

Volunteers! 
In March every year the Committee of ISASC(E)  meets to review the state of the Society. This 

year the meeting was especially significant, since we have known for some time that three stalwarts, 

Janet Scarratt, Michael Robinson and Ken Govier, will be standing down later this year, after many 

years of service to the Society.   We shall pay tribute to them at the AGM in October.  

Fortunately continuity is assured, since David Apps, Diana Crawforth-Hitchins, Jaap Visser, and 

John Knights have agreed to continue in their current roles, and Thomas Allgeier and myself will 

carry on as Secretary and Chair.  (All this is subject to the elections at the next AGM, of course!)  In 

addition, Mike Sharpe has agreed to take over as our Treasurer, and Frances Simmons as our 

Meetings Secretary, so I am confident that the Society’s affairs will be in good hands. 

Nevertheless, if the Society is going to flourish there remains a pressing need for more willing 

helpers.  We have identified three areas where help will be most welcome.  They are: 

membership, recruitment, and the production of materials for publication and circulation. 

The details of these activities will be worked out with the persons concerned, when volunteers 

are forthcoming. If you feel able to devote a little time to ISASC(E), you can be assured that 

we will make every effort to ensure that your contribution will be rewarding and not too 

onerous. I shall be delighted to hear from you, by phone or email. Norman Biggs 

Dr Peta Buchanan (1936-2011) 
ISASC members will feel the loss of our foremost researcher into the background history of scale-

making, Peta Buchanan.  Peta wrote her doctorate on Precision Balances in 1982 but, as a bulky 

tome, it was not published.  Peta did not publish many articles in her own name, but she contributed 

massively to the articles by others.  Her deep knowledge of inventories, wills, organisation and 

government of London, and her passion for sharing her knowledge, have invested many articles 

with details that nobody else could have supplied. 

Barry Oliver, Joan Waters and Diana Crawforth-Hitchins represented ISASC at her funeral, and did 

their best to convey to the other mourners their respect and love for Peta. Diana Crawforth-

Hitchins 

______________________ 

 

Members are reminded that contributions to Fulcrum are always welcome. FULCRUM, in 

addition to carrying reports of Society business is also a vehicle for ephemera, member 

reminiscences, funny stories and other light-hearted pieces that members will (hopefully) find 

interesting.  

Please send contributions, by any convenient method (we are not ‘snail mailist’) to John 

Knights, whose details are shown in the Membership List. Editor   

 


