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been to become a surgeon, but a fascination
with chemistry enticed him away, bringing
him the Senior Gold Medal of the university
in that subject. He also took the PhD degree of
the University of Heidelberg, Germany, but
never used the formal title of Doctor.
He was studying at University College

under Sir William Ramsay (discoverer of the
inert gas argon) at the time of the discovery of
X-rays by Röntgen in 1895. Within a couple

of hours of the announcement of this in the
press, despite the fact that no details of the
equipment used by Röntgen were given,
Alexander had succeeded with very primitive
apparatus in producing what is thought to 

THE EARLY DAYS  /  13

Meccano invented  /  1900

Frederick and Maud Duckham and their family.
Young Alexander is standing, on the left of the
picture.
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Electric washing machine invented  /  1906

Part of an early price list issued by Alexander Duckham & Co Ltd.



prevention of skin diseases arising from the
use of petroleum-based products; the protec-
tion of ball-bearing races against corrosion;
and the formulation of non-separating greases
and non-emulsifying oils capable of
withstanding water.
Products of the Phoenix Wharf works

included greases, industrial cutting oils,
special oils for horse-drawn vehicles including
harness oil, preservatives, petroleum jellies,
cleansers and soaps. A new product, Concrete
Mould Oil, as used in the building of Dover
Harbour between 1903 and 1909, was set to
grow in importance with the construction
industry. This not only enabled the clean
release of moulds, which could thus be re-
used many times over, but also imparted a
smooth surface to the resulting concrete
structure.
By now the business was clearly making

some money, and Alexander had courted and
married Violet Ethel Narraway. Not only
could he indulge his desire to own different
motor cars, but around 1910 he bought
Vanbrugh Castle, the stately building near his
old family home on Maze Hill, where he set
up a private laboratory away from the
somewhat chaotic conditions of Phoenix
Wharf.
The ‘Castle’ eventually became home to the

couple’s family of three daughters (Millicent,
Joan and Ruth) and two sons (Jack and Alec).
Jack later recalled how, one night, they awoke
to find smoke billowing into their bedrooms
after one of father’s experiments ended in a
fire!
Largely as a result of becoming one of the

earliest owners of a motor car, Alexander had
befriended the Australian motoring enthusiast
and racing driver S. F. Edge, whose British
Motor Syndicate acquired the sole agencies
for Napier, de Dion and Gladiator cars for its
London showroom, and with whom he shared
the same hunger for technological progress. It
seems that the Millwall works became Edge’s
unofficial service station, where he called on

almost a weekly basis to drain his car’s sump
and refill with fresh oil, while discussing with
Alexander the finer points of engine lubrica-
tion.
Winner of the legendary Gordon Bennett

race in 1902, Edge had gone on to carry out
early research into the aerodynamics of racing
cars, and four years later was involved in the
design of Brooklands, the world’s first banked
high-speed test track, where he was accompa-
nied on some of his record-breaking attempts
by Alexander. These included a notable 24-
hour marathon, driven entirely by Edge at an
average speed of over 60mph, with the circuit
lit at night by storm lanterns.
In an early example of the company’s wider

services to motorists, a motor oil price list
distributed by Duckhams in 1912 (the year of
the Titanic disaster) carried a section detailing
the principal speed traps worked by the police
over the previous three years. Also included
was a testimonial from a customer, a certain
Will Clayton:

‘I have used nothing else but your Special
Superheated Steam Oil for the lubrication of
my White Steam Car the whole of this season,
during which time I have done over 500 miles.
I overhauled the Engine last week to see
exactly what condition it was in, and was
delighted at the Beautiful State …’

In addition to lubricants, a further spin-off
from the growing involvement with motoring
at this time was Duckhams ‘Motorist
Cleansing Oil’, a mixture of hydrocarbon
solvent, soap and water. Users were directed
to ‘Rub a little of the Motorist Cleansing Oil
on the soiled (dry) hands then rub in about the
same amount of water from the tap. Now rinse
thoroughly under the tap’. This product was
the forerunner of many specialist Duckhams
formulations that served both the motorist and
the industrial worker.
Had the Health & Safety Executive existed

at the time, they could no doubt have had a
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1907  /  Bakelite invented 
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1909  /  GEC markets electric toaster
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In 1920 Alexander Duckham presented his formerfamily home, Vanbrugh Castle in Maze Hill,
Blackheath, south-east London, to the RAF Benevolent
Fund, to provide a school for the children of RAF
airmen killed during service.
Made in memory of Alexander’s daughter Dinah,

