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In search of the early motoring Zeitgeist 

In a completely non-motoring context, I re-
cently came across the word Zeitgeist. 
Don’t worry, I wasn’t sure what it meant 
either; so off to the dictionary: 

Zeitgeist German n. the spirit, attitude or 
general outlook of a specific time or period, 
esp. as it is reflected in literature, philoso-
phy, etc. [German, literally time spirit] 

The spirit of the time. Nice idea. 
Looking at usage, it seems quite acceptable 
to narrow the definition of Zeitgeist to a 
particular place or experience, so we are 
free to go in search of that precious object: 
the early motoring Zeitgeist. 
Of course questions arise: Has the Zeitgeist 
been adequately captured? Where might 
we look for it in the 21st century? And how 
will we know it if we find it? 
Let’s be positive and assume that the early 

motoring Zeitgeist has been captured. This 
moves us on the active phase: the search. 
There are obvious places to look: words, 
pictures, places, artefacts and experiences 
come to mind, but of course we should al-
low that different people will uncover the 
Zeitgeist in different places. 
To capture the Zeitgeist in words requires 

an early motorist with a flair for writing. 
The combination is rare, but look for the 
Zeitgeist in books like Ten Years of Motors 

and Motor Racing (1906) by Charles Jarrott 
or Motor Cycle Reminiscences (1920) by Ixion. 
In early photos? Yes, it can exist there too 
but don’t expect to find it in every one. It’s 
people who put it there you know, but not 
necessarily those captured in the image. 
Who was the man who so expertly bound 
with rope the leaf springs of G. G. White’s 
record-breaking 35-h.p. Talbot? 
And I know for a fact that the Zeitgeist can 
survive in artefacts, even in those well past 
their prime, to be coaxed out by gentle 
handling. An impossibly rusty but rare 1903 
Garford leaf-spring saddle once delivered it, 
as did Bertie Barr Smith’s 1909 Polo Club 
tickets discovered in a document box in the 
depths of the State Library of South Australia. 
But perhaps the best place to seek the  
Zeitgeist is in the early motoring experience 
itself. A sunny Sunday morning, a veteran 
car or bike, an unhurried visit to a quiet 
place once frequented by early motorists. 
The early motoring Zeitgeist? Don’t worry, 
you’ll know it when you find it. 
Leon Mitchell             Adelaide, August 2012 

From the editor ‘[At the Sydney Cricket Ground in June 

1898]  Mdlle. Serpolette on Saturday 

showed that she is well accustomed to 

handle her motor-cycle. She was dressed 

in the first part of the afternoon in a 

dress of her own design, more after the 

fashion of what is known as divided 

skirts, and it is undoubtedly a far better 

dress than that which our lady cyclists 

generally adopt… Later in the afternoon 

Mdlle. Serpolette appeared in bloomers 

with high-legged boots, the tops of 

which were under the bottom of the 

bloomers, and she by no means looked 

unbecoming.’ 

Touring with her motor tricycle in 1898, 
Mlle Serpolette provided many Austra-
lians with their first experience of pow-
ered transport.  
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At the turn of last century, the shipping 
lanes between Australia and the UK 
(frequently referred to as ‘home’ in the pe-
riod press) were bustling. Ships of all 
shapes and sizes made the six-week trip 
carrying passengers, mail and freight. For 
those who could afford it, travel from the 
antipodes back to civilisation was routine. 
Not surprisingly, many Australian and New 
Zealand businesses formed strong ties to 
‘home’, and much trade – even of European 
goods – passed through agents in the UK. 
Many of the major European manufactur-
ers of motor cycles (for example the Bel-
gian firms F.N., Minerva and Sarolea) were 
actively represented by UK firms, and so 
many of our early machines were sourced 
either from British manufacturers, or Euro-
pean manufactures with a strong presence 
in the UK. 
That said, we shouldn’t forget the early 
bikes that came to us from the USA. What 
they lacked in number, they surely made up 
for in variety of design and technical inno-
vation. A quick look has uncovered at least 
ten different American brands that made it 

to the antipodes before 1905: Mitchell, 
Patee, Thomas Auto-Bi, Royal, California, 
Columbia, Holley, Marsh, Orient and Thor. 
We’ll deal with the first five in this issue, 
and save the others for later. 

Mitchell (Racine, Wisconsin) and  
Patee (Indianapolis, Indiana) 

Both Mitchell and Patee machines came to 
South Australia very early in 1902, a re-
ported in The Register of 31 January, 1902: 

‘... The wholesale cycle importers in Ade-
laide will shortly be stocked with motor 

goods. On Thursday Messrs. W. Cornell 
and Co. unpacked one of several De Dion 
motors [engines] for local order. It is 2 ¾ 
h.p., and is built on the same principle as 
those on the machines which have estab-
lished so many records in various parts 
of the world... Messrs. Cornell & Co. are 
expecting shortly a consignment of 
Mitchell and Patee motor bicycles, well-
known American grades. These machines 
have answered admirably in a variety of 
trials, and are highly spoken of. Later on 
motors of 1¼ and 1¾ h.p., to be affixed 
to any machine, will also come to hand.’ 

The Patee motor cycle is a particularly rare 
and important pioneering motor cycle, but 
it is largely forgotten; there are no known 
survivors. A rare illustration of the machine 
(below) appeared in advertisements that 

Americans down under 

In the early days, not all motor cycles came from the UK and Europe 
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ran through 1901 in Scientific American. 
The January 1901 issue of the US journal 
Cycling Gazette confirms the origin of Patee 
in the magic year of 1900: 

‘The Patee motor is the same one that 
has been attracting so much attention on 
the Sager motor cycle. In fact, the motor 
used by Sager is the property of the 
Patee Bicycle Company, having been 
loaned by the latter for exhibition pur-
poses for the New York Show.’ 

The Cycle Age and Trade Review (USA) de-
scribed the machine: 

‘[The Patee motor cycle had] the engine 
mounted low behind the seat tube with 
the crankcase below the pedal axle to 
provide for a low centre of gravity and to 
get the engine heat and odour behind 
the rider.’ 

