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A shop display card from the early 1950s showing the iconic giant block-setting crane.
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The revised Meccano chassis based on the Bentley ‘silent sports car’ of 1933, the only new Supermodel leaflet to be prepared especially for the blue and gold set L (see page 45). Demonstration model built by the author.
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A typical shop display card from the 1960s showing industrious Meccano civil engineers constructing a famous bridge.


INTRODUCTION

THE STORY OF MECCANO is the story of five generations of boys who found enjoyment in a toy that taught the principles of mechanics and enabled them (and a few girls) to make things that really worked. It is a story that reflects the development of technology for almost a century. In 1900 Great Britain was a world power and an industrial nation that exported to a worldwide empire. Its industrial success was largely based upon the principles of mechanical engineering and steam power. The motor car was about to change society, as the railways had done fifty years earlier; electricity was an embryonic technology, but civil and mechanical engineering were transforming the world. Around 1900, when Frank Hornby had the idea of a constructional toy to amuse his two young sons, he visualised an educational toy that would enable them to understand the principles of engineering and make engineering famous to millions of other boys worldwide.

‘Meccano’ has entered the dictionary as a term in common usage, even though it is no longer the everyday toy that once almost every boy owned. Parents wanted their sons to become responsible, useful citizens with worthwhile, productive careers, and were persuaded by subtle advertising that their boys needed only Meccano to become successful engineers. This is the story behind the illustrations on Meccano instruction books and set boxes of the 1940s and 1950s, showing a pipe-smoking father looking over his sons’ work with obvious approval.

Frank Hornby was born into a middle-class Victorian family in 1863 and educated at the Liverpool High School for Boys, a mechanics institute founded for the training of engineers. As a young man he would have seen the prosperity of Great Britain and would have been impressed by the achievements of great engineers such as I. K. Brunel. The late nineteenth century was an age of previously unprecedented engineering achievement. Hornby considered a career in engineering but this apparently did not suit him and he was sent into business by his family. His father being a provisions wholesaler, Frank would probably have begun his career with the family business. He eventually became chief cashier for David Hugh Elliott, a Liverpool shipping merchant, but he always retained an interest in engineering, and, while on a train journey, he had an idea for an educational toy to teach boys the principles of mechanical engineering. Thirty years later, when writing the story of his invention in the Meccano Magazine, he recalled the occasion:
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The evocative cover designed by W. H. Pinyon for Meccano instruction manuals in the 1950s.

One snowy Christmas Eve I was making a long railway journey and as I sat in my corner seat my mind was as usual turning over new schemes for my boys’ enjoyment. At that time we were experiencing trouble in our little workshop through lack of a number of small parts for building a splendid model crane… I felt that what was required was parts that could be applied in different ways to many different models and that could be adjusted to give a variety of movements…

The invention was not totally original, as other toy construction systems had been made, but Hornby’s had the key characteristic of using interchangeable metal strips that could be bolted together through holes spaced at fixed intervals, enabling strong and rigid structures to be easily built. The key feature of the invention was a standard building unit of a ½-inch-wide metal strip, with fixing holes spaced every ½ inch along the length of the strip. Hornby also realised the value of having an odd number of holes, thus providing a central fixing point, and so the strips were initially produced in three lengths: 2½ inches, 5½ inches and 12½ inches. Using elongated holes on angle pieces enabled adjustment to be made when joining strips and girders together. The standard dimensions of the pieces and the use of 5/32-inch BSW (British Standard Whitworth) nuts and bolts have remained unchanged to this day.

Following the advice of his employer, D. H. Elliott, Hornby patented his invention. Some years later, he recalled the setting of his first patent:

I claim that Meccano is the original application of the basic principles of engineering to a metal constructional or mechanical toy. It was on this basis … that I obtained the first patent for my invention, on 9th January 1901. (Meccano Magazine, 1932)
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Mechanics Made Easy instruction book, c. 1906. (Courtesy of James G Gamble.)

In this way was invented the toy that would change Frank Hornby’s life and the lives of many boys in the twentieth century, and that created a world of engineering in miniature.

From that initial idea and the invention of a small range of parts, the Meccano system developed into a comprehensive range of sets over the next eighty years. The range of parts, some highly specialised, expanded to enable increasingly complex models to be built. The basic principles would remain the same but the presentation of the parts and sets would change dramatically. Parts were initially tin plated, then nickel plated; the introduction of painted parts in the mid-1920s was followed by changes in colour scheme, reconfiguration of sets, and a gradual reduction in the range and size of sets until the collapse of British Meccano in 1979.
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A crane similar to the example in Hornby’s original patent and showing the first type of ‘Meccano’ parts.
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Meccano No. 1 outfit of 1908, showing the new design of carton and instruction manual.


