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H. J. (Jack) Nesbit Jnr. of Young NSW with his
c. 1914 B&B JAP racer, built by Bennett and
Barkell, Ltd., Sydney. Photograph courtesy
Jack’s granddaughter Gail Macqueen.
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From the editor
Opening night, they say, makes or breaks a
show. Likewise, I suppose, the future of a
publication might be clear from the reception to the first issue. Let’s hope that is the
case, because the response to the fist issue
of Serpolette’s Tricycle has been terrific.
Particularly pleasing was the interest from
distant parts of the globe. The mailing list
for Number 2 has grown three-fold, and
now includes readers from every state and
territory of Australia, as well as New Zealand and 15 other countries: USA, Canada,
England, Ireland, Scotland, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain, Germany,
Austria, Norway, Sweden, Latvia and the
Czech Republic. Welcome all.
Of our readers, I wonder how many would
like to be branded a ‘veteran car person’ or
a ‘veteran motorbike person’? There is a
natural assumption that the ‘veteran car
person’ is interested in cars and the
‘veteran motorbike person’ is interested in
bikes, to the exclusion of all else. At
Serpolette’s Tricycle we’re going to head
down a slightly different path. By covering
early cars and bikes in about equal measure, and not avoiding the occasional diversion into aeroplanes (as in this issue) or
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motor boats (next month) or a commercial
vehicles, we hope to unify under an ‘early
motor’ banner, rather than spend too much
time counting wheels.
If you have ‘early motoring’ in your blood,
let’s hope you’d want to see Colin Smith
tackling a bush hill climb in the Semmering
Mercedes, or Jack Nesbit racing his Rudge
motorcycle through the snow at Yetholme,
or Maurice Guillaux lifting off from the waters of Sydney Harbour in Hordern’s sea
plane or Fred Cornwell speeding past in his
100-h.p. racing motor boat.
Or go back earlier still, and look at Mademoiselle Serpolette, sitting comfortably on
her motor tricycle with chassis, motor and
transmission all on display. Recognise that
some dreamed of paring the tricycle back
to make a manoeuvrable two-wheel ‘motor
bicycle’, while others thought of adding another wheel and seat at the front to make a
comfortable (and sociable) quadricycle,
that could be tidied up with some bodywork to make a neat little voiturette. Motor
car or motor cycle? We’re not that far
apart. Read and enjoy.
Leon Mitchell
Adelaide, June 2012

‘Mlle Serpolette will make one great
concession to the Australian sense of
decency by riding in skirts instead of
bloomers, but a rider going for records in skirts has about the same
chance of success as a swimmer undertaking, in heavy boots and a long
overcoat, to establish new figures for
100 yds.’
Touring with her motor tricycle in
1898, Mlle Serpolette provided many
Australians with their first experience of powered transport.
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Sublime Semmering
Early days of the 1909 17.3-litre Semmering Mercedes in Australia
It is Sydney, Australia, in the year 1909.
Your father has died, and you, the youngest
son at 18 years of age, find yourself with a
one third share in his estate, estimated at
£4,000,000. What to do?
Lebbeus Hordern faced just this scenario.
His father, merchant and ‘great Australian
businessman’ Samuel Hordern, had been
the President of the Automobile Club of
Australia at the time of his death, and
owner of ‘the largest and most powerful
motor boat yet launched in Australia’, the
locally designed and built 300-h.p. Bronzewing V. Clearly young Lebbeus Hordern
had motors and motoring in the blood.
What to do? Buy a car; but not just any car.
Within six months Lebbeus had taken delivery of what was undoubtedly the largest
and most powerful motor car in Australia at
that time: a 150-h.p. Semmering Mercedes.
Although outwardly similar to the famous
Mercedes Grand Prix cars of the period, the
Semmering Mercedes was built specifically
to tackle the Austrian hill climb of that
name. The Semmering course, still in tact,
rises 418 m over its 10 km length and in-
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cludes ten hairpin bends. Winning at Semmering required power, and the factory
(Daimler Motoren Gesellschaft of Cannstatt, Germany) delivered that by producing
what was said to be its largest-ever motor,

whose four 175 x 180 mm cylinders gave a
capacity of a staggering 17.3 litres. By comparison, the contemporary Mercedes Grand
Prix cars seemed modest at 12.8 litres. Successful at Semmering in 1908 and 1909, as
well as in various European sprint races,
the Semmering Mercedes would have been
every young man’s dream car in 1909.
Not too much is known about the arrival of
the car in Australia. Fortunately the Austra-
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machining, gear cutting, alloys, hardening
and grinding, but they did dabble with motor car sales – notice the Maudslay Cars
sign in the photograph. No mention has
been found of the Semmering in B. & R.
advertising, so it was likely imported to order specifically for Lebbeus Hordern. It
was, however, not the only Mercedes with
which B. & R. were involved. At the same
time that the Semmering was arriving they
advertised: ‘70-h.p. Mercedes, with two

bodies, in perfect condition. Undoubtedly
the finest touring car in Australia £950’. A
coincidence perhaps, or could this vehicle
have been part of the late Samuel Hordern’s fleet?
If little is known about the arrival of the
car, even less is known about Lebbeus Hordern’s period of ownership: no mention of
the car or its owner can be found in the period press after the Australian Motorist
photograph in March 1910. Indeed had not