This placement of the motor in the original 
Patee machine was almost unique, and in-
deed the new (and last) model Patee for 
1902 had the motor mounted higher, in a 
sub-frame behind the seat post.  
In addition to the reference to Patee ma-
chines being imported by Cornell & Co. in 
1902, another possible link between Patee 
and South Australian is the following de-
scription of a motorcycle which, with the 
Lewis car, was exhibited on the Lewis Cycle 
Works stand at the Autumn Show in  

Adelaide in March 1901, nine months be-
fore our article: 

‘The [Lewis] motor bicycle is of slightly 
longer wheel base than the ordinary 
safety, the motor being placed between 
the [pedal] bracket and the back wheel, 
and, being kept low, facilitates handling 
and steering.’ 

The similarity in description is remarkable; 
close enough to suggest that the machine 
exhibited by Lewis in March 1901 was likely 
a Patee. Had Cornell & Co. imported this 
earlier machine for Lewis (perhaps as a ‘kit’ 
since the March 1901 description had ‘the 
whole of the designing, construction, and 
finishing of [this machine] being executed 
at the works’)? If so, the references to ‘well 
known’ and ‘having answered admirably in 
a variety of trials’ may be to the Lewis ma-
chine, running in Adelaide for the previous 
nine months. Sadly no photograph nor 
physical remains have yet come to light to 
confirm the conjecture. 
So much for the Patee – on to the Mitchell, 
a better-known and more conventional ma-
chine of the period. A photograph taken 
inside the Lewis Cycle Works in McHenry 
Street around 1904 (right), shows a c1902 
Mitchell motorcycle resting against the 
bench in the repair shop; very likely one of 
the machines mentioned in the Register 

article.  
There is also good evidence the promise that 
‘later on motors of 1 ¼ and 1 ¾ h.p., to be 
affixed to any machine, will also come to 
hand’ was fulfilled. In October 1902, South 
Australia’s (perhaps Australia’s – S.T. No. 3) 
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first motorcycle races were held on the 
banked cycling track at the Adelaide Oval. 
The outright winner was engineer Frank 
Burden on a machine described in the press 
as ‘his Columbia motor cycle’. Indeed in 
1902 a Columbia motorcycle was available 
– a product of the American Cycle Manu-
facturing Company – but Mr. Burden’s ma-
chine, fortuitously photographed for the 
Chronicle Pictorial (below), was not one of 
these. Instead it is seen to be a chain-drive 
Columbia bicycle fitted with the Mitchell 

‘motor set’: not just the motor, but also the 
petrol and oil tanks, battery case, coil and 
belt rim. The astute reader will note that 
the Schumacher Cycle Agency, who claimed 
the Burden machine as their product 
(above), was the Adelaide branch of the 
cycle business owned by Otto Schumacher, 
who featured in S.T. No. 3 as owner of the 
much-travelled De Dion Bouton voiturette. 

Thomas Auto-Bi (Buffalo, New York) 

E. R. Thomas Motor Co. is often listed as 
‘the first producer of motor cycles in the 
USA’. The first Thomas machine was built in 
1900, so it was certainly among the first, 
ranking with Patee, Orient and possibly 

others as the pioneer makers who began 
production in that year. Judging from pe-
riod newspaper advertisements, a surviving 
Thomas bike in New Zealand (pictured in 
Maureen Bull’s 1981 book New Zealand’s 

Motor Cycle Heritage), and at least one sur-
viving motor in Australia, a number of Tho-
mas bikes came here in the early days. 
There is a striking similarity between early 
Thomas and Mitchell machines which is no 
coincidence. One of the products of E. R. 
Thomas was the ‘motor set’ not only used 
in the Auto-Bi but also sold to other con-
structors, including Mitchell. A feature of 
the early Thomas motor was the ‘platform 
mount’, which clamped around the front 
down tube of the bicycle fame and cradled 
the crank case of the motor. 

Royal (Worcester, Massachusetts) 

The designer of the Royal motorcycle, Emil 
Hafelfinger, has a special place in American 
motorcycling history. In 1900 he produced 
his first motorcycle, and in January 1901 
the ‘Hafelfinger’ motor was displayed at 
the New York motorcycle show. Never 
heard of Hafelfinger? Ever heard of Oscar 
Hedstom’s Indian? Consensus is emerging 
among American motoring historians that 
the similarities between Hafelfinger’s 1900 
motor and the first Hedstrom motor of 
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June 1901 are so strong that it would not 
have been possible for Hedstrom to design 
his motor without reference to the earlier 
Hafelfinger. In a recent book, Jerry Hatfield 
tells it straight up: ‘..[Hafelfinger’s] engine 
design was closely copied by Indian de-
signer Oscar Hedstrom.’  
In 1901, Hafelfinger moved on to the Royal 
Motor Works, where he was involved with 
the design and production of the Royal mo-
torcycle. The 230cc atmospheric-inlet-valve 
engine of the Royal differed in detail from 
the Hafelfinger (notably in the direction of 
the fins on the cylinder), but the over-all 
layout was similar. 
The photograph of the Royal on the front 
cover of this issue comes from the Wilf 
Henty Collection of photographs, held by 
the State Library of Victoria. It seems cer-
tain that the photograph was taken in Vic-
toria: a biographical note tells us that pho-
tographer Henty ‘… worked for the Victo-
rian Railways, and his work documents the 
life and interests of an employee from 1901 
to 1940.’ Note the gear drive from the 
crankshaft to the countershaft, and the 
transmission by single chain to the back 
wheel. Judging from the machine specifica-
tion, for example the Brooks B90 saddle, 
this Royal would date from around 1903-
04. Beyond this, nothing else is known. 

California (San Francisco, California) 
The California Motor Company of San Fran-
cisco was short-lived: announced in Octo-
ber 1901 to build a machine designed by 
Roy Marks, it was taken over two years 
later by the Consolidated Manufacturing 
Company, who shifted production to their 
base in Toledo, Ohio. For 1904 the name 
became Yale-California; from 1909 just 
Yale. The high point for the California was 
George Wyman’s epic ride from San Fran-
cisco to New York in 1903 –the first cross-

ing of the USA with a motor vehicle. 
Although one US publication mentioned 
that the California had been commercial-
ised in Australia, no mention of the marque 
has been found in the local press.  
However a largely complete and original 
1903 California (below) was found in Mel-
bourne in the early 1980s. Other than this 
one survivor, nothing else is known. 
 