who had died at the age of 18 months, this original gift
was augmented at the beginning of the Second World
War by the donation of another of his properties,
Rooks Hill House and the surrounding 200-acre estate,
for similar purposes. The latter was eventually sold in
1961, the proceeds of £15,600 being added to the
existing £12,317 in the Alexander Duckham Memorial
Fund to form an endowment for Vanbrugh Castle
School.
Having served the educational and spiritual needs

of the children of two World Wars, in 1976, with the
agreement of the Charity Commissioners, Vanbrugh
Castle too was sold and the school amalgamated with
Woolpit School at Ewhurst, Surrey. The new school,
now owned and controlled by the RAF Benevolent
Fund, was renamed Duke of Kent School, in honour
of the President of the Fund.
With the numbers of needy service children

decreasing following 50 mainly peaceful years in
Europe, the Commissioners in 1997 decreed that the
school should be constituted as a separate charity
outside the RAF Benevolent Fund (although the two
bodies continue to maintain close relations).
The Alexander Duckham Memorial Fund and the

Rooks Hill Fund, identified as being for the benefit of
service families in need, together with the whole of the
Duke of Kent School Estate, were embodied within the
new charity, named the Alexander Duckham Memorial
Schools Trust, the present value of which now runs into
millions of pounds.
Situated in a beautiful wooded setting between

Guildford and Cranleigh, the Duke of Kent School in
Ewhurst is a flourishing co-educational preparatory and
pre-prep school for both boarding and day pupils,
whose interests are controlled by the Alexander
Duckham Trust. Six trustees and nine governors, under
the chairmanship of Air Vice-Marshal Michael Adams
CB, AFC, FRAeS, oversee the Trust and the school
affairs respectively.

THE ALEXANDER DUCKHAM MEMORIAL SCHOOLS TRUST

The current Charity Commission Scheme provides
that, in allocating places at the school, the trustees shall
give priority to children of serving and former members
of the RAF (to include the WRAF, WAAF, Auxiliary Air
Force, RAF Reserves and Commonwealth Air Forces)
who are in need of financial assistance. Any remaining





expressed surprise that he had received no
recognition from the British Government. His
reported reply is typical: ‘It was suggested to
me, and I am flattered, but somehow it goes
against the grain. Not only did I have a
splendid time performing the duties which it
was my privilege to carry out, but what’s more
– I was spared the trenches!’
Sir Arthur Duckham, always actively

involved in public affairs, went on to pursue a
special interest in economics as they affected
both Britain and the Empire. A member of the
1919 Sankey Coal Commission, he was
responsible for the minority report it issued.
He led a British Economic Mission to
Australia in 1928, receiving on his return the
honour of GBE to add to his KCB.
Wartime and its fuel shortages clearly had

an effect on private motoring, and therefore on
Duckhams’ domestic sales. While in Britain
the Government urged drivers not to use cars
for non-essential journeys, some converted
their vehicles to run on coal gas and other
petrol substitutes, entailing huge gas-bags
mounted on the roof, or towed behind in a
trailer. Another interesting effect, however,
resulted from the shortage of men in the
community. This made it necessary for
women to take over many formerly male jobs,
many working in car production or becoming
mechanics in garages, which fostered a new
market for cars after the war.
Such had been the progress made in aviation

that, immediately following the war in 1919,
Alcock and Brown were able to complete their
historic crossing of the Atlantic, from St
John’s (Newfoundland) to Ireland in a twin-
engined Vickers Vimy aircraft, in 15hrs

57min. That same year Ross Smith flew a
similar plane in stages from England to
Australia in 124 hours.
It was perhaps a mixture of the appreciation

of his privileged position during the war, and
of admiration for the job done by the ‘magnifi-
cent men in their flying machines’, with
whom he already enjoyed an enduring affinity,
that in 1920 inspired Alexander, who now
lived in Kent, to donate the former family
home, Vanbrugh Castle, to the newly formed
RAF Benevolent Fund, for use as a school for
the children of airmen killed in service.
The gift is recorded as commemorating