Australian Motorist, February 1911

lian Motorist of March 1910 carried a photograph of the car (see previous page) with
the following caption: ‘150 h.p. Mercedes
Racing Model, July, 1909. Built for the Semmering Hill Climb, Germany [sic], 7½ miles
long; time, 6¼ minutes. Reported fastest
model in Europe. Cylinder bore, 175 mm.;
stroke, 200 [sic] mm. Weight, 26 cwt. Imported by the B. & R. Motor Co., for Sydney
buyer. Ignition, low tension magneto, overhead inlet valves. Speed gear ratio – 1st,
5.1 to 1; 2nd 2.25 to 1; 3rd, 1.5 to 1; 4th,
direct drive’.
The photograph shows two unidentified
men in the Semmering Mercedes (perhaps
Messrs Broadbent and Reaney, the principals of B. & R. – the driver looks too old to
be 19-year-old Lebbeus?) in front of the
rather ramshackle B. & R. works on Circular
Quay near the centre of Sydney. B. & R. advertising described their location as either
‘rear of’, ‘near’ or ‘opposite’ the Nord
Deutscher Lloyd Wharf or ‘opposite Pitt St.’,
which would place them somewhere in the
south western corner of the Quay. In the
present day this would represent prime real
estate, nestled between Sydney’s famous
bridge and opera house, but in 1910 neither was present and the area was a bustling industrial centre. B. & R.’s strengths
were in machine tool sales, motor repairs,
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twenty cars and chauffeurs at the same
time’. No period reference has been found
to verify this, but when Lebbeus married in
October 1912, by which time the Semmering had gone to a new owner, he and his
new wife took two cars on their honeymoon to Melbourne ‘for use of themselves
and their friends’. By May 1914 Lebbeus
had imported a Maurice Farman ‘Hydro-

Aeroplane’ (a sea plane), and the visiting
French aviator M. Guillaux was on hand
both to fly the plane from its base on Sydney Harbour and to teach Lebbeus to fly.
The period press carried colourful descriptions of the flights – said to have reached
an Australian-record 10,000 feet in altitude
– and a number of photographs of the Farman have survived in the collection of the

Do you feel 1914? M. Guillaux at the controls
of Lebbeus Hordern’s Farman hydro-aeroplane on Sydney Harbour in 1914. Photo
courtesy State Library of New South Wales
a128591

the car’s fifth owner Lyndon Duckett written to Australian Motor Sports in September 1947 outlining the car’s early history,
the link with Hordern may have been lost.
(An article by R. Shepherd in the July 1947
issue of the same magazine gave the first
owner as Mr C. Smith, but Duckett has
Smith as the second owner.) According to
Duckett, Lebbeus Hordern had ‘more than
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State Library of New South Wales.
Less well publicised were the ups and
downs of Lebbeus Hordern’s later life. At
the risk of being the first author in a veteran motoring magazine to refer readers to
the Australian Women’s Weekly (challenge,
anyone?) details of ‘a life of extraordinary
gaiety, interspersed with periods of domestic unhappiness, two marriages, a big divorce, adventures and travel all over the
world by land, by sea, and by air, years of
service in the Great War, all ending in a
tragic and mysterious death alone in the
very prime of his manhood and prosperity’
can be found in the issue of that fine journal dated 8 July 1933.
But back to the car. Duckett’s history of the
Semmering has the next owner as
‘millionaire Colin Smith, of Sydney’. Mr.
Smith not only used the car, but used it in
the very style of event for which it was designed and built. In February 1911, the
Automobile Club of Australia organised a
hill climb in the National Park, just south of
Sydney. While the severity of the climb of
Artillery Hill in no way matched that of the
Semmering course, Smith was keen to
unleash the beast on the hill, which he did
as described in an article in the Sydney
Morning Herald of 13 February 1911:

Serpolette’s Tricycle, June 2012

THE AUTOMOBILE CLUB.
MOTOR HILL CLIMB.
WON BY MR. L. PYE WITH A VAUXHALL.
There was a big muster of motor cars at
National Park on Saturday afternoon,
from the high-powered six-cylinder down
to the little runabout. The cause of the
gathering was the motor car hill-climbing
contest on the Artillery Hill, opposite
Audley, promoted by the Automobile
Club of Australia. There were easily over
100 cars on the road, in fact, the skipper
of Tom Ugly’s punt stated that over 106
cars had been carried over between the
hours of 11 a.m. and 4 p.m. On the home
journey the cars presented quite a picturesque sight. The authorities are duplicating Tom Ugly’s punt service, and, judging
by the amount of motor traffic, they are
not acting any too soon…
The conditions governing the contest
were as follow: - The competition to be
decided by points on the following formulae:– Time in seconds multiplied by
horse-power, divided by weight of car in
pounds. The horse-power to be decided
by the A.C.A. formulae. Weighbridge certificate, showing weight of car in touring
condition, with passengers taking part in
the competition, must be presented at
start. The entrant must be the bona-fide
owner of the car nominated. Each car
must carry at least two persons, one of

whom must be the nominator.
At the actual scene of the competition
there were many interested spectators
all the way up the hill, the grades of
which were given as follows:– 154 yds of
1 in 22½, 306 yds of 1 in 10 to 1 in 8, 176
yds of 1 in 10, 1 in 18, then 1 in 11, 243
yds of 1 in 7, 66 yds of 1 in 6½, 399 yds
of 1 in 7, 66 yds of 1 in 6, six turns in ascent. The surface of the hill was fair;
there was a patch of only about 100
yards that was a bit loose. The cars were
sent away well...
The highest-powered car in the contest,
Mr. Colin Smith’s 112.03-h.p. Mercedes,
took the hill at a great pace, scoring the
fastest time of the day, and, strangely
enough, was followed by Mr. E. S.
Turner’s 7.8-h.p. Renault, which took the
longest time, but scored well in the conditions of the competition, making fifth
place…