Next time: Pre-1905 Columbia, Holley, 

Marsh, Orient and Thor in Australia 
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Denis Basson has an eye for the unusual, so 
when he spotted this strange vehicle in a 
1950s copy of Veteran and Vintage Maga-

zine he took note. The illustration comes 
from the Autocar of February or March 
1896, where it was accompanied by the fol-
lowing article: 

AN AUTOCAR FOR DESERT WORK 

Our illustration, which is reproduced from 
a photograph, shows a passenger autocar 
or 'bus built by Messrs. T. Coulthard & Co., 
of Preston, one of a number ordered by 
the Western Australian Freight and Express 
Co., Ltd. This firm are also building a large 
number of similar vehicles for Mr. W. Baines, 
5 & 6, Great Winchester Street, E.C. 
This autocar is driven by a sixteeen horse-
power Pennington engine, one of the Pen-
nington four-cylinder type, which weighs 
complete 350 lbs. It is fitted with the Pen-
nington non-puncturable tyres of 9in. di-
ameter. 
A pair of these tyres were shown at the 
recent National Show at the Crystal Palace, 
and formed one of the greatest attrac-
tions, drawing great crowds, as their di-
mensions were such a contrast to those of 

the slim-built bicycle pneumatics. 
This autocar is to be used in Western Aus-
tralia to carry passengers and luggage from 
the coast to the mines, and the vehicle will 
be obliged to run over a rough sandy dis-
trict, where large tyres are a necessity. 

Seating capacity for ten persons is pro-
vided, and one ton of luggage can also be 
carried. It is estimated that the speed will 
average twelve miles an hour. One man 
can easily drive the engine and steer the 
vehicle. We should, perhaps, add that the 
photograph was taken before the chain-
guard and motion-cover had been fitted. 

Given Pennington’s infamy, Denis wondered 
whether the vehicle was successful, and if 
it ever made it to Western Australia. 

Pennington goes global 
An 1896 luxury coach for the WA gold fields, or just more hot air? 
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Noting that the V4 engine was a particu-
larly early example, Denis headed off to his 
club library for some more research. The 
Eric Rainsford Library at the Sporting Car 
Club of South Australia has a collection of 
some 7,000 motoring books, including a 
bound set of The Autocar, from which the 
1896 Kane-Pennington advertisement 
(right) is reproduced. 
So what can we make of all this? 
If the Autocar illustration is indeed 
‘reproduced from a photograph’ it seems 
likely that T. Coulthard & Co. of Preston did 
build at least one ‘passenger autocar’, ‘bus’ 
or ‘freight van’ to the Pennington design. 
This is interesting in itself, because in 1896 
production of machines under the Penning-
ton patents was also occurring on the first 
floor of the famous ‘Motor Mills’ at Coven-
try ‘under the charge of Mr. E. J. Penning-
ton’. Pennington’s Coventry activities were 
said to be ‘under the jurisdiction of the 
Great Horseless Carriage Co.’, whereas the 
Coulthard & Co. activities seem unrelated. 
Perhaps ‘light’ vehicles were being built at 
the Motor Mills, and ‘heavy’ at Preston? 
But back to the Australian connection. Both 
the article and the advertisement mention 
the involvement of the West Australian 
Freight and Express Co., and there was cer-
tainly a company of this name registered in 

December 1895 with the object ‘...to carry 
on the businesses of general carriers, rail-
way and forwarding agents, warehouse-
men, bonded and common carmen, &c’.  
Of course with most things Pennington 
there is a catch, and this time it is that the 
company was registered not in Australia, 
but in London. Later, in May 1897, a com-
pany of the same name was registered in 
Perth, WA, but it seemed to struggle on for 
a couple of years without too much success 
before being wound up, with residual as-
sets sounding more like a steam laundry 
than a transport company. 
Did the Coulthard vehicle run? Almost cer-
tainly, but if it had anything in common 
with Pennington’s other creations problems 
with engine cooling and the balloon tyres 
would be expected. 
Did it ever make it to WA? Probably not. 
The plan ‘to carry passengers and luggage 
from the coast to the mines’ was always a 
little ambitious: at 620 km (385 miles) from 
the port of Fremantle to the mines at Kal-
goorlie the journey across the semi-arid 
Western Australian outback may have been 
a bit too much for the Pennington bus. 
Besides, even though the Kalgoorlie gold 
rush didn’t start until mid-1893 the narrow 
gauge railway reached the town in 1896. 
Too much competition. 
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When I’m in Melbourne I always head for the second-hand book-
shops, so much better than Sydney’s rare few, and I’m seldom 
disappointed. 
The second one I entered, last year, immediately offered a copy 
of Southern Star, Mercedes-Benz in Australia by Paul Roleff, pub-
lished in 1990, and nicely true to its title. Featured on the front 
end-paper was a photo I’d always dreamed of: members of the 
Automobile Club of Australia, gathered in Martin Place on a De-
cember morning in 1904, for their first-ever outing, a run to Cen-
tennial Park, where others would join them. How often do you 
find an end paper as good as this? 
The foremost car in the Martin Place photo is the Benz of Messrs. 
Gillett and Vale, the second four-wheeled, hydrocarbon-powered 
car to be landed in Sydney. I’m sorry about all these caveats, but 
it wasn’t yet Martin Place, it was still Moore Street, and the 
name ‘petrol’ was rarely mentioned at this date. The first car 
landed, Billy Elliott’s de Dion Bouton vis-á-vis, had arrived the 
previous January. 
Southern Star is well researched and produced, but sadly it 
quotes some shreds of family legend that have long been at-
tached to the Benz. One doesn’t challenge family legends lightly, 
but, oh, joy!, an invoice for the Benz was reproduced in the 
book! It was drawn by Henry Vale’s London agent; Vale owned a 
large engineering business, which later became part of Comeng, 
and needed a London agent. The Benz was revealed as of British 
origin, shipped on the ‘Hawkes Bay’ on the 5th of October 189..., 

year left blank. Henry had told his family it was meant to be 
1899, and the car had not only come via the USA, but had been 
driven up the steps of Congress in Washington – obviously a con-
fusion with a well-known picture of a Locomobile doing just that. 