Alexander’s fourth daughter, Dinah, who had
recently died from the ‘Spanish flu’ at the age
of 18 months; he continued to assist the Fund
throughout his life, raising large sums of
money in addition to his own major donations.
The end of the First World War seems to

have inspired a major reorganisation of
Alexander Duckham & Co Ltd, with
improved management systems and records. It
was possibly to disentangle its affairs from
those of Trinidad Central Oilfields that the
original company went into voluntary liquida-
tion in 1920, a new one of the same name
being incorporated. New premises were
acquired in Broad Street Place, near London’s
Liverpool Street Station, into which the sales
department moved.
As peace returned to Europe, Britain entered

the era of the ‘flappers’, and for a younger
generation – at least for those with money in
their pockets – the accent was on having a
good time. The prospect of increasing
markets, both at home and abroad, meant that
Duckhams was poised for major growth …
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1911  /  Rogers makes coast-to-coast flight in USA









tions of the modern-day concept of ‘own-
branding’, with the marketing of, for example,
‘Duckhams Trojan Oil’ and ‘Duckhams
Vauxhall Oil’. So rapid was the uptake of the
new oils that it also marks the setting up
within the company of two distinct divisions,
one to service the still important industrial
sector, and the other to look after the
mushrooming motor industry market.
One of the major features that distinguished

Duckhams New Process Oils was the excep-
tionally thorough filtration to which they were
subjected, which included a straining through
Fullers Earth. This, however, produced a paler

than usual product, and there is evidence of
some sales resistance on the part of conserva-
tive motorists as a result.
It was more important than ever that they

should be able to have complete faith in the
product, so great emphasis was placed on
ensuring that viscosity characteristics were
maintained. The oil was chilled to below 0°F
to solidify substances that would normally
cause it to congeal; these could then be
extracted, leaving it ‘clear, limpid and as
nearly as may be unaffected by changes to
temperature’. An elaborate system of quality
control included tests for oxidation and
coking.
Amazingly, given the unprecedented

demand for the new oils and the upheavals of
the various moves, production began at the
Hammersmith works in 1923, with Millwall
being vacated. The new plant included a 5-
ton, coal-fired grease autoclave, to Duckhams’
own specification; this was quickly converted
to gas heating when better temperature control
was found to be needed.
Over the next few years demand for New

Process Oils continued to grow and a proper
brand name was sought. After some delibera-
tion, from 1926 the name Adcol was decided
upon for one section of the motor oils range,
this and its variations figuring prominently for
many years afterwards.
That year, however, was a black one for

Britain, with the long-rumbling dispute
between the miners and their employers
escalating into the General Strike, in which
many thousands of other workers came out in
sympathy. As had happened earlier in the
decade, a central food and milk depot was
opened in London’s Hyde Park, and volun-
teers joined soldiers in maintaining essential
services. The strike lasted only a short time,
but, with a demoralised and dissatisfied
workforce, Britain remained in poor shape for
the even greater economic tribulations to
come.
From the letter to shareholders in 1927 we
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1914  /  Zip fastener invented

William Morris (later Lord Nuffield), the British
pioneer of family car mass-production, became
a personal friend of Alexander, and Duckhams
collaborated on suitable lubricants for Morris
cars from their earliest days. Pictured is the
Cowley assembly line for the ‘Bullnose’ Morris
of 1925.





Alexander’s son Jack Duckham joined the
company in 1931. He was to take over as
chairman following his father’s death. (Navana
Vandyk Ltd)

ing at least some demand for the company’s
lubricants.
And cars continued to sell. If New Process

Oils needed any further testimonial, they were
to receive it in 1931 when Sir William Morris
selected one of the grades as the sole recom-
mended oil for his Morris and Wolseley
marques, as well as for Morris Commercial
vehicles, and the brand ‘Morrisol’ was
launched.
This brought a legal letter from a certain

Matthew Wells & Co, who had been
marketing an oil under the same name.
Morris, undeterred, decreed that henceforth
the Duckhams oil would be known as
‘Morrisol “Sirrom” regd’ (thus incorporating
his name spelt both forwards and backwards),
and that this was ‘the only oil recommended
by Morris Motors Ltd and Wolseley Motors
(1927) Ltd’.
Just one variety of the by now famous

Duckhams New Process Oils, Morrisol
‘Sirrom’, was to hold ‘sole recommended’
status for Morris and Wolseley right up to
1946, with all lubricants for the Cowley plant
also being supplied by Duckhams. Oil from
Duckhams NP range was now actually
specified by the makers of more than 90 per
cent of British cars, including all Austin
models, Bentley and Invicta; New Process
Oils also enjoyed ‘approved’ status from
Rolls-Royce, Humber and Rover.
The year 1931 also saw more major

expansion and reorganisation and, with the
workforce now numbering some 250,
Alexander’s son Jack Duckham was appointed
to the board of directors. Jack’s childhood
spent at Vanbrugh Castle, living above his
father’s laboratory, had ensured an early initia-
tion into the workings of the firm.
From school at Oundle, he had intended to

go directly to university, but Alexander
arranged for him to spend a year in Trinidad
as an apprentice oil-well driller, maintaining
that practical experience in the oil industry
was needed before attempting the theory.