Mr. Smith in the Semmering Mercedes
made the climb in 85.4 seconds. The
‘winner’ L. Pye in a ‘19.71 h.p.’ Vauxhall
made the next fastest time of 126.8 seconds and fifth-place man E. S. Turner made
the slowest climb of the day in 377.8 seconds in the 7.8 h.p. Renault. Where did Mr.
Smith finish? Dead last, and by no small
margin. The Semmering was dealt with
harshly by the formula used on the day,
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A note about horsepower:
Three horsepower figures were in common use in Australia in 1911: the
‘nominal’ horsepower given to a vehicle by its manufacturer, the calculated ‘R.A.C. rating’ horsepower, and the ‘actual’ (measured) horsepower. Of cars available in Australia in 1910 deemed ‘12 h.p.’ by their
maker, R.A.C. ratings ranged from 11.5 h.p. (for a Standard, 68 mm bore)
to 17 h.p. (for a Star, 75 mm bore). Of four-cylinder cars, only those with
a bore of 2¾” (69.5 mm) would have an R.A.C. rating of 12 h.p.
Frequently the nominal and actual horsepower were both given: a vehicle in the ‘12 h.p. class’ producing 14 h.p. might be described as ‘12-14
h.p.’. The ‘A.C.A. formula’ for horsepower was rarely encountered. Presumably the Sydney-based Automobile Club of Australia preferred to
have its own formula for horsepower, and although the actual formula is
not stated, it can be deduced from the known bore and stroke of the vehicles entered. If D is the bore and L is the stroke, both in inches, and N
is the number of cylinders, then:
H.P. (RAC) = D x D x N ÷ 2.5 and
H.P. (ACA) = D x D x L x N ÷ 12
A nimble-fingered reader with access to a calculator and the knowledge
that 1” = 25.4 mm will find the 175 x 180 mm Semmering Mercedes,
nominally 150 h.p., has an R.A.C. rating of 75.95 h.p. and an A.C.A. rating of 112.13 h.p. I wonder did the A.C.A. official responsible for calculations on the day use long multiplication, a slide rule, or tables of logarithms to come up with the value of 112.03 h.p.? Mr. Pye’s ‘19.71
h.p.’ (A.C.A.) Vauxhall would be the 90 x 120 mm A-type, coincidentally
rated at 20 h.p. by both the manufacturer and the R.A.C. formula, and
Mr. Turner’s ‘7.8 h.p.’ Renault would be the two-cylinder 80 x 120 mm
‘taxi cab’ model, called ‘9 h.p.’ by Renault but rated 8 h.p. R.A.C.
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penalised not only by its huge calculated
horsepower but also by its relatively light
weight. At 3486 lb with two aboard, it was
lighter than a number of the larger touring
cars participating. It may be relevant that
when Mr. Smith returned to the event the
following year he did so in a much lowerpowered Daimler.
The next owner of the Semmering Mercedes was Percy Cornwell, of Cornwell’s
Potteries in the Melbourne suburb of
Brunswick. Evidently the Cornwell family
were keen on large motors, as Percy also
owned at least one other large chain-drive
Mercedes (likely a 60 h.p. tourer, converted
into a racing car), and brother Fred’s toy
was Nautilus II, a racing motor boat – technically a hydroplane – powered by a sixcylinder 100-h.p. motor.
Whether or not Percy raced the Semmering
is an interesting question. For example
Percy was involved with the much-hyped
motor races held at Richmond racecourse
in Melbourne in October 1913 which featured at least two high-powered Mercedes
cars. One, a grey painted ‘90 h.p. Mercedes
racing car’, was lent by Percy to Dug Campbell, one of the main protagonists, when
his 40 h.p. Vinot expired the day before the
event. The other, a ‘racing red Mercedes
(120 h.p.)’, was driven by the main draw-
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Competitors at the 1913 Richmond races pose
with Percy Cornwell’s ‘90 h.p. Mercedes racing
car’. Photograph by Darge, courtesy Jack Nelson

card, Rupert Jeffkins, recently returned to
his home country after a successful stint
racing in the U.S.A. This car was described
as ‘his imported 120-h.p. car’ and an
‘Indianapolis Special’, suggesting it may
have recently arrived from America. In
1912, Jeffkins and De Palma in their Mercedes had come within three laps of an emphatic win the famed Indianapolis 500. Instead their race finished with an heroic but
forlorn push towards the finish line. Yes, an
’imported’ ‘Indianapolis Special’ Mercedes
would attract the crowd, wouldn’t it?
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A Darge photograph (above) shows a group
of men posing with a Mercedes ‘racing car’.
The same photograph appears in the Australian Motorist for December 1913 where,
as part of the coverage of the racing at
Richmond, it is captioned as ‘Competitors
in the saddling enclosure. Percy Cornwell’s
90 h.p. Mercedes’. Examination reveals this
car is definitely not the Semmering Mercedes: details of small items such as the
rivets associated with the chassis cross
members are subtly but importantly different between the cars.

But what of Jeffkins’ ‘120 big red Mercedes’? Surviving photos show a car with
more than a passing resemblance to the
Semmering Mercedes, at the time owned
by Percy Cornwell. Did Percy supply both
Mercedes cars for the Richmond races?
Hold that thought until the next issue…
Next month: Jeffkins’ masquerade?, fast
boats, an overland adventure, armoured
cars, the demise of the Semmering and its
resurrection by Lyndon Duckett.
For more reading on Rupert Jeffkins:
www.vintagespeedway.com/RupertJeffkins.html
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Mr. White’s Vauxhall
Alan Meredith chronicles a pioneer motorist and his motor car
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One of Stuart White’s motoring contemporaries was a Darracq owner Mr. F. D. Bamfield. Bamfield was a successful businessman who owned the advertising rights for
railway stations throughout the South Island. Stuart White and Bamfield estab-