Down at the docks 
David Manson watches the boats unload 110 years ago 
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 So, next stop, the State Library of New 
South Wales, for a gentle spray of cold wa-
ter on that particular legend. 
Only one indexed journal covered the pe-
riod – a journal I came to know and revere 
– the Daily Commercial News and Shipping 

Register. I soon found that the ‘Hawkes 
Bay’ was a refrigerated cargo boat, on a 
regular run between London, Australia and 
New Zealand, and it had sailed via Suez, 
calling at Adelaide and Melbourne, arriving 
in Sydney on the 30th of November 1900, 
and clearing for Auckland on the 12th of 
December. It is clear the Benz was landed 
between those dates. 
That wasn’t the end. Further in, I found 
that the paper carried classified listings of 
goods cleared through customs, six days a 
week, with categories for ‘Bicycles and Bi-
cycling Material’, as well as Crockery, Explo-
sives, Machinery, Fabrics – the whole nine-
teenth Century panoply. A few days’ in-
tense work and I had almost all Sydney’s 
first motoring imports tabulated. Almost 
all? Well, the age of miracles is past and 
there were a few notable exceptions. 
First, Herbert Thomson’s steam phaeton, 
the very first arrival of all, and we know 
(thanks to Max Gregory’s writings) that it 
came by sea, and not by rail. It should have 
been there, as Victoria was still a separate 

colony not yet federated, and imports from 
there were usually declared – as for in-
stance, the mysterious ‘motor car’ cleared 
by S. Priday on the 25th of March, 1901. 
The Vale and Gillett Benz was there, cleared 
on December 20, 1900, but Vale and Gillett 
weren’t named, as the car was cleared by 
Customs Agents Wright, Heaton Ltd. 
Also absent, as conspicuously so as the 
Thomson, was Billy Elliott’s first, 1900-type 
de Dion Bouton vis-á-vis, and as this ab-
sence could be detected for several known 

early imports, it opens the possibility that 
‘accompanied baggage’ sometimes by-
passed customs. 
More detail of these pioneer New South 
Wales imports may appear in later issues, 
but for the meantime, let me note one final 
splendour of the Daily Commercial News 

and Shipping Register. The masthead of the 
Sydney edition claimed that companion 
editions were published in all States: we 
may yet be able to document the pioneers 
of every State. 
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Plugger Bill in Queensland 

Serpolette’s Tricycle Number 1 mentions 

the exploits of crack bicycle rider William 

‘Plugger Bill’ Martin. Yes, ‘Plugger’ did 

travel far and wide in Australia, but he in 

fact travelled further North than the town 

of Charters Towers as suggested in Leon’s 

Editorial – in fact 450 kilometres (280 
miles) further North. In June 1902, Cairns 

cycling enthusiasts were preparing for a 

feast of two wheeled action on their local 

track. Cracks from far and wide were in-

vited, although the reference to ‘Southern 

Champions’ applied to anybody who lived 

below Townsville! The accompanying ad-
vertisement makes it clear that the high-

light was going to be Plugger and his mo-

torised tandem. No doubt commanding a 

substantial appearance fee you’ll note the 

plea at the bottom for generous donations 

from the spectators, to defer such costs. So 

how much did the Cairns Cycle Club need 

to collect to stave off impending financial 
ruin? Well I can find no reference to the 

actual amount required, but in his Editorial 

of the following week, the Cairns Morning 

Post’s man of the moment alluded to a dis-

appointing level of response from specta-

tors – in fact the collection fell short by 

£15. To put that in perspective that was 

equivalent to about seven weeks’ wages for 

the average worker. Mr. Editor put the poor 

response down to ‘...hard times’. 

[Plugger Bill used the Dunlop Jallu motor 

tandems for pacing from 1899, but the tan-

dem referred to here was the American Ori-

ent, powered by a de Dion Bouton engine, 
that he purchased in 1901. Because Martin 

rode Red Bird bicycles at the time, his Ori-

ent motor tandem was sometimes referred 

to as a Red Bird.] 

 

Not so Besotted with Bédélias 

And speaking of Editors, S.T. No. 3 sees 

Leon waxing lyrical on the wonders of ad-
jectives in our language. Their power was 

something I was pondering when I saw the 

word ‘charismatic’ in the caption to de-

scribe a bidet... oops sorry, Bédélia  

(S.T. No. 2, p20). I was actually thinking of 

other powerful adjectives to describe this 

machine. I hasten to add that I mean no 
offence to Alain Moitrier’s wonderful art-

work of said contraption. But we must ac-

cept that such ‘vehicles’ do have their 

devotees and I’m told that this group looks 

forward to holding their next AGM in a 

Melbourne phone booth. 

[The editor sticks by ‘charismatic’, and sug-

gests Rick averts his eyes from the photo 
on page 14, published to appease cyclecar 

enthusiasts everywhere, who are no doubt 

upset by this uncalled-for outburst.] 

Commentary 
Rick McDonough muses on Plugger Bill, Bédélia, Éclair and Goliath 
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In search of the Éclair 

This leads me on to the commentary sur-

rounding Mystery No. 2 (S.T. No. 2, p21). 

One of the cars present at the ACV Aspen-
dale Park event in 1904 is listed as a 5-h.p. 