Entering Clare College, Cambridge, he
studied geology, applied chemistry and
engineering before joining the company on the
retail side, where he was given responsibility
for liaison with customers throughout the
country.
Also in 1931 a freehold site for a second

works, in Holyport Road, Fulham, was
purchased for £9,000, while the sales depart-
ment was on the move again, this time from
the outgrown Broad Street Place premises to
new offices in Cannon Street, leased from
Prudential Assurance and grandly retitled
Duckhams House.
In 1932 Alexander’s younger brother Sir

Arthur Duckham died unexpectedly, at the
height of his career. His place on the board
was taken by Professor J. S. S. Brame, an
eminent scientist and a past President of the
Institute of Petroleum Technologists. (At
around the same time, their older brother ‘F.
W.’, hale and hearty at well over 70 years of
age, was heard to be organising an expedition
to recover the £5 million worth of treasure
reputed to be aboard the East Indiaman
Grosvenor, wrecked off the coast of
Pongoland, southern Africa, 150 years
earlier!)
Works No 2 opened in Fulham, following

reconstruction to provide production facilities
as well as offices, laboratories and storage. A
sulphurisation plant with fume-scrubbing
tower had to be installed for the production of
neat sulphurised cutting oils, and shortly after-
wards a soda base grease plant was added.
Meanwhile work continued at

Hammersmith, with a building erected to
house a new filling plant for small packs. The
long frontage on to the Thames provided an
excellent vantage point for the University 
Boat Race, and each year many hundreds of
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reach the scrap heap years before they need
do.
‘Omnibuses, in particular, are prone to crank

case dilution troubles brought about by
continual stopping and restarting, the trouble,
of course, being aggravated during cold
weather operation. An oil which can stand up
to a fair percentage of dilution without
completely breaking down is, therefore, most
desirable if undue wear is to be prevented
right throughout the engine.
‘… a worm-driven rear axle may not give

audible warning of approaching trouble, but,
at the same time, quality lubrication is
certainly vital to long life. Nothing but the

best lubricant is good enough here, and that is
why our “D.B.S.” Worm Gear Oil is so largely
used by fleet owners throughout the country.’

The article is illustrated by photographs of
some AEC public service vehicles of the time,
all using exclusively Duckhams lubricants:
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Hair dryer invented  /  1920

Duckhams Concrete Mould Oil was a 
significant contribution from the industrial
products side of the company to the construction
industry, aiding clean release from the timber
form and enabling its re-use. It was used on this
grain silo, seen under construction at London’s
Royal Victoria Dock in 1933. (Links magazine)
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Smith and Nelson fly round the world  /  1924















fragments of undissolved tablet. A further
patent application of 1936 shows that the
production technique was modified to incor-
porate a gas into the tablet, which aided
flotation until fully dissolved.
‘Envy vandalism’, which nowadays often

manifests itself in scraping a key or knife
along the paintwork of a new car, is clearly
not new: investigation of ‘unjustified’
complaints about the tablets showed that two
of the blockages were caused by sugar in the
fuel tank, and another by soap. Something else
that has not changed is consumers’ failure to
read instructions – motorists who omitted to
remove the wrappers before putting the tablets
into their tank could surely not have been
anticipated!
With testimonials declaring that the tablets

did indeed provide not only engine protection
but also fuel savings, by this time both
Duckhams oils and the tablets were being
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1931  /  Malcolm Campbell sets Land Speed Record

Alexander’s all-time favourite car, which he
named ‘Sheer Joy’, was CXB 277, this tailor-
made Bentley 4.25-litre drophead coupé with
Youngs bodywork. (F. N. Birkett)