‘MECHANICS MADE EASY’ TO ‘MECCANO’: 1901–8

INITIALLY CALLED ‘Mechanics Made Easy’, the first sets of 1901 had a very limited range of parts. At first, all the parts were bought in, manufactured by other firms, and throughout these early years the strips and girders were very crudely made. (High-quality production did not begin until Hornby moved to the new factory in Binns Road, Liverpool, in 1914.) However, Hornby realised that packaging and presentation were vital to the success of his products, and so the tins containing the parts were attractively tin-printed.

By 1904 the range of parts had expanded to include girders and gear wheels. There were three main boxes, A, B and C, and a box of accessories, C1. The outfits were expensive: the smallest set, Box A, was priced at 8s 6d, when the average weekly wage for a skilled engineer was around £2 to £2 10s. However, through astute marketing, building on the educational aspirations of middle-class families, and capitalising on his contact with a Liverpool University professor, H. S. Hele-Shaw, Mechanics Made Easy established a foothold in the developing British toy market.

At some time before 1904 Hornby developed a marketing strategy that served extremely well for the next seventy years. Each set was complete in itself and associated with a group of models described in the instruction manual. The outfits were also progressive: the A set could be converted into a B set by the purchase of a connecting outfit, A1. These ‘accessory’ outfits (later becoming 1a, 2a, etc.) enabled nearly every household to own a Meccano set and encouraged boys to dream of gradually acquiring the largest set through birthday and Christmas presents.

Until 1905, even the largest box, C, priced at £1 4s 6d, did not contain large quantities of parts, and so the models in the manuals were relatively elementary. The first model-building competition, advertised in the Model Engineer in 1904, provided a range of new and more advanced models. Entries to the competition included models of famous Victorian structures such as the Forth Bridge, the original of which was built entirely of steel and completed in 1890. This was an ideal subject for a Meccano model and Hornby was greatly impressed by the model entered by Bedford Grammar School. To enable it to be built, he extended the number of sets to include the first ‘super’ outfit, the massive E box.
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An early Mechanics Made Easy set, set A. Note the attractive tin printing, with the inclusion of Elliott’s name and the James Street address. (Courtesy of James G Gamble.)
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An example of the accessory box A1 for converting set A into set B. This principle was key to the success of Meccano, enabling boys to expand their set gradually into the largest. (Courtesy of James G. Gamble.)
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Box X was the first ‘starter set’, but, priced at 5s, it was still expensive.

Model-building competitions were a rich source of model plans and were a useful advertisement. Hornby used the prize-winning models to great effect in his advertising to inspire boys and their fathers to build larger and more impressive models – and so to purchase larger quantities of parts.

The 1906–7 manual illustrates the latest range of parts, most now with numbers, and includes a price list showing boxes A to E and a starter set, box X. Box X, contained in a cardboard carton, provided parts to make eight models and was priced at 5s; it was an early junior set.

In 1907 the business was sufficiently successful to support a move from its original premises in James Street to larger premises in Duke Street, Liverpool, enabling Hornby to set up a proper manufacturing facility. On 14 September in that year the tradename ‘Meccano’ was registered, but it was not until 1908 that the new company of Meccano Ltd came into being. Until then Hornby had been in partnership with his old employer, David Hugh Elliott – hence the monogram E&H (or Elliott & Hornby) on Mechanics Made Easy boxes. However, Elliott did not become a shareholder in the Meccano company, possibly because his health was failing.

The origin of the name ‘Meccano’ is unclear. Jim Gamble, in his book on Frank Hornby, recounts that various Meccano employees claimed that the word was invented by Hornby as a contraction of ‘make and know’, but he quotes Hornby himself: ‘I decided on the name because it was one that people of every nationality could pronounce.’
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The first set to carry the ‘Meccano’ title, the Kindergarten outfit of 1907, still with Mechanics Made Easy design parts.

The first set to bear the ‘Meccano’ name was the Kindergarten outfit, produced probably for Christmas 1907. The manual carried the title ‘Kindergarten Drawing Book’ and in brackets ‘Mechanics Made Easy’. Hornby continued to use the by then wellknown name ‘Mechanics Made Easy’ as a subtitle well into the Meccano era, not dropping it until 1911. The Kindergarten set, which remained on the market until 1910, continued the successful emphasis on education by encouraging children to draw out simple models on squared paper in the drawing book before construction. The parts were still of the same construction as Mechanics Made Easy parts – tinplate strips with folded edges.
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An early shop display card probably for the American market, c. 1910.
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