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Less than they bargained for! 

 
Sorry to be banging on about Bargain Hunt again. I really should get out more! It’s something of a 

guilty pleasure that is, regrettably, mildly addictive to an antiques fair nut. It does yield the odd little 

nugget of useful knowledge and the 

occasional opportunity to gloat 

when they get it horribly wrong. 

One item picked out for mention 

was the little copper clad container 

shown left. This was described as 

being a dry measure, presumably of 

some age that was used, by a grocer 

to dispense grain or pulses. A value 

of up to £150 was ascribed to this 

dubious item. The body is of 

coopered construction, which is 

good; the shape is that of a 

truncated cone, which is less good 

but the turned handles and over 

exuberantly  chased copper 

sheathing clearly identify it as a 

modern piece of repro tat that has 

never seen a bean or pea in its short 

existence. 

 We’ve all seen the copper haystack 

measures, with the lead plug bearing the fictitious regal cipher HR, which appear on stalls and 

websites with monotonous regularity and this item appears to be of a similar ilk. The distinctly 

Scandinavian crown is flanked by H and lV, indicating an 

improbable date between 1366 and 1413 if relating to Henry lV 

(parts 1& 2) of England. As the programme was filmed in 

Edinburgh, one could consider Scottish monarchs, but I’m unaware 

of any HlV monarchs from there. If the Scandinavian angle is looked 

at, we have a couple of HlV Norwegian kings, albeit from the 12
th

 

and 13
th

 century so I’m just about persuaded that this item began life 

not long ago in a galaxy far away.  

 
That’s not a dry measure! This is a dry measure! Zero bling, no 

crowns, marks or denomination, merely a hunk of tree gouged into a 

crude double measure. A pintish quantity at one end and a half at the 

other (probably a heaped measure), it’s of indeterminate age but 

probably pre-dates the more sophisticated lathe turned versions.    



 

Another programme in the 

series featured the item 

illustrated left. It was 

identified as a cased steelyard 

poise, a diagnosis with which I 

would not argue (except to the 

extent that the thing is likely 

to be brass rather than bronze 

as vouchsafed).  The presenter  

however, then got a little 

fanciful and suggested this 

poise had medieval credentials 

possibly dating from the 13
th

 

or 14
th

 century, given that it 

looked a bit rusty. 

I am no expert in early English 

metal working but the thing 

has a distinctly 19
th

 century 

look to my untutored eye. I 

would further suggest that it 

probably emanates from ‘fin 

de siècle’ France, or 

thereabouts, rather than the land and time of Chaucer. 

 

Burghley Credible 
I recently visited Burghley House, an impressive pile that stands indecisively on the borders of 

Lincolnshire and Cambridgeshire. Built by William Cecil in the 16
th

 century, it is now famous as a 

venue for Three Day Eventing, a kind of Jeux Sans Frontières on horses, whose main attraction (for 

me) is the prospect of posh people being dunked in muddy water. 

We were getting the conducted tour; and having viewed innumerable painted ancestors, shed loads, 

as they say in polite society, of rococo 

furniture and a ludicrous 300lb solid silver 

wine cooler, I was beginning to suffer from 

culture overload and sore feet. 

I then spotted that one of the high doors 

between the ostentatiously decorated rooms 

was held open by a somewhat elaborate door 

stop (left). 

We poor folk (or plebs as we are now known )  

have been known to use a tatty old iron 14lb to 

prop open a recalcitrant door but clearly, in 

these elevated circles, something grander is 

called for. My knowledge of shield shaped 

weights is limited but the example shown does 

seem to be an impressive one. Photography in 

the house is of course, not permitted (damage 

to pictures, fabrics, tapestries etc) so a little 

illicit snapping (in the finest ISASC tradition) 

was required to get this shot. John Knights 



 

Wartime Weighing 

                                                                                
In edition 15 we had a 

feature on the dodgy filmic 

representation of weighing in 

a Japanese prisoner of war 

camp. Vernon Denford 

followed up the theme by 

drawing attention to the life 

story of one Sir Edward 

‘Weary’ Dunlop, an 

Australian doctor who spent 

time in a POW camp after 

the fall of Java in WW2. 

In the camp’s rudimentary 

hospital efforts were made to maintain the health of prisoners in the harsh conditions and, among a 

host other improvised medical devices, a steelyard was manufactured to weigh patients. The device, 

made largely of wood was recorded in a contemporaneous drawing by Stanley Gimson (above) 

which appears in Dunlop’s autobiography The War Diaries of Weary Dunlop. Thanks Vernon!  

 

Rail-Weigh 
Railway man Gordon Maslin has been spreading the word in Heritage Railway Magazine (below). 

Examples of most things railway are pretty well preserved, in the UK these days at the various 

heritage lines that exist across the nation. Weighbridges and other weighing machines were 

important to the railways but are perhaps now viewed as peripheral pieces of equipment that can all 

too easily disappear (see the tale of the Norwich platform machine in edition 15). It’s nice to see 

that Gordon is doing his bit to raise awareness of these wonderful pieces of equipment among his 

fellow ferroequinologistes.  



‘The moving finger writes and having writ, moves on to write another bit!’ 