Alexander’s country mansion Rooks Hill House,
near Sevenoaks in Kent, was used by him to
provide holidays for needy children, later being
gifted to the RAF.
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donation, that of Rooks Hill itself, to the RAF
Benevolent Fund, together with a settlement
of £1,000 per year towards its upkeep.
The role designated for the large house, with

its 200-acre estate, was to provide a shelter for
the children of officer and non-commissioned
pilots killed in action or in flying accidents.
Edward Bishop, in his book The Debt We Owe
– The RAF Benevolent Fund 1919–1969,
relates how Alexander, an inexhaustible
patron of the RAF, personally raised a further
£100,000 from British industrialists for the
Benevolent Fund, continuing to work with
two business acquaintances, the Sheffield steel
magnate Baron Riverdale and a prosperous
City man, Bertram Rumble, to establish the
Fund on a firm basis.
During the early months of the war Rooks

Hill housed 15 children aged between two and
seven. Sevenoaks, however, lying as it did
under the bomber route to London and close
to the South East fighter defences, was soon
considered too vulnerable a location, and in
August 1940, as the Battle of Britain raged,
Rooks Hill was closed and its occupants
returned to family members. Vanbrugh Castle
School, too, was closed because of its
proximity to London’s docks. Both properties
eventually did suffer bomb damage and
neither re-opened until after the end of the
war.
With the feared Blitz becoming a reality, the

precaution of moving the offices out of
Cannon Street was amply justified when these
premises were totally destroyed – somewhat
ironically, by an oil bomb. Shelter trenches
were constructed in the grounds at Bickley,
the work continually interrupted by the wail of
air raid sirens. Even these temporary offices
did not escape the continuing raids, however,
sustaining considerable damage from an
indirect bomb strike in 1941.
In the same year another distinguished

scientist, Cecil Pepper PhD BSc FRIC FCS,
was appointed to the board of the company. 
Dr Pepper, who came from a farming family

but had gained a scholarship that started him
on a career in science, was another graduate of
London University who, after obtaining his
higher degree, joined the research labs of
Alexander Duckham & Co, working closely
with the founder himself.
During the course of the war he assisted in

overcoming the problems posed by shortages
of raw materials, plant and labour and became
more concerned with the commercial and
economic sides of the business. Later, by
keeping a careful eye on developments in
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Campbell sets new Land Speed Record  /  1935

George T. Joyce joined Duckhams as office
junior in 1907 and rose to become joint MD.











company back to something approaching
normality, when he died on 1 February 1945,
aged 67. The funeral took place at Golders
Green Crematorium, followed by a memorial
service at St Michael’s, Cornhill, on 12
February.
Alexander Duckham had maintained

control of his company throughout and,
although he was looked upon by many as an
autocrat, this was no more than the general
management style of the time. Among his
many achievements was bringing Duckhams
to a leading position in the lubrication
industry, with a loyal team of engineers and
chemists, supported by sales and administra-
tion personnel, who had made the company’s
philosophy of ‘quality and service’ their 
own.
Following Alexander’s death his son Jack,

although still in the Army, was appointed to
take over as chairman of the company.
Jack Duckham is remembered with

affection, by both staff and outsiders, for his
outgoing personality, which was so useful in
winning trade. A distinguished and entertain-
ing character, his natural interest in people,
and ability to remember the details of their
lives and families, made him a natural ‘front
man’ for the company. The nuts and bolts of
business administration did not greatly appeal
to him, and it seems that he was never happier
than when out visiting customers or socialis-
ing at a party or dinner. There will be a few
who still recall the supercharged Morris Eight
that heralded his arrival, and the tendering of a
business card that bore his full name, Jack
Eliot Duckham.
It was not until Jack’s early discharge later

in 1945, however, that he was able to take up
the reins in person and oversee the gradual
return of the company to its peacetime
footing. As the lights came back on all over
London, the office at the Waldorf was vacated,
a new chairman’s office leased in Dover
Street, and further freehold office premises in
Wilfred Street, off London’s Buckingham
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1940  /  Jeep goes into service with US forces

Situated not far from Buckingham Palace, the
premises at 12–14 Wilfred Street were the scene
of many a cocktail party.

distinguished guests including Sir F. Handley
Page, Mr T. O. M. Sopwith and Lord
Brabazon of Tara. Also in attendance was Cdr
John Ide USNR.
It is typical of Alexander that, despite the

continuing restrictions on the industry, he was
already anticipating the Allied victory, and
enthusing about the possibility of getting the