Second owner Mr W. Kirkland with
family members aboard his 9 h.p. Vauxhall

A noteworthy arrival on the early Dunedin
(New Zealand) motoring scene was a three
cylinder 9/11 h.p. Vauxhall with tonneau
imported by Jack Stuart White. The pending arrival of the car was announced in
April 1906. Jack Stuart White was better
known as a track rider who had been Amateur Cycling Champion of the South Island
in 1897. He was an engineer and had side
interests in photography as well as the
theatre. At the time of the Vauxhall’s importation Jack was said to have secured a
Vauxhall agency but as far as is known no
sales eventuated. However in June 1906
Jack did succeed in selling a 7 h.p. Regal,
which he had driven down from Christchurch, to Mr. W. T. MacFarlane.
The Vauxhall, car number 209, made its
Dunedin debut in June 1906 and embarked
on a trial run to Taieri. Initial misfiring under full throttle was soon cured by float adjustments. The car was used regularly for
weekend day trips over the next few
months and it proved to be a reliable performer in the expert hands of Jack Stuart
White.

lished a friendship and the two men enjoyed many motoring experiences together,
but more on this another time.
In September 1906 the Vauxhall was sold to
William Kirkland of Elm Grove, Mosgiel,
who retained the car until mid 1908 at
which point it was traded in on a Buick at
Cooke Howlison & Co. It seems that the
Vauxhall presented Cooke Howlison with
something of a sales challenge as it was offered at a sale price of £175 (usual price
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scant remains are said to have been discovered at Kuri Bush where they had been
pushed over a bank. The aluminium had
deteriorated to such an extent that the
parts were beyond saving. Today we may
think differently. As far as is known the only
item from the Vauxhall that still exists is
the maker’s plate (right).

Motor No. 158, Car No. 209

The AUtocar, 30 December 1905

£200). After two months on the market Mr.
H. Le Cren of Mornington became the new
owner. The Vauxhall was used on regular
trips to Taieri for just three months before
it was once again replaced by a Cooke
Howlison supplied Buick. This time the
Vauxhall resold within a short period of
time to Mr. McGrath of Fairfield who is on
record as ‘quickly picking up driving’.
In October 1906 Jack Stuart White visited
Wellington. On his return he announced
that he was to take up duties there with
Jenkins & Co., Ltd., who were agents for
Alldays cars. It would appear that all did
not go well as in December of that year he
left for England with the intention of acquiring some current motor industry experience. He had hopes of setting up in
business as a buyer for ‘colonials’ requiring
new or used vehicles and left with several
orders. This venture was not a success as
he later took up employment with Rover.
By late 1908 Jack was managing H. & A. Dufaux (England), Ltd., and had confessed that
he was not at all sure that he would ever
return to New Zealand. In fact he did remain in England and raised a family there.
Unfortunately the later history of the Vauxhall remains a mystery. According to one
report it spent time not far from Mosgiel at
Wylies Crossing. In the early 1950s some
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Country Racer
H. J. (Jack) Nesbit, Jnr, and his machines
Jack grew up, attended school and began
work in Young. In 1912, at age 22, he first
appeared in the Sands N.S.W. Directory described as ‘cycle agent’ to which was added,
from the 1914 edition, ‘motor engineer’.
In November 1919 Jack Nesbit ‘garage pro-

Jack Nesbit on his c. 1911 Rudge, modified
for racing. Note aeroplane mascot

Hugh John (Jack) Nesbit Jnr. was born in
Goulburn, 200 km (120 miles) south west
of Sydney, in 1890. Four years later young
Jack, his elder sister and their parents
moved to the small town of Young, 180 km
further west.
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prietor’ married Stella Miller. They had two
children, a son Ross in 1920 and a daughter
Jill in 1922.
Jack’s garage was in Boorowa Street, the
main street of Young. By the mid-1920s, it
boasted three showrooms, a lubricating
bay and a large workshop, with a row of
petrol bowsers along the street and was
known as the Burangong Motor and Cycle
Works. Jack ran the garage until some time
around 1935 when it was sold and the family moved from the country into Sydney.
We have no idea of what kindled young
Jack’s interest in fast motor cycles, but kindled it was. And thanks to a small collection of photographs and newspaper cuttings that has survived in the family, we can
get a glimpse of his short career as a motorcycle racer.
Although Jack may have had earlier machines, the first machine we encounter is a
c. 1911 single-speed ‘roadster’ Rudge,
modified with considerable flair to resemble the Rudge racer of the day. Stripped of
all road-going niceties – muffler, mudguards, carrier, tool boxes, pedals, lighting
and horn – Jack posed with this bike in
front of the unknown photographer’s backdrop (left), looking every inch the racing
motorcyclist he was. With no clutch and no
pedals, the machine was started by the
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Jack Nesbit , 1915 Brooklands Rudge
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rider running alongside until the motor
fired, then vaulting into the saddle, hopefully avoiding the embarrassment of being
left in the dust as a riderless machine
headed off into the distance. The single
gear ratio could be altered at the roadside
by adjusting the front belt pulley, then
shortening or lengthening the belt to suit.
This was motorcycling in its purest form.
Jack must have enjoyed some success on
the early Rudge, because the other two
motor cycles on which he is pictured are
rather special ‘racing motor cycles’, both
associated with the Sydney firm of Bennett
and Barkell, Ltd.
The first, pictured on the front cover, is a
B&B racing machine, assembled by Bennett
and Barkell themselves, using a mix of imported and local parts. The motor is a
1912-pattern 5 h.p. overhead-valve JAP,
produced by London firm J. A. Prestwich
and Co., Ltd. Frame lugs (and likely the
wheel hubs) are Chater Lea, and the front
fork is Druid. Bennett and Barkell would
have brazed up the frame, produced the
round-sided fuel and oil tank, gathered together the miscellaneous small parts, and
built-up, enamelled and nickelled the machine. With the rounded tank, the bike was
probably built around 1914.
The other machine is a 1915 Brooklands
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Rudge, pictured on the previous page and
at right. One newspaper clipping from
March 1915 has this as ‘the only Brooklands Rudge in Australia, and was specially
imported for [Nesbit] by Messrs. Bennett
and Barkell Ltd.’ As well as selling their own
machines, Bennet and Barkell held agencies
for Rudge, Triumph, New Hudson and BAT
motor cycles, and JAP engines. The 1915
Brooklands Rudge was modelled on Cyril
Pullin’s 1914-TT-winning machine, which
featured a low frame, designed for the TT
by Pullin himself. For Brooklands racing,
there was no need for the famous ‘multi’
variable gearing or road-going equipment,
so the machine was stripped to bare bones.
In its low frame form, the Brooklands
Rudge was first shown in Catalogue No. 19,
produced early in 1915. Pullin stated that
his T.T. machine was capable of 80 m.p.h.
on the flat; performance of the Brooklands
model should have been similar.
But if the machine is special, what about
that ‘Flying Rudge’ sweater? Unfortunately
neither the machine nor the sweater seem
to have survived.
I wonder did Jack Nesbit own the B&B JAP
and/or the Brooklands Rudge, or were they
on loan from Bennett and Barkell? Perhaps
N.S.W. registration records exist to identify
the first owner of machine number 9921.
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Jack Nesbit on the early Rudge. Signed
‘Sincerely Yours, H. J. Nesbit Jnr’