‘Éclair’, and the Editor asks if this should 

perhaps be an ‘Eclipse’. I suggest that Éclair 

is correct, even though I can find no mod-

ern day references to the existence of such 

a marque. I base this opinion on my re-

search of early Queensland motoring his-

tory. Mr. C. S. Boyle, proprietor of the 
Cleveland Cycle Agency in Brisbane, owned 

an Éclair. The first mention of it was when 

he used it as a wedding vehicle for his sis-

ter in July 1906. Like so many of his cycle 

shop contemporaries, Boyle had been a 

successful competitive cyclist (in Mel-

bourne) in the 1890s and first years of the 
20th century. A move North c1903 saw him 

set up his cycle business in Brisbane. In late 

1905 he was advertising that he was an 

agent for C. B. Kellow of Melbourne, and 

listed a variety of marques he could obtain. 

It’s very likely his Éclair came from this 

source. Kellow was also a champion cyclist 

during the cycle boom so no doubt Boyle 
and Kellow knew each other well in their 

Melbourne days. In November 1906 Boyle 

partnered a Mr. Browne to form a new ga-

rage. This was set up opposite his cycle 

shop. Not only was it rather optimistically 

capable of holding twenty cars but it also 

tempted potential customers with this ulti-
mate attraction: ‘…electric light has been 

laid on for convenience’. Heady stuff!

During the Christmas holiday period of 

1906-07 Boyle showed his business acumen 

by using his Éclair and another unidentified 

vehicle to provide rides for holiday makers 

at the popular seaside location of Sand-

gate. At a sixpence for adults, he did very 
nicely for himself. 

The last we hear of Boyle and his Éclair was 

on Australia Day 1907. Messrs Boyle and 

Browne, accompanied by Mr. H. Hinch, 

made the very adventurous motor trip to 

Mudgeeraba in the Éclair. Leaving Brisbane 
at 2pm, they had good roads as far as Pim-

pana, when there was a very bad stretch to 

within a mile of the Coomera Ferry. From 

Upper Coomera Junction to within a mile of 

Southport the roads were again awful. 

Merriman Dairy was reached about 11pm. 

One wonders how they managed to navi-
gate the appalling conditions once the sun 

had gone down, as they had no headlights. 

The return journey to Brisbane was some-

what marred by rain but the car behaved 

well with no repairs having to be made. Mr. 

Boyle advised that his firm intended run-

ning one of their cars for hire on the South-

port Esplanade during the Easter week. 
There exists a photo taken on Sept 8th, 

1906, of a gathering of fourteen members, 

guests and their vehicles of the fledgling 

Automobile Club of Queensland. Boyle and 

his Éclair is amongst them, but frustratingly 

the vehicle is completely obscured by other 

cars and people.  
So what does a c1903-04 Éclair look like? Is 

it present in the photograph of the line up 

at Aspendale Park, and if so which vehicle 

is it?  

The closest I can come is a very poor photo 

of one of the Boyle hire cars at Sandgate on 

New Year’s Day and another of the same 

car, but partially obscured by children ea-
ger for a ride. Both photographs are repro-

duced on the next page. Is this the Boyle 

Éclair or the other unknown car? 
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No Goliath in Queensland 

And finally – that maxim of newspapers 

over the centuries – never let the facts get 

in the way of a good story. I can do no bet-
ter than to agree wholeheartedly with the 

headline Rot! Utter Rot! in reference to the 

1899 American report of a 14-ton, 75-h.p. 

petrol-driven, 50-ton-carrying-capacity Goli-

ath in Queensland (S.T. No. 3, p10). I have 

found no reference at all in any Queensland 

contemporary newspapers, journals or 

more recent local histories of such a mecha-
nised beast, and believe me, such an im-

pressive sounding thing would certainly 

have cracked it for a column or two. The 

fact its price is quoted in Francs is suspi-

cious and could suggest a certain 

‘ignorance’ on the part of the author. If any-

thing, you would tend to think prices would 
be quoted in £s. This ignorance could also 

extend to the writer’s geographical knowl-

edge. If not some other Australian State 

then perhaps he meant some French do-

minion somewhere? Of course in 1899 the 

prevailing thought of pressmen was proba-

bly along the lines of ‘ it sounds impressive, 

and who’s going to check the facts of this 
story out anyway’. Little did they know that 

Serpolette’s Tricycle would surface over 110 

years later!                           Rick McDonough 
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Charisma all round: ready for a day out in the Bédélia cyclecar, Forbes, New South Wales, c1914 
Photograph by courtesy of the Forbes Bicentennial History Committee, supplied by David Manson 
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In August 1905 Dunedin businessman  
F. Drayton Bamfield placed an order for a 
15-h.p. Darracq with Messrs Skeates and 
Bockaert of Auckland. The car was duly  
delivered in November 1905 after Skeates 
drove it south to Christchurch where he 
met up with Bamfield and his party of four. 
At that time the Darracq was believed to be 
the only car in New Zealand to have a side 
entrance body on a short frame. It was also 
described as being ‘the first’ four cylinder 
car to be owned by a Dunedin resident. 
The Darracq’s journey to Dunedin contin-
ued from Christchurch on 18 November 
1905 with a party of five on board including 
Skeates and a chauffeur. The leisurely trip 
of two hundred and thirty miles was spread 
over three days and conducted on a most 
civilised basis with an apparent emphasis 
on luxury accommodation and fine food. 
The car performed faultlessly ‘spinning 
along at the rate of between 35 and 40 
miles an hour’.  
An interesting incident occurred at the  
Waitaki river crossing where there was only 
a footbridge. Four of the party took advan-

tage of the footbridge while the hapless 
chauffeur was left to ford the river alone. 
On reaching the middle of the river the car 
refused to budge. The chauffeur jumped to 
the back of the car which moved off after 
some pushing and shoving. The only mis-

fortune suffered was a pair of soaked socks 
and boots. The ever resourceful driver de-
cided to place these on top of the engine to 
dry. Soon after, the smell of burning wool 
alerted the party to a pile of cinders, these 
being all that remained of the socks. Many 
uncomfortable miles passed before an op-
portunity to purchase replacements arose. 
A month later the car took part in the larg-
est outing yet held by the Otago Motor As-
sociation. Some nine motor cars and ten 