Gate, purchased for £12,000. As the company
grew, this location came to provide a presti-
gious venue for receptions, press launches and
so on, and is remembered with affection by
those who attended functions there.
The large American oil companies had

clearly gained significant ground during the
war, leaving small British independents like
Duckhams with much leeway to make up. Dr
Cecil Pepper, now joint managing director,
was closely involved in a programme of
replacing overworked plant and overhauling
production techniques to offset the high cost
of labour and materials.
Discussions were soon undertaken with

Morris Motors to re-establish the pre-war
relationship, resulting in the new specification
‘NOL’ (Nuffield Official Lubricant) as the
exclusive Morris/Wolseley recommendation
in 1946. With oil availability improving all the

time, the winding up of the Petroleum Board
in 1947 was perhaps the final symbol of
normality in the industry, although the damage
done to the British economy by the war was
made only too clear in Prime Minister
Clement Attlee’s newly announced austerity
measures. ‘Work or Want’ and ‘Export or Die’
became official slogans.
That same year new freehold offices were

purchased in Kensington for £30,000 and,
with a view to boosting exports, overseas trips
were embarked upon by senior management,
Dr Pepper travelling to the USA and George
Joyce to Australia.
The following year brought a prestigious
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Britain cracks German ‘Enigma’ war code  /  1941

After the war the company reinstated its ‘lost
keys’ registration scheme for drivers. The
original records had been lost in the bombing of



accolade for Duckhams when Lt-Col A. T.
‘Goldie’ Gardner set a new international car
speed record in Belgium, using the company’s
products. Cabling head office with the good
news, Goldie advised: ‘Lubrication by
Duckhams as ever perfect’.
In 1949 a new era of small cars was

heralded by the launch of the Morris Minor,
followed closely by the oddball Citroën 2CV.
The world’s largest aircraft, the Bristol
Brabazon, made its maiden flight.
Sadly Alexander, who would have been

thrilled at these achievements, had not lived to
see them. Neither could he witness the one
that would perhaps have made him proudest
of all: his company’s Golden Jubilee in 1949.
The surviving directors, though, made sure
this year, in which the prestigious Kensington
premises were occupied, was a memorable
one, with some company traditions revived
and special emphasis placed on customer
involvement.
Publication of the Links magazine was

recommenced, targeted at those in technical
and administrative roles in business. Then the
‘lost keys’ scheme for motorists was re-intro-
duced, after its forced abandonment through
the Cannon Street bombing, with both old and
new customers invited through the pages of
Links to write in and register their details in
exchange for their engraved Duckhams disc.
Re-introduced too were Duckhams road maps
in a new bound format.
Two major sporting events saw the contem-

porary equivalent of ‘corporate hospitality’. In
June 1949 Duckhams took three coachloads of
important customers to the Oaks meeting at
Epsom, and the following month representa-
tives of major motor trade groups and
manufacturers like Wadhams, Caffyns,
Puttocks, Hartwells, Ford Motor Company
and Leyland were the company’s guests at
Henley Regatta.
No jubilee year would have been complete

without a formal dinner, so in October a long
list of celebrities and customers joined

Duckhams management at the Savoy Hotel,
where a message of congratulation from Prime
Minister Winston Churchill was read out to
the assembled company.
The company received a suitable 50th

birthday present from the indefatigable Goldie
Gardner who, still running exclusively on
Duckhams oils in his new MG Record Car, set
new record speeds in international classes
E to I.
But times were changing rapidly. As the

motor industry entered a new phase of mass-
production and relative sophistication, not
only were cars like the Morris Minor starting
to look more like those we know today, but
widening markets and servicing requirements
meant that it was increasingly impractical for
manufacturers to stick with one brand of oil.
George Joyce was consequently obliged to

enter into an outline agreement that would
effectively end Duckhams’ solus position as
suppliers of recommended lubricants to the
Nuffield organisation. Perhaps to sweeten the
pill, Joyce was asked to act as go-between in
the negotiations with the other main oil
companies for their inclusion on the
‘approved’ list, effective from 1 January 1950.
The return of peace had brought plenty of

employment for Britain’s workers as they
faced the huge task of reconstruction
following the bombings. Some of the
constraints of wartime were slow to disappear,
however: it was only in 1950 that petrol
rationing, which had been in force for ten
years, ended (as did, more bizarrely, the
rationing of soap as well), causing record
traffic on that Whit Monday.
Gradually, though, a new age of

consumerism was created and living standards
rose. Commercial television and Premium
Bonds were introduced. Council houses
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Jack Duckham breaks out the bubbly with
Goldie Gardner to celebrate another successful
record speed run in his Duckhams-lubricated
MG at Utah in 1951. (Nuffield USA)