Although obviously a talented rider, Jack
Nesbit’s racing career was brief, no doubt
brought to an early end by the grim realities of war, then the busy life of marriage,
family and business. In 1914 and 1915,
however, in addition to local events run by
the Young MCC, of which he was secretary
in 1915, he did manage to participate at a
number of important meetings in NSW.
The Australian Tourist Trophy Races were
held on closed public roads near Goulburn
at Easter in 1914 and 1915. Jack participated in both. In the first TT in 1914 he finished a creditable ninth (from 47 entrants
from all over Australia) on his Rudge be-
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hind Victorians Harry Jenkins and Eric Tyler,
both riding 7-h.p. Indians. Jack’s run in the
1915 TT was not so smooth. The Sydney
Morning Herald (6 April 1915) reported:
‘Nesbitt [sic], on a Rudge, started off with a
leak in his petrol tank, which he stopped
with soap, and the result was that his machine caught on fire on three occasions.
Broken sparking plugs eventually brought
about his retirement.’ The race was again
dominated by Victorians, with Jack Booth
leading home an Indian clean sweep.
In the 600 cc Open State Championship at
the same meeting, Jack finished second,
and his performance was featured in Ben-

nett and Barkell’s display advertising in the
Sydney papers — surely a highlight for a
country racer.
Another event that attracted the ‘Sydney
boys’ was the Grand Prix 100 Miles Road
Race held in September 1914 and June
(winter) 1915 at Yetholme, near Lithgow.
Although 240 km (150 miles) from Young,
at least it was on Jack’s side of the rugged
Blue Mountains. Jack rode the B&B JAP at
the 1914 event, and Rudge at the snowcovered 1915 event, but he was not
amongst the winners.
One final clipping describes Jack’s racing
efforts at the Leeton MCC meeting at Leeton racecourse on St Patrick’s Day 1915:
‘[The six mile race] was a magnificent contest. H. J. Nesbitt (Rudge) and R. Proudford
(Triumph) raced neck-and-neck the whole
distance. Proudford, being the more experienced rider, gained ground at the turns, but
Nesbitt equalised matters in the straight
each time, and as the finish was there he
scored by half a dozen lengths from his rival… Nesbitt, by the way, is a real enthusiast... he rode from Young to Leeton and
back, a distance of 330 miles, to compete.’
Jack’s win, perhaps his last, again appeared
in Bennett and Barkell’s display advertising
in the Sydney papers.
I hope he was chuffed.
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An unlikely rendezvous
Jack Nesbit, country motorcyclist, meets M. Guillaux, French aviator
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night in Harden. Shall we imagine that Jack
and Maurice had a drink together in the
Harden hotel? Conversation would have
been limited as Guillaux was said to have
little English.
Guillaux’s Bleriot was powered by a sevencylinder Gnome engine whose cylinders
were machined from nickel steel, with wall
thickness of only 0.040”. Other than a taller

Thanks to Gail Macqueen, who provided
the inspiration, photographs, and much
of the information on which the two articles about her grandfather Jack Nesbit
are based. Gail’s research follows Jack’s
life through an interest in power boats in
the late 1930s, until his death at age 82
in 1972.

M. Guillaux with his Bleriot XI monoplane,
on the Melbourne-Sydney airmail run, July 1914
Courtesy State Library of South Australia PRG 280/1/8/299

In July 1914, French aviator Maurice Guillaux (who we have encountered before in
this issue, flying Lebbeus Hordern’s Farman
in Sydney in May 1914) carried the first air
mail from Melbourne to Sydney, flying a
Bleriot XI Monoplane which he brought
with him from France. Stops were planned
at Seymour, Wangaratta, Albury, Wagga
Wagga, Harden, Goulburn (where he would
spend the night) and Moss Vale, before
landing at Sydney. The plane left Melbourne on Thursday 16 July at 9.15 a.m.
The Young Witness newspaper reported
that a parcel of a special edition of the Witness was given to Jack Nesbit to deliver to
Guillaux at Harden, about 27 km (17 miles)
distant. ‘Young to Harden in 31 minutes…
Such is the record that has been established to-day for delivery of a special edition of the Witness’. Leaving Young in the
rain, Jack ‘arrived at the Harden racecourse
in exactly 31 minutes. When it is taken into
consideration that the roads were greasy
and slippery it speaks volumes for the
Rudge’.
The wind and rain were also problematic
for Guillaux, who was forced to spend the