Mr. Bamfield’s Darracq 
Alan Meredith on New Zealand motoring, and how not to treat socks 
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motorcycles journeyed on an outing to 
Henley. Skeates was apparently on an ex-
tended stay in Dunedin as he acted as 
chauffeur on this occasion. Also taking part 
in this outing was Mr. Harrison Jones’ 12-16 
four-cylinder Decauville which its owner 
had ‘just lately’ brought back from the Old 
Country. It therefore appears that the claim 
the Darracq was the first four-cylinder car 
to be owned by a Dunedin resident might 
have been a doubtful one. 
The Darracq took part in many Otago Motor 
Association events over the next few years 
and consistently acquitted itself well.  In 
August 1906 the brake pedal was discon-
nected from the clutch ‘according to the 
latest Home practice’. The photograph on 
the previous page, which shows a subse-
quently added windscreen, would have 
been taken around this time. The picture 
would almost certainly have been taken by 
Bamfield’s frequent motoring companion 
and sometime photographer Jack Stuart 
White, (see S.T. No. 2). Jack Stuart White 
Jnr. can be seen seated on his mother’s 
knee in the rear seat. Interestingly, many 
years later when living in England, Jack Jnr. 
went on to become a member of the VCC 
of GB and a Darracq owner himself. 
In May 1907 the Darracq was being driven 
from Dunedin to Waitati by a chauffeur 

when it was suddenly bombarded with a 
shower of stones and earth. Three teenage 
‘lads’ were observed running away from 
the scene. Sound familiar? The car contin-
ued in service with Bamfield until at least 
1909, but nothing is known of its future 
after that date. 
Although the eventual fate of the Darracq 
cannot be confirmed, the substantial re-

mains almost certainly survive in the hands 
of a Darracq enthusiast who is about to 
commence restoration. During the early 
days of the veteran movement the rem-
nants of three different Flying Fifteen  
Darracqs were recovered in the Dunedin 
area. One of these vehicles had seen ser-
vice as a fire engine at Tapanui, but suf-
fered fire damage itself – twice! 

 

A MOTORING PARTY LEAVING WARNER’S HOTEL, CHRISTCHURCH, FOR DUNEDIN 
Mr. F. Drayton Bamfield and party are here seen ready to leave Warner’s Hotel, Christchurch, for 

Dunedin, in Mr. Bamfield’s new four-cylinder 15-h.p. Darracq. We believe this is the only car in New 
Zealand to have a side entrance on a short frame. Otago Witness, 6 Dec. 1905 
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In ‘The first’! No. 3 we asked: Who was the 
first female motorist in Australia? In New 
Zealand? We have some contenders... 

New Zealand: Evelyn Wakelin 

I don’t think I can claim my mother as the 
first woman motorist in NZ (writes John 

Stewart) but all her life she claimed to be 
the first woman motorcyclist in the country. 
It came about like this. My mother, Evelyn 
Wakelin, was nursing in the Greytown hos-
pital in the Wairarapa around 1908 - 10 and 
later. A visiting doctor rode an Indian motor 
cycle and one day challenged mother to 
take it for a ride. This she did, without mis-
hap. Incidentally the roads were all gravel 
except for the strip in the town. A little 
later there was a patient in the hospital 
who had had part of a leg amputated. He 
owned a Douglas which he had parked up 
against the building when admitted and 
during recovery he was told of Evelyn’s es-
capade with the Indian and suggested she 
might like to use the Douglas whilst he was 
laid up. She rode this machine on occasions 
and liked it very much. It had a lower cen-
tre of gravity than the Indian and was much 

lighter and easier to ride. 
During this period she became engaged to 
my father, Hal Stewart, who was proprietor 
of the Featherstone motor garage. He was 
not too keen on her riding these relatively 
large machines so he bought her a Centaur, 
which was a light weight machine with a 
step-through frame. She joined the Waira-
rapa Motor Cycle Club which had a mem-
bership of 32, with her as the only female 
member. Somewhere I have a photograph 
of the club members on a Sunday run to 
Lake Ferry. Thirty odd males and Evelyn. 

Evelyn drove a number of very early cars 
including Crestmobile, Locomobile 
Steamer, Stanley Steamer, Daimler and oth-
ers. She never held a driving licence and 
totally gave up driving when the first of six 
sons was born in 1915. She was then 26 
and lived to within three weeks of her 
107th birthday. 
Her motor cycling exploits have been  
described in a number of publications over 
the years and so far there have been no 
challenges to the title of ‘first woman  
motorcyclist in New Zealand’. 

