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Stamp of Approval 
Stamp collectors are even weirder than scale collectors 

but their collections do tend to take up less room! 

Although I’ve never quite seen the point of philately with 

its perforation-counting prissiness, I do like stamps as 

interesting pieces of social record. They are used to 

commemorate all manner of occurrences in a nation’s 

history. For example there are ones that record the change 

from driving on the left to the right hand side of the road 

in Sweden, Iceland, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Yemen 

which flag small, but significant, social changes that 

might otherwise be forgotten. Denmark issued an 

interesting stamp commemorating its metrology in 1983 

(right). The stamp commemorated the 300
th

 anniversary 

of the ordinance of 1683 which created the country’s first 

autonomous weights and measures system. The man 

largely responsible for the ordinance was Ole Rømer the 

greatest Danish astronomer to have his own nose (cf Tycho Brahe). Rømer was the first 

person to achieve a passably accurate measurement of the speed of light. This was achieved 

by astronomical observation and was a remarkable achievement in the 17
th

 century when 

most people didn’t even think light had a speed. The accuracy of his estimate was only 

bettered about two hundred years later, through terrestrial experiments; particularly that of 

Hippolyte Fizeau in 1849, whose measurement, using a rotating toothed wheel, came within 

5% of the now accepted value.   

 

More ‘Hunting Hokum’ 
With apologies to our members, not domiciled in the UK, who must wonder what Bargain 

Hunt is all about I have further gripes about this daytime TV programme which appears to 

have found the secret of eternal life. Every day we see two teams of two people sent out into 

an Antique Fair or Centre to buy ‘desirable’ collectibles with a view to profitable resale at a 

subsequent auction. There is clearly a flaw in this concept as Antique Fairs are essentially 

retailing operations and auction prices notoriously fail to meet even modest expectations 

(give or take the odd Van Gogh). This dichotomy is usually resolved by some rather 

unrealistic (and probably pre-arranged) price diminutions during the buying spree. The 

contestants seem to be chosen less for their knowledge of antiques and collectables but for 

their possession of a quirky back story (a Methodist lay preacher who has built his own 

 



To misquote the famous film line ‘That’s not a potato 

scale! This is a potato scale!’ Albeit one that has been 

retired to become decor in a somewhat twee farm shop 

just outside Newark in Nottinghamshire 

trebuchet etc). The teams are each accompanied by a professional antiques person (of whom 

there seem to be many) who advises on the wisdom of the purchases.  

When operating within 

their areas of expertise 

the advisors usually 

exhibit a degree of 

competence but 

unfortunately they will 

insist on straying outside 

of their zone of 

confidence with dubious 

results. 

In a recent edition a set of 

Fereday person weighing 

scales was discovered and 

ended up in the auction 

room. Throughout the 

process, based on no 

evidence whatsoever, the 

machine was described as 

a set of scales for 

weighing potatoes (a 

purpose for which it 

would be singularly 

unsuited) It has to be 

wondered why people ‘on 

the telly’ find it necessary 

to invent stuff rather than 

just admit they don’t 

know which is a perfectly 

legitimate course of 

action. 

(On the positive side this 

machine had managed to 

retain its poises, probably 

because they were 

screwed down).  

 

The Grain Measurers of Ghent 
Some of you may have been following my articles on the 

measuring of grain that have been featured in EQUILIBRIUM 

(for those who are actively avoiding following the said articles, 

beware the May edition!). In the course of my researches on 

this subject I came across the coat of arms of ‘The Grain 

Measurers of Ghent’. Despite this having the air of something 

dreamed up by the late great Beachcomber (cf The Anthology 



of Huntingdonshire 

Cabmen) I have to 

assume the guild was a 

genuine institution of 

this Flemish city in the 

16
th

 century.  

The coat of arms (right) 

is an interesting, not to 

say exotic, concoction. 

The central shield is 

divided with a lion 

rampant in chief and a 

(rather piddling) grain 

measure over two 

crossed wooden shovels 

below. The supporters 

are a wild man and a 

wild woman. 

The grain measure of 

Ghent was, I believe, the 

‘Muid’ consisting of 

634.8 litres (a very large 

unit) subdivided into 12 

Halsters of 53.65 litres. 

 

The wild man/woman is 

not unknown in coats of 

arms, not least, 

apparently, in the region 

of Flanders. The arms of 

the city of Antwerp, for 

instance, have these 

characters as supporters. 

(right). They are usually 

depicted holding rough 

clubs or tree branches. 

In the arms of the Ghent 

Grain Measurers the 

figures are depicted with 

what could be construed 

as somewhat rusticated 

striking rods  

The connection between 

the grain measurers of 

Ghent and the two 

savage creatures of the 

forest is not immediately apparent. 

 I was referred to as several unflattering things during my time in metrology enforcement but 

‘savage creature of the forest’ was not one of them. 

 



The Coat of arms of the City of Antwerp 

 

 

Cart Steelyards 
In Edition 24 we showed a 

photograph of the cart 

steelyard that stood outside 

the Blue Lion Inn at Kings 

Lynn in Norfolk England. 