bracing mast and a larger tail, the plane
was a standard single-seat Bleriot XI. It has
survived, and is currently in the collection
of the Powerhouse Museum, Sydney.
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Many contenders for the title of
Australasia’s first four-cylinder car
Alan Meredith tells us about New Zealand’s 1902 four-cylinder Zealandia
While not wanting to take issue with
Murray Aunger’s claim that the 12 h.p.
Gladiator for Bertie Barr Smith was the first
four cylinder car imported into Australia, I
would like to up the ante by suggesting
that New Zealand can lay claim to the first
locally constructed four cylinder car in Australasia. Pioneer Christchurch cycle and
motor dealers Messrs. Oates, Lowry & Co.
finished building a four cylinder car of their
own design, the Zealandia, in October 1902.
In January 1902 a contemporary press report announced that ‘A new four cylinder
engine, of 12 h.p., has arrived in Christchurch from America to the order of Oates,
Lowry & Co. It is the intention of the firm
to build a new car, which will be driven by
this powerful engine. It is expected that a
speed of fifty miles an hour will be attainable on good roads with the new arrival’.
By the end of May 1902 it seems that performance expectations had reduced slightly
as the New Zealand Wheelman reported
‘Messrs Oates, Lowry & Co. have imported
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Progress was less than spectacular, but in
early August 1902 a further mention declared that ‘the large 8 h.p. four cylinder
motor car now being manufactured by
Oates, Lowry & Co. is rapidly approaching
completion and will be seen on the road at
an early date’. It was further stated that the
car had been entirely constructed in Oates
and Lowry’s Zealandia Cycle Works even

Nicky Oates behind the wheel
of the four-cylinder Zealandia twelve
months after it had been completed

‘The first’!

the parts of an unusually powerful automobile and are now fitting it up. It is a four
cylinder engine of eight horse power, with
all the newest improvements. The car to
which it is being fitted will be capable of
travelling at the rate of from forty to fifty
miles an hour. Such a machine is well
within the reach of all, as the cost is only
five hundred guineas.’
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Meanwhile, back in Australia...
Three interesting vehicles have been identified as candidates for the first four-cylinder
car imported into Australia.
The first is a four-cylinder 22-h.p. Daimler
wagon, of which several photos exist, that
was used convey passengers to the Jenolan
Caves in the Blue Mountains outside Sydney. The Daimler is said to be a 1903
model, and a search of the literature suggests this may be so. However an advertisement from the Sydney Morning Herald in
June 1904 announced fast excursions to the
caves in the ‘newly imported 22 h.p. Daimler, the most powerful car in Australia’. So
an interesting vehicle, and an interesting
story given Mark Foy’s involvement with
this and earlier ventures in small de DionBouton cars, but no earlier than Bertie Barr
Smith’s Gladiator, which was also in the
country in June 1904.

The second candidate is a 16-h.p. Decauville car in Victoria. At least one of these
large four-cylinder cars was in the country
before November 1903, as there is reference to it in the Camperdown Chronicle for
3 Nov. 1903 in an article reporting the
abandonment of the Dunlop motor cycle
race from Warrnambool to Melbourne due
to bad weather:
‘A number of motorists yesterday passed
through Camperdown for Melbourne, while
some went by train. A large motor car of
the Decauville type, of 16-horse-power,
and seated for six, passed through on Saturday afternoon for Warrnambool and yesterday made the return trip.’
Unfortunately the owner of the car is not
mentioned, and there are at least two possibilities. The first is Mr. Sydney Stott, founder Stott’s Business College. Stott was present in his 16-h.p. Decauville at the first
An interesting line up: Sandown
or Aspendale? Decauville at far
left, ‘mystery’ at far right. Photo
by Darge, courtesy Jack Nelson

down to the frame and parts. In fact everything had been locally made except the engine itself.
By September 1902 ‘good progress with the
construction of the monster automobile’
was noted along with the hope of having it
running by carnival week. A month later
the car was said to be fast approaching
completion and ‘would be the largest and
most powerful autocar in New Zealand’.
Finally completed in late October 1902, the
Zealandia was displayed at the Christchurch
Metropolitan Show the following month.
The public were invited to request an illustrated circular for the new 10 h.p. car but
as far as is known no orders eventuated.
The true horse power rating remains something of a mystery as it was variously reported as being 4, 8, 10 and 12 h.p.
[Can anyone suggest a US maker for a 4cylinder water-cooled motor in 1901? Ed.]
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Early four-cylinder Decauville cars.
Above: Detail from the line up shown in
full on the previous page. Mr. Stott or Mr.
Rand? Aspendale in February 1904, or
Sandown in March 1904? Reports of the
two events suggest Mr. Stott attended the
former, and Mr. Rand the latter.
Left: A fine photograph supplied by
Graeme Jarrett, showing Mr. Thomas Rand
at home with his Decauville, wife and family. Dated July 1905, does this show his
first Decauville, or a later car?
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Opening Run of the Automobile Club of
Victoria, to Aspendale Park in February
1904. Another possibility is Mr. Thomas
Rand, who used his 16-h.p. Decauville at
the ACV motor races at Sandown Park in
March 1904. Now it seems Mr. Stott kept
his Decauville for a period of time, so it is
unlikely that the Stott and Rand cars were
one in the same. Did one arrive earlier than
the other? Over to you. A photograph survives of Mr. Rand at the wheel of a large
Decauville fitted with a side-entrance tonneau body outside his home in July 1905. It
is not known if this is Rand’s first Decauville, or a later car.
The third (and final) candidate for the first
four-cylinder car in Australia is only known
from relatively recent times. In 2001, Brass
Notes, the magazine of the VCCA (Victoria)
carried an article about a 1903 Clement car
which had survived, carrying a modernised
body, in Victoria up to that time. Was that
car in Australia in 1903? If so, where was it
and who owned it? Unfortunately the car
left our shores in 2001.
In summary: Murray Aunger was incorrect
when he stated that the Gladiator was the
first four-cylinder car imported into Australia; that honour passes to the four-cylinder
Decauville, owner unknown, here by November 1903. Until we learn more...
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15 November 1913 ‘The first motor car race
to be held in Australia will take place on
22nd lnst., on the Richmond (Victoria) racecourse, when Jeffkins will meet Campbell in
a match race announced as for £1000.’
30 January 1906 ‘The first motor car race
meeting held in Australia took place recently at Aspendale Park, Victoria on an upto-date motor track laid down at a cost of
£1700 by Mr. J. R. Crooke.’
7 April 1904 ‘At the Automobile Club of Victoria's recent smoke social held in Melbourne, Mr. J. R. Crooke, upon being presented with the club’s colors and badge for
his win in the voiturette race at Sandown
Park, stated that it was a curious coincidence his winning the first motor car race
held in Australia, as his late father won the
first Melbourne Cup. (It was then known as
the Flemington Cup.)’
24 October 1903 ‘Arrangements are now
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The Register
Adelaide, 6 October 1902