With the return of
peacetime, transport was
in demand, and
Duckhams’ fleet
encompassed all sorts.
Here we see a Morris
Eight 5cwt van, a
Morris-Commercial
box van, an Austin
ex-Army 30cwt
Austin K30 truck
pressed into
service as an
extra delivery
vehicle, a Morris-

Commercial LC
series small tanker,
and a Rolls-Royce
‘van’, about
which perhaps

the less said the
better!
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1943  /  ‘Dam Busters’ use bouncing bomb
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garages and filling stations. The commercial
vehicle oils range was also updated, with
20W/50 and 10W/30 rated multigrades, and
the concept was even extended to ‘multigrade’
hydraulic oils.

It was not uncommon for the family car
engine of the day to need at least a top
overhaul at 30,000 miles and, by 50,000 miles
or so, wear in the bores would probably be
causing it to burn oil. Although still advertised
as a motorcycle oil, Q20-50 was becoming
recognised as ideal for car engines that were
beginning to suffer oil consumption problems
in this way. These would only increase with
driving speeds on the imminent motorways, of
which a pilot stretch – the Preston By-Pass –
opened in 1958.

As motorists recommended ‘Q’ to friends
and neighbours, ads proclaiming ‘Complete
engine protection’ and ‘An all year round oil’

made increasing reference to cars as well as
bikes. ‘Time for an oil change? Change it to
Duckhams!’ – and thousands did. Combined
with High Street availability through Halfords
stores, this brought daily converts to the new
oil with its mysterious green hue. As sales
soared, the company’s capitalisation was again
increased, by a bonus issue, to £500,000.

It was in 1959 that Duckhams lost an 
invaluable scientist and administrator in its
joint managing director Dr Pepper, who was
taken ill and died aboard the Queen Elizabeth
while returning from a business trip to the
USA. It was he who had seen the potential of
the multigrade oil concept on an earlier visit to
the States. Duckhams had never been averse 
to copying a good idea, but always endeav-
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Hydrogen bomb tested in the Pacific  /  1952

New underground raw material storage tanks
being craned into position at Hammersmith.
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15 years, despite full potential being
hampered by the restrictive practice of ‘tied’
outlets, which remained under consideration
by the MMC.

These rapidly growing sales, which were
being enjoyed in spite of the trend in the
motor industry towards smaller sumps and
extended oil drain periods, were to prove
something of a problem. Not only were the
existing premises in danger of being outgrown
in the shorter term, but the company’s capital

base was constantly under strain as well. This,
coupled with the highly competitive trading
conditions at the time, tended to create a
‘stop-go’ regime within the company.

Industrial sales were also buoyant, and re-
organisation of this side of the company
resulted in the launch of the Duckhams
Industrial Lubrication Service. Duckhams was
now in the enviable position of being the only
independent to offer a full-range, nationwide
lubrication service covering industry, transport
and private motoring.

There was more good news soon afterwards
when, following collaboration between the
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1956  /  Duckhams launches Q20-50

A BMC-badged delivery van at Hammersmith in
the late 1950s.



technical staffs of Duckhams and Vauxhall
Motors, the contract was gained for the supply
of production line fill-up supplies, with
Duckhams products to appear in the approved
listing in the handbook of the new Vauxhall
Viva HB.

In August 1963 Lord Nuffield, a fellow
philanthropist, business colleague and friend
of Alexander Duckham and Britain’s most
successful motor industry figure, died aged
85. Having given up his directorships 10 years
previously, he had set about disposing of his
fortune charitably, including allocating £10m
to set up the Nuffield Foundation. Also that
year, US President John F. Kennedy died at
the hands of a gunman in Dallas, Texas.

Such were Duckhams’ sales levels by now
that even the squeezed profit margins were
able to absorb the overheads associated with
the setting up of regional sales offices. By the
year end large field forces were operating in
both retail motor and industrial sectors, and
were getting results.

Having been available on the UK market for
some 12 years, multigrades were at last
replacing the traditional monogrades as the
recommendation in manufacturers’ literature.
With car production booming as consumer
affluence grew, competition for the increased
business was severe, but Duckhams held its
own with renewed marketing and promotional
effort, the emphasis now firmly on ‘Q20-50
Multigrade Engine Oil for every car on any
road at any time of the year!’ – a simple-to-
understand message that caught on with
motorists.