The region of England known 

as East Anglia, consisting of 

the counties of Norfolk, 

Suffolk and Cambridgeshire 

is the place where these 

machines are the most 

recorded. Most of these are 

long gone with only those at 

Woodbridge Suffolk and 

Soham Cambridgeshire still 

‘in situ’. Norfolk examples 

are recorded. In addition to the one at Kings Lynn we know of examples at Norwich and 

Great Yarmouth. An interesting drawing of the latter is shown right, 

 

Sex doesn’t always sell! 
At the end of the 1960’s, the United Kingdom was geared up to decimalise its currency. New 

coins were being introduced to get people used to the idea, but unsurprisingly not all the 

population was overjoyed at the prospect. There was a degree of fulmination against the 

perceived tyranny of ten that was coming to 

supplant the familiar, but admittedly bonkers, 

old system. There had been a proposal to 

supplant the pound sterling with a new unit 

equivalent to the old ten shillings as this would 

have been more easily divided into one 

hundredths. This was eventually deemed a step 

too far and we ended up with a strange 

compromise that had an existing pound divided 

into 100 new pence (instead of 240 old 

pennies). The new penny actually had too large 

a value for the smallest coin in use at that time 

(there was already grave suspicion that 

decimalisation would be used as an excuse to 

inflate prices) so a ½ penny (not 0.5 penny) 

was added. This could only happen in the UK! 

There was much debate and media attention as 

the process rolled to its completion in 1971 

with much curmudgeonly whining by those 

who equated it to the end of civilisation. Many 

vowed they would continue to use pounds, 

shillings and pence but the way this would be 

achieved was not specified. One lady clearly 

thought she had cracked the problem as she 



A selection of the leaflets produced by the Metrication Board 

during the 1970’s to convince the British public of the advantages 

of the system. 

told a television interviewer ‘Oh! it won’t affect me. I’m moving to Basingstoke’  

In the furore, few realised that there was even worse to come. As we moved towards 

decimalisation and our membership of the European Economic Community there were also 

plans afoot to metricate our weights and measures! 

A Metrication Board was formed in 1969 (the year of the first moon landing. It’s sobering to 

reflect that the Americans went to the moon measuring in pounds per square inch, feet and 

nautical miles (yes nautical miles), looking at analogue dials, twiddling knobs and working 

things out on slide rules) and began to plan a smooth changeover in the various sectors that 

would have to alter their procedures. It first of all looked at non-consumer areas, so as not to 

frighten the horses, and these sectors were, for the most part, only too keen to get in tune with 

the rest of the world. The process thus proceeded fairly smoothly without any great public 

concern. Some wondered why their lengths of timber in the builders’ merchants were 

suddenly marked 0.9, 1.8 or 2.1 metres, but there was little impact as these were ‘soft’ 

metrications which meant the wood was still 3, 6 and 7 feet in length. 

As soon as things began to impact upon consumer transactions however a tide of public 

antipathy began to rise. So much so that when a new Government was elected in 1979 they 

decided to cave in to public pressure and, under the excuse of doing away with QUANGOs 

(Quasi-Autonomous-Non- 

Governmental-Bodies , so- 

called arms length 

organisations, set up to do 

the Government’s dirty 

work which they could 

then blame on somebody 

else), the Metrication 

Board was abolished. It 

was decreed that 

metrication, which had 

been useable on a 

voluntary basis since 1897, 

would have to hoe its own 

furrow in future. 

It didn’t stop the process, 

of course, as commercial 

forces dictated its 

continuance. Retail petrol 

sales were metricated in the 

1980’s simply because the 

oil companies were getting 

embarrassed about declaring the increasing price per gallon and looked to invoke the, 

conveniently, much smaller litre as the basis of the unit price. 

It did however delay matters somewhat and we didn’t finally get fully metricated until the 

21
st
 century, when it had to be done by legislation which the Government then tried 

desperately to pretend was nothing to do with them. The above poster was produced by the 

Construction Industry Training Board in 1969, to try and make the subject appealing. It 

may have worked on building site workers but I don’t think it convinced everybody. For one 

thing ‘36, 24, 36’ has a euphonious ring, missing in the metric equivalent ‘914, 610, 914’. It’s 

a bit like ‘I’d walk one million six hundred and nine thousand three hundred and forty 

four kilometres for one of your smiles Maaaamee!’  
 



More Decimal Doings 
During the run up to decimalisation in 1971 the UK enjoyed a weird mish-mash of coinage in 

circulation. The old coins were gradually being substituted by exact decimal equivalents. The 

one shilling coin was being replaced by the 5 new pence, the 2 shilling (or florin) by 10 new 

pence. We still had the sixpence (to be worth 2½ new pence), the half crown (12½ new 

pence) and the small copper coins which would have no equivalent values in the new system. 

In 1970 I was sitting in a Kardomah coffee shop, somewhere in London, next to two 

American ladies who were in the process of settling their bill. In those days a bill for lunch 

was probably less than £2 and they were staring bemusedly at the coins they had taken from 

their purses. 

The silver coins were marked variously in shillings and new pence and this was clearly 

causing confusion as they tried to work out the shillings and (old) pence which were still the 

currency of the land. In an effort to assist I pointed out that the coin marked 10 was worth 2 

shillings and the coin marked 5 was worth 1 shilling. Of course the coin marked Half a 

Crown was itself confusing as there was no mention of its current value of two shillings and 

sixpence (soon to be 12½ new pence). As I got into the copper things got worse. The funny 

twelve sided coin marked 3 pence was worth one quarter of the coin marked 5 pence which 

was also worth 12 of the copper coins marked 1 penny. In the end they left a £5.00 note 

(which was a lot of money in those days) and fled. 

Abroad is a foreign country, they do things differently there! 
Returning to the postage stamps it’s interesting to see these examples produced by Australia, 

New Zealand and South Africa, to celebrate their adoption of the metric system in the 1970’s. 

A far different 

approach from the 

general whinging 

and fulminating 

exhibited by the 

British when it was 

suggested we might 

like to get in line 

with the rest of the 

world (USA excepted 

of course! I believe 

that President Carter 

did attempt to start 

the metric ball 

rolling 

during his 

single term 

of office but 

this was discontinued by his successors). 

In the case of the 1962 Brazilian stamp (top right) 

they are actually celebrating the centenary of the 

adoption of the metric system in 1862.  

 

 