And on to ‘The first’! Number 2
When searching for information on the
Semmering Mercedes, I was surprised to
come across a newspaper account of the
November 1913 motor races in Richmond
as ‘the first motor car race to be held in
Australia’.
Hype? Ignorance? Poor reporting? Without
looking too hard, the claim can be walked
back to at least the day our nation was
born: Federation Day, January 1, 1901:

being concluded for running the proposed
motor cycle race from Warrnambool to Melbourne. The probable date 1st & 2nd November, when close on forty motorists are
expected to race the 165 miles ride. This
will be the first motor race held in the Commonwealth.’
11 October 1902 ‘The first motor race ever
held in Australia will take place on the Adelaide Oval to-day.’
1 January 1901 ‘The Commonwealth sports
meeting opens to-night, on the Sydney
Cricket Ground, which will be brilliantly illuminated for the purpose. An excellent programme has been prepared, including races
for motor cars, which will be seen in competition in Australia for the first time.’

I believe the ‘motor cars’ involved in the
January 1901 races were tricycles; certainly
the October 1902 races in Adelaide were
for motor cycles only; the Warrnambool

motor race set for late 1903 was never
held; and the Sandown races in March
1904 were for both cars and motor cycles.
Where and when were the first motor races
in Australia or New Zealand? For tricycles?
For motor cycles? For cars?
Rules: two or more vehicles on the track at
the same time; motor pacing of bicycles
doesn’t count.
Replies to the editor:
serpolette@earlymotor.com

‘The first’! No. 2:
Where and when were the first
motor races in Australia or New
Zealand? For tricycles? For motor
cycles? For cars?
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Mysteries

Oh dear, I do have a lot to learn! One particularly knowledgeable reader refused
point-blank to offer an opinion (‘I don’t do
cyclecars’) and then I offended a wellknown cyclecar aficionado but suggesting,
‘Surely it’s home made!’. ‘No,’ I was assured, ‘far too well made for that’. The
mind boggles.
But seriously, thanks to the many readers
who offered an opinion. Of the many suggestions, Bédélia was far and away the
most common, and indeed the key features
of tandem seating, air-cooled motor with
crank shaft across the chassis, cente-pivot
steering and belt final drive mean that our
mystery car and the Bédélia have much in
common. But perhaps not enough. Most
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(all?) Bédélias seem to use a solid front
axle, sprung with a coil spring sliding on a
central pillar, coaxial with the steering.
Other suggestions which incorporated similar features were Super (France) and Rollo
(UK). Only two cyclecars were found with
the most unusual feature of the mystery
car: the twin transverse half-elliptic springs
which replace the front axle. The Imp (USA,
right) has bobbin steering, but not of the
centre-pivot style we’re looking for.

Steering and suspension on
the Imp cyclecar, built in the
USA. Do I spy wood grain?

Last Month’s Mystery Number 1

The Bédélia is even more charismatic
in art. Reproduced by courtesy of the artist,
Alain Moitrier www.alainmoitrier.com

We know less than you…
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Mystery Number 2: from a photograph
taken in Melbourne in February or March
1904. Note the vertical steering column

Plan view of the Falcon
cyclecar, built in the USA

The Falcon (also from the USA, above) is
closer: it has both centre-pivot steering and
transverse leaf spring, but seating, front
pulley position and other features are not
close enough to suggest a positive identification of our mystery car.
No, I think our Mystery Number 1 remains
unsolved. I will move it over to the
earlymotor.com website — please keep it in
mind and let’s know if you come up with a
name for the beast.
So on to Mystery Number 2.
At right is detail from a Darge photograph
of a line up of cars, said to have been taken
at Sandown, Victoria, in March 1903. The
occasion was the Commercial Travellers’
Association picnic, and the ACV provided
entertainment by way of motor car and
motor cycle races. The 16 h.p. Decauville
discussed in ‘The First’ column is in the
same line up. But was this photo really
taken at Sandown, or perhaps a month ear-

lier on the ACV run to Aspendale
Park? We have a fairly complete
listing of attendees at Aspendale.
If we rule out De Dion, Humberette and Oldsmobile, other
small-ish cars present were
8 h.p. Winton, 4 h.p. Locomobile,
8 h.p. Toledo, 5 h.p. Eclaire
(could this be an Eclipse?),
5 h.p. Covert, 8 h.p. Thomson
and 3½ h.p. Orient buckboard.
Could the car be one of these? Or
something else?
Over to you.
Suggestions to the editor:
serpolette@earlymotor.com
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Antipodean coachwork
1911 De Dion Bouton with South Australian body
as being of the ‘torpedo’ style. Yet the bodies could hardly be more different.
Unlike the ornate (almost fussy) Itala, the
De Dion has the clean lines and vanishing
seats that that were to be features of body
design into the late 1920s. Only the sharp
angles of the radiator and bonnet and the
vestiges of the vertical firewall (all of which
would have been part of the imported

14-16 h.p. De Dion Bouton with Adelaidebuilt body, likely by Hack and Pengilly. The
car was finished in cream, and was displayed on the Eyes and Crowle stand at
the 1909 Spring Show. Photo from the
Australian Motorist, November 1910