(Benny Hill) 
 

 

 

Whilst in the west to attend the summer meeting we popped over to Hereford. The Cathedral was 

shut so we ended up at the Cider Museum (oh yes there is!). Displayed among the rustic apple 

squashing paraphernalia there was a nice Avery platform (above) incorporating an early form of 

ticket printer as discussed at the spring meeting at Kegworth. Good to see it being properly 

preserved!  

The ability to record weighing results automatically, to avoid dyslexic humans writing the results 

incorrectly, was long sought by inventors. It was quite a difficult thing to achieve in the analogue 

age and even harder in the non self-indicating days. Norman Biggs referred to some early efforts at 

the April meeting and in her trawlings through patent documents Diana Crawforth-Hitchins has 

dug up some early references to others.  

  Patent 6567 of 27 Feb 1834, Robert Hendrick Goddard for certain improvements in the 

construction of weighing machines and the mode, manner or method of ascertaining, registering & 

indicating the number of operations or quantity of work performed by weighing, measuring or 

numbering apparatus or machines. (me neither!) 

Patent 6652 of 26 July 1834, Pierre B G Dubac for an improved machine for weighing with the 

means of keeping a register of the operation of the instrument.  

 Patent 12,514, of 19 March, 1849, Joseph Béranger of Lyons, for improvements in weighing 

machines.  This is a massive and complicated set of patents, which includes the employment of an 

apparatus "for marking down the weight of loads as they are weighed" almost as an afterthought. 

 In the Great Exhibition of 1851, Beranger showed a weighing machine which registers, on a sheet 

of paper, the weight of every article weighed.  

Having suffered the inadequacies of many a dodgy mechanical printer during my working life it 

would be nice to know how well or badly these devices operated. 

 

 

 

Judge for Yourself! 

 
            We received an interesting query, via the US Society, from an Italian Art Historian who had been 

studying a 15m high oil painting of ‘The Last Judgement’ by the 16
th

 century Italian artist Jacopo 

Tintoretto in the Church of Santa Maria dell Orto in Venice (below left). Rather amazingly (and 

gratifyingly) this gentleman picked out a depiction of the balance of St Michael for comment and 

 



query. He noted that the balance on the left hand side of this somewhat ‘busy’ picture had pans in 

the form of rings (below right) and he thought this was a little unusual, if not impractical. He 

naturally thought that members of ISASC were the go-to-guys for illumination on the technical 

vicissitudes of Renaissance and Celestial metrology, so he shot off an email to our American 

cousins. 

            I had to agree that scale pans with big holes in the middle were a bit bonkers but not being well 

versed in 16
th

 century balance construction was unable to offer any explanation. Other, more 

sagacious, members were also consulted who, hopefully, may have had something more useful to 

offer our interlocutor and thus, confirm our reputation.  

            If anyone has any information they can usefully offer I’m sure all would be grateful!  

 

    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           Autumn Meeting 
            A few of the faithful trudged to South East Hertfordshire to assemble at Theobalds Park on October 

22
nd

. For me it was an interesting choice of venue as the park had once been the site of another 16
th

 

century home of the Cecil family (see Burghley House above) but after several transmogrifications 

is now a hotel with just a little of the Bates’ motel about it. We were housed in the newer corporate 

friendly part and actually had excellent facilities for our session. The theme was ‘Odd and Curious’ 

and presentations were given on bread weighing in the UK, French coin weights, eccentric schemes  
to decimalise the imperial system, grain testing and the last analogue scales produced by the Avery 

company. Diana Crawforth- Hitchins provided spectacular examples from her collection to illustrate 

some of the presentations and gave a heroic demonstration of a determination of the hectolitre 

weight of a sample of grain. It was an enjoyable day in new and interesting surroundings. 



 

Commerce corner   

 
 

 

Management Committee Bulletin   2012-02 
During the ISASC(E) Management Committee Meeting of 21.10.12 the following points were 

discussed: 

Trevor Chambers has agreed to conduct a recruitment drive, the first steps of which have already 

been initiated. The Committee expresses their sincere gratitude to him for volunteering to assist on 

this important matter.  

Tony Gosden has offered to help with the Society's website. Mike Sharpe will liase with him to 

pursue this further 

There have been no other volunteers coming forward. 

There have been 26 attendees for the 2012 AGM. This indicates that only around 10% of the 

membership have an active interest in meetings since the remainder of the attendees were either 

partners of actual members or Officers.  

Based on this the Committee has decided not to have a spring meeting in 2013.The next meeting 

will be the 2013 AGM and this will probably be held in September with the date and venue to be 

announced. 

Other activities of the Society (EQM, Fulcrum and the website) are well received and will be 

continued in the usual way 

The final audited accounts for 2011-12 were received, there were only very minor changes to the 

preliminary accounts. The membership (in terms of individual members) declined by around 20%. 

The financial situation of the Society remains basically unchanged. 

The Committee expressed their sincere thanks to the Treasurer and the Auditor for their efforts to 

produce the accounts.  
 

 

I have been approached by a Ken 

Gordon who lives in Northern 

Ireland who wants to sell his personal 

scale (left). The model was introduced 

in 1880 and was sold to doctors etc for 

patient weighing.  Initial contact via 

myself. Gordon Maslin 

Above left, a fine display of bread scales, 

illustrating David Fuller’s talk. 

 

Above right, the last analogue scales 

produced by Avery, as described by 

Peter Kerridge 