‘The first’! 
In search of pioneering women 

From around 1907, some smaller 
manufacturers began to include a 
‘Ladies Model’ in their range. Al-
though such models continued to be 
offered into the 1920s, the idea was 
never rewarded by large sales, as can 
be seen by the scarcity of survivors.  
Our illustration and description of 
Evelyn’s Centaur comes from the UK 
publication The Motor Cycle, of 23 
Nov. 1911: 
‘2 h.p. Model: mechanically operated 
valves, side by side; B. & B. carburetter; 
belt; Armstrong three-speed hub gear. 
‘[The lady's model Centaur] is particu-
larly well designed, and should gain a large measure of popularity. The complication of small parts  
usually associated with ladies' models is done away with, and the gear makes it a mount capable of  
going anywhere. A sensible and neat dress guard over the belt is employed, and also an aluminium 
fender covering the whole top part of the cylinder.’ 
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 Australia: Florence Thomson 
Like John, I won’t be bold enough to claim South Australian 
Florence Thomson (or Mrs. Ben Thomson as she was 
known in the day) as Australia’s first female motorist. But 
she was clearly a motoring pioneering in her own right, 
and for that she deserves recognition. 
Florence and husband Ben formed something of a double 
act in South Australian motoring. Ben, a dentist who prac-
ticed from the family residence on North Terrace in the city 
of Adelaide, was among the ‘early adopters’, purchasing a 
quadricycle – likely a Massey-Harris – in late 1901.  
During a trip ‘home’ in the middle of 1902, Ben ‘picked up’ 
a 4½ h.p. single-cylinder Swift voiturette from the Swift 
factory at Coventry, used it for ‘sundry little trips in the 
neighbourhood of that town’ before shipping it back to 
Adelaide. 
We don’t usually think of dentists as impulsive people, but 
on a Thursday evening in November 1902, Ben Thomson 
and his friend Mr. A. Annan decided to drive the Swift to 
Melbourne. Leaving… the following day. With no estab-
lished road, and the shifting sands of the Coorong to deal 
with, the intrepid pair battled their way as far as Beachport 
before being stranded by contaminated fuel. In March 
1903, now driving a 6 h.p. de Dion Bouton, Ben Thomson 
did conquer the Coorong and became the first person to 
drive a motor car from Adelaide to Melbourne. 
It must have been about this time that the Swift was 
passed on to Florence, and in the photograph (left) we see 
her at the wheel, with passenger Mr. Thorp, on the Open-
ing Run of the Automobile and Motorcycling Club of South 
Australia in October 1903. 
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With her husband the first man to drive 
from Adelaide to Melbourne, should Flor-
ence leave him to have all the fun? Obvi-
ously not. At the wheel of a new Beeston 
Humberette, variously described as 5 or 6½ 
h.p., and accompanied by an unnamed me-
chanic, she successfully completed the in-
ter-city run in March 1904, becoming only 
the second person to do so. She received a 
warm reception from ‘the Victorian Presi-
dent Mr. T. Rand, accompanied by Mr. H. B. 
James and several other enthusiasts’ who 
had ‘set out on their automobiles along the 
Geelong-road to meet her’. The trip took a 
leisurely eight days, with the shifting sands 
of the Coorong providing the most difficult 
challenge and requiring a full day and a half 
to cross. 
Perhaps on her return to Adelaide one of 
her friends, or, worse, one of her husband’s 
friends, mentioned the ‘leisurely’ word in 
relation to her trip, because in February 
1905 she was on the start line of the first 
Dunlop Reliability Trial from Sydney to Mel-
bourne.  
Unsurprisingly, she was the only female 
competitor. I wonder did Florence ever 
wear the same dress twice; she certainly 
rarely used the same car twice and for this 
event she had a new 6 h.p. Wolseley. In the 
event there were some problems with a 

water splash, but overall Florence Thomson 
and the Wolseley acquitted themselves 
well, and were among the cars to reach the 
finish line in Melbourne. 
Although the Automobile Club of South 
Australia ran numerous hill climbs and  
reliability trials in the following years, Mrs. 
Thomson does not seem to have partici-
pated. Perhaps she was enjoying a well-
earned rest. 

‘The first’! No. 4: 

Time to fill in the gaps!  
We’re still looking for contenders for: 
The first motor car race in NZ, and  
The first female motorist in Australasia. 
Entries to the editor:  
serpolette@earlymotor.com  
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Last Month’s Mystery Number 3 

I doubt so much effort has ever been  
expended on a mystery photo for so little 
return! Thanks to everyone who has spent 
time on the problem so far; but there is 
more work to do. 
Michael Sheehan kicked off by pointing out 
the similarity between the mystery car and 
some turn-of-the-century Daimlers. In fact 
Mike sent in a photo, taken in the UK but 
found in the wall lining of an old house in 
South Australia by his father many years 
back, of an early Daimler ‘wagonette’ 
which highlighted in particular the similar-
ity between the front ends: wheels, axle, 

track rod, and so on are all almost identi-
cal. Many Daimlers of the period were tiller 
steered, but Mike suggests the conversion 
to a steering wheel was a common one. 
In this era many Daimler products had par-
allels produced by the Motor Manufactur-
ing Company (MMC) in the Motor Mills in 

Coventry (where Daimler was producing, in 
a different area of the same building com-
plex, vehicles of their own). The modified 
Daimler/MMC suggestion is perhaps the 
‘hot ticket’ at the moment. The photograph 
below is by Darge, courtesy of Jack Nelson, 
and shows a similar vehicle in Melbourne 
albeit fitted with the original ‘wagon’ 
wheels at the rear. Is it an MMC Wagon-
ette? At least the photograph tells us there 
were vehicles of this type present in Aus-
tralia in the early days. 
Of note, however, are the controls at the 
driver’s right hand in the mystery vehicle 
(see photo at left), but absent on the MMC. 
Peter Allen opines that these might point 
to our vehicle being a steam car: does the 
smallest lever control the valve gear?  

Mysteries 
We know less than you…  
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The tall vertical lever (near the 
driver’s elbow) no doubt operates 
the rear brakes, and there is an 
intermediate lever. A potential 
fourth lever is, I suspect, the han-
dle of the driver’s tennis racquet! 
Peter has followed up his ideas by 
tracking down some interesting 
information about Clarkson steam 
cars and buses. There was cer-
tainly a Clarkson steam bus in Tas-
mania c1904, but could the mys-
tery vehicle be a smaller Clarkson 
product? 
Steam? Clarkson? Petrol? Daim-
ler? MMC? Panhard? Not to men-
tion the various blind alleys that 
have been explored. We can tell 
you, for example, that the car is 
not the Zeigler steam car from 
Allansford in Victoria. The only 
real consensus is that the vehicle 
is early and interesting. Keep your 
thinking caps on as this post card 
still has a story to surrender. 
Mystery Number 4 comes to us from Rick 
McDonough, who is in the final stages of 
producing a book on early motoring in 
Queensland. In Rick’s words:  
‘This one is from my book. It shows George 
Rollston, sitting in an unidentified motor 

car at his premises in Margaret St., oppo-
site the Toowoomba Post Office. In 1907 
Mr. Rollston commenced business as a cy-
cle dealer. In December of the same year 
he was appointed as Canada Cycle and Mo-
tor Co.’s agent for the Toowoomba district. 
He soon built up a large business in cycles, 

motorcycles and cars, and in 1915 imported 
the first Harley-Davidson motor cycle in the 
area. It would be good to have the car iden-
tified before my book gets published!’ 
Comments on either Mystery No. 3 or No. 4 
would be warmly welcomed by the editor: 
serpolette@earlymotor.com 
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The first three motor cars featured in this 
series were the product of Australian coach 
builders. Although New Zealand did have 
firms involved with coachwork for motor 
cars, the practice of importing new vehicles 
in chassis-only form and furnishing them 