Last month in this slot we featured a
16-20 h.p. Itala with coachwork by James
Flood. This month our photograph shows a
1911 model 14-16 h.p. De Dion Bouton as
supplied to a customer by Messrs. Eyes and
Crowle, Limited, of Adelaide. Remarkably
both cars were featured in the same issue
of the Australian Motorist (November
1910) and the bodies were both described

chassis) betray the 1910 build date.
Before adopting these ‘locally-made’ bodies (likely built by Hack and Pengilly) for
their De Dions, Eyes and Crowle had been
causing much concern to their importing
agents, Messrs. Tozer, Kemsley and Fisher
(TKF) in the UK. Unhappy with the cost and
quality of the British bodies TKF had been
supplying, Eyes and Crowle went directly to
De Dion in an attempt to buy cars fitted
with French bodies, thus cutting TKF out of
the loop. TKF were not amused, and, for a
time at least, cars came in as ‘chassis only’.
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Hard parts

condition. Sell or swap. Contact: Alan
Meredith alan.meredith@bigpond.com

Events

Sale and wanted

Australia and New Zealand

Wanted Parts for my restoration project
1905 de Dion-Bouton Model AB 10 h.p.
twin cylinder Contact Philip Riedel
priedel@riedel.com.au

National Veteran Rally, Australia
2012— Sept 12-19, Ipswich, Queensland
www.vccaq.org
2013— Sept 15-20, Shepparton, Victoria
www.veterancarclub.org.au
2014— Oct 19-24, Kalgoorlie-Boulder, W.A.

Sale 1908 Lanchester 20-28 h.p. front axle,
complete with stub axles and hubs. Veteran
Austin front axle, with one stub axle and
one hub. Itala transmission, 4 speed + reverse, gate change, 18 3/4” between chassis rails, brake lever. Also pair Itala T head
camshafts and timing gears; set of 4 Itala
con rods. Photos and dimensions on request. Contact Leon Mitchell (08) 8278
5120 mitchell@senet.com.au
Sale Rotax Model 314 brass oil sidelamps
as used on 12/16 Sunbeams and similar.
Matched complete pair in mint restored
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Wanted Early gearbox, offset drive (also
referred to as indirect drive) - suitable for
pre-1904 motor car. Wrigley, MAB, W&P or
Lacoste & Battmann would be suitable in
my proprietary built car - possibly a Jackson. Any help or leads to find one would be
very gratefully received. Refer Drawing below. Contact Graeme Jarrett 0422 413 575
graemejarrett@gmail.com
Sale New JAP half time pinions, suit veteran and early vintage single cam motors
(770 and 1000 twins, 3 1/2 h.p. singles)
9/16-26 left hand thread. $110 each. Contact David Radloff (08) 8264 0090
radloff@chariot.net.au

National 1 & 2 Cylinder Rally, Australia
2013— March 10-15, Canberra, A.C.T.
2014— T.B.A., South Australia
National Veteran Motorcycle Rally, Australia
2013— T.B.A. Parkes, N.S.W.
Others
2012— Oct 19-22, Arrowtown, N.Z.
1&2 Cylinder Centenary Weekend, contact
Alan Meredith alan.meredith@bigpond.com
2013— June, Bundaburg, Queensland
11th Highwheeler Rally
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End notes
This and that...
In this issue
It’s been an interesting experience learning
about the format of our ‘e-zine’; one notable feature is that fewer words fit on a page
than you might at first imagine. To get the
pages looking right and a good balance between content and length of the articles
some tight editing is required. I had imagined, for example, that the article I wrote
on the Semmering Mercedes would be one
of this month’s feature articles, but instead
I’ve found it necessary to split it in two,
with the second part appearing next
month. Promise. Also a challenge is arriving
at content that will interest most readers as
well as broadly cover our target subject:
early cars and bikes in Australasia.
Spreading the word
Judging from the range of emails I’ve received and the number of downloads from
the web page, I’d guess that the first issue
has had a pretty wide distribution. But as
with any new venture, the more awareness
the better. If you know someone who might
appreciate Serpolette’s Tricycle, check
whether they’ve seen it, and if not send
them a copy. If you have friends who don’t
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have computer access, maybe you could
even print it out for them.
Contributors
Many thanks to the contributors to this issue, particularly Gail Macqueen, Alan
Meredith, Graeme Jarrett, and the many
readers who offered comment on the
‘mystery’ car. Special thanks to Alain
Moitrier for allowing us to use his wonderfully atmospheric painting of the Bédélia
cyclecar. Alain tells me that he made the
work to accompany an article written by
Jacques Potherat, whose grandfather was
the creator of the Bédélia. That’s Jacques in
behind the wheel, and Alain in front!
Publication date
The target publication date for Serpolette’s
Tricycle is the middle of the month — no
firm date but more or less when it comes
together and is proofread.
Coming soon
Certainties for the next issue are the conclusion to the Semmering Mercedes article,
and the next instalment of the Charles
Mayman Story, of which Part 1 appeared in
the first issue. It’s hard to compete with
the Mercedes, but I’m working on a story
about a vehicle which rivals it for rarity and
(for some) desirability, if not in raw power.
I’ll leave you guessing...
Leon Mitchell
www.earlymotor.com

Serpolette’s Tricycle is published
monthly. To subscribe or download
back issues visit our website
www.earlymotor.com
All materials are copyright, and
should not be reproduced without
express permission from the copyright holder. Views expressed by contributors are not necessarily those of
the editor. Contributions relating to
the early motor in Australia and New
Zealand are welcomed and can be
submitted to the editor by email to
serpolette@earlymotor.com
Serpolette’s Tricycle is intended as
entertainment. Although all care is
taken in the preparation of this edition, you should not rely on any content that may effect your physical,
mental or financial well-being.
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