with locally-built bodies does not seem as 
common in New Zealand as it was in Aus-
tralia. Certainly the tariff structure in Aus-
tralia favoured the local coach-building in-
dustry: imported bodies attracted duties of 
25% if they originated with the UK, or 35% 

for those built elsewhere.  
The newly completed bodywork fitted to 
this attractive two seater was the work of 
Christchurch coach builders, Steel Brothers. 
The car has been photographed in front of 
their premises. The body closely resembles 
the factory coachwork typically fitted to 
light cars of the late Edwardian period. The 
running gear the body has been fitted to is, 
however, a mystery which has defied a so-
lution. Close examination of the photo-
graph reveals that the radiator itself has no 
filler. However a cap can be seen part way 
along the bonnet top. Perhaps the car had 
a ‘dummy’ radiator fitted to disguise a 
more conventional one placed behind it. 
The ‘dummy’ radiator may even have been 
manufactured by Steel Brothers too. Could 
it be that the car has ancient mechanicals 
and what we are looking at is a modernisa-
tion? Maybe there is a simple answer. Sug-
gestions would be welcomed. 
Steel Brothers’ coach factory was estab-
lished in 1878 by brothers Joseph and 
David Steel. The firm grew into building 
motor bodies in the early 1900s. There was 
an emphasis on commercial vehicles which 
continued over the years. The firm still sur-
vives and today its primary focus is heavy 
trailer as well as side-lifter manufacturing. 

Alan Meredith   

Antipodean coachwork 
Steel Brothers, Christchurch, body on an unidentified light chassis 
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Wanted  Gearbox for an Alldays Matchless 
v twin motorcycle around 1913. Two bolt 
top fixing with cross-over drive and be-
lieved to be 3 speed. See photo below. 
Wanted in any condition 
Contact  Chris Taylor taylorhq@xtra.co.nz   

 

Wanted  C.A.V. switchbox; Edwardian type 
with timber case. Will buy or have veteran 
Brolt switchbox available for exchange only. 
Also require a veteran dash light and horn 
button / switch. Contact  Bruce Shadbolt: 
shadboltfamily@paradise.net.nz , tel. +643 
942-7870 (NZ) 
 

Wanted  Dubrulle two drip pressure fed lu-
bricator.  Contact  Stephen Kidd 
swhpkidd@xtra.co.nz , mob. +6427 566-
4000 (NZ) 

Wanted  Parts for my restoration project 
1905 de Dion-Bouton Model AB 10 h.p. 
twin cylinder: crown wheel and pinion, oil 
pump on transaxle, gearbox control mecha-
nism (or photos/measurements – I have no 
idea how these work or connect to chassis 
parts), short rear axles out of transaxle (I 
have some bits but no idea how it works), 
wheels, hand lever controls (I have bottom 
sections off chassis but not tops – cut off 
for some reason, no hand buttons etc), 
steering wheel, column and levers  
Sale or Swap for the AB parts above: 1910 
type C.S. or C.G.4. 14 hp engine (see pho-
tos below) Contact  Philip Riedel 
priedel@riedel.com.au 

Events 
Australia and New Zealand 

Hard parts 
Sale and wanted 

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. 
www.veterancarclubofwa.asn.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— Sept. 29-Oct 4, Parkes, N.S.W. 
www.vmccnsw.org.au 
 
Others 

2012— Oct 19-22, Arrowtown, N.Z. 
1&2 Cylinder Centenary Weekend is now 
fully subscribed 

2013— June 10-14, Bundaberg, Queensland 
11th Highwheeler Rally 

2014– August, Adelaide to Darwin Rally 
http://a2d.netguys.com.au 
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Embarrassment of riches 
Many thanks to the contributors to this edi-
tion: Rick McDonough, David Manson, Alan 
Meredith, John Stewart, Peter Allen, Mi-
chael Sheehan and Denis Basson. Thanks 
also to those who have sent in material 
that hasn’t been used yet: don’t worry, 
there are plans! More contributions always 
welcome. 
Overland adventure 
In this month’s editorial I suggest a quiet 
Sunday morning outing in a veteran. If 
you’re looking for something more, how 
about crossing the Australian continent, 
south to north? Let’s face it, Harry Dutton 
and Murray Aunger did it in a Talbot in 
1908 and even with no roads it was a dod-
dle! (Not.) It’s a long way, but if you’re in-
terested there’s is plenty of time to plan 
your adventure. Mark McKibbin, having re-
cently crossed some of the continent west 
to east with his Sizaire-Naudin, is organis-
ing on behalf of the VCCA (Victoria). All de-
tails from http://a2d.netguys.com.au 
Tasmanian photographs 
The VCCA (Tasmania) displays an excellent 
collection of early motoring photographs 

on their web site. Of particular interest are 
the Gordon Fysh Albums. Just follow the 
‘photos’ link from the home page: 
www.vccatas.org.au 
Of emails and technical stuff 
The S.T. mailing list continues to grow, and 
with it a few gremlins in the mail out. Of 
course each month there will be a few 
‘misfires’ – full inboxes, misbehaving mail 
servers and so-on – but recently there have 
been a few problems with emails sent, but 
neither returned to sender nor delivered. 
Sounds a bit like ‘the dog ate my home-
work’? The problem seems to be ‘network 
filters’, which are things our service provid-
ers put in place to kill off spam. I’m trying a 
few things. Please let me know if your copy 
of S.T. doesn’t arrive as expected. 
Coming soon 
If the truth be known, the planned maga-
zine and the magazine that is finished and 
sent out are turning out to be two quite 
different beasts! We have a number of arti-
cles in the pipeline: Early female motorists 
in Queensland, Sidney Kidman’s outback 
adventures, some inter-city record break-
ing, potent Darracqs, Mark Foy’s adven-
tures and misadventures with early motor 
cars, … Don’t worry, we’ll find something to 
entertain and enlighten! 
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 copy-
right holder. Views expressed by con-
tributors 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 edi-
tion, you should not rely on any con-
tent that may effect your physical, 
mental or financial well-being. 

End notes 
This and that... 