The house colours were changed from green
(originally conceived to represent the colour
of Q) to the first incarnation of the now
familiar blue and yellow logo. Such was the
loyalty and recognition by this time that large
numbers of garages and fuel stations
continued to defy the move to ‘tied’ outlets,
and the regional field staff were poised to
provide a ready response to their demands to
stock Duckhams. Together with the countless

motorists who bought their cans in High Street
stores, they helped make it Britain’s fastest-
expanding brand by 1964, when the newly
formed British Motor Corporation approved
Q20-50 for the engine of its new 3-litre, Rolls-
Royce-powered Princess R saloon.

The increased brand awareness among the
motoring population can only have helped the
‘pull-through’ effect on industrial sales. From
production engineering right through to local
authority sewage works, Duckhams had a
substantial share of the market, aided by
specialities such as the aerosol silicone spray
Adsil.

In October 1964, as Harold Wilson’s Labour
Government squeezed to power with a
majority of four, the purchase was completed
of a Manchester works from United
Lubricants to ease the pressure on existing
facilities. A nucleus of retained staff helped
effect a rapid start-up, with production under
way within a few months.

The burgeoning packaging industry of the
new consumer age was identified as a likely
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Joining as company secretary in 1960,
Alexander’s grandson Neill Foster was the last
Duckham family link. Later becoming MD and
vice-chairman, he left in 1974. (The Ullage
magazine)









unacceptable by some people, one North
London clergyman writing to the press to
complain about ‘the desecration of art’. It was
a case of any publicity being good publicity,
however, from which Duckhams (unlike the
Venus statue) derived plenty of coverage!

The continuing rapid sales growth in motor
oils was causing severe pressure on facilities,
alleviated to some extent by the coming on
stream in March 1966 of the Manchester
Works. A couple of months later the sales and
publicity departments, with some other admin
staff, moved from Hammersmith to new
offices at Summit House, West Wickham.
Additional space was created by leasing extra
warehousing in the Hammersmith area, and
purchasing a private house in Skelwith Road,
next to the works, for security purposes. New
depots opened in Norwich and Newcastle-
upon-Tyne, followed later in the year by
another in Newry, Co Down, to serve the
company’s recently established Irish arm,
Duckhams Oils (Ireland) Ltd.

With staff numbers now increasing almost
daily, working conditions were improved at
Hammersmith by the purchase of the cargo
barge Ipswich, to be moored alongside the
works. Refitted and renamed Aphrodite (the
Greek name for Venus), it fulfilled a multiple
role as staff restaurant, social club and training
centre.

The efficacy of ‘Q’ in dealing with the oil
consumption problems of contemporary cars
was becoming legendary. Quite apart from the
increasingly professional advertising, many of
the company’s best salesmen were ordinary
motorists who spread the word to friends and
relations. It was also at around this time,
however, that the company fully realised the
impact on publicity of maintaining a presence
in motorsport, and marketing director Cyril
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As a fast means of increasing capacity, the
Manchester works was acquired from United
Lubricants in 1964 with a nucleus of existing
staff. (Trevor D. Wainwright)



Ford gave the task of setting up the appropri-
ate department to Ron Carnell, whose reminis-
cences appear elsewhere in this book.

Nor was it just at home that the phenomenal
growth was being experienced. Duckhams’
European agents were also seeing unprece-
dented demand for Q20-50. When the
financial press were briefed in March 1967 on
the company’s excellent 1966 results, they
learned that exports had risen by 75 per cent
in that year alone. And prospects received
another fillip when, after years of cogitation,
the Monopolies Commission ruled in favour
of independent suppliers and against the
practice of ‘tied’ outlets.

Still the roller-coaster had not reached the
top of its ride. As market share continued to
increase, fuelled by aggressive promotion,

further expansion of the field force, and the
opening of more new depots, profits would
double again in 1967. By July The Observer
was able to comment: ‘Racing away with the
motor oil stakes is Alexander Duckham’s
Q20-50. Their market share has increased
from 5 per cent in January 1966 to 12.5 per
cent now’, while The Scotsman reported: ‘The
Duckham market share has increased from 1.5
per cent to 12.5 per cent in just three years,
with sales for the first half of ’67 up by 120
per cent’. This UK market share confirmed the
company as third largest player, led by Castrol
with 35 per cent and Shell with 16 per cent.

While the office staff’s snowballing
workload – processing of orders, invoices,
accounting and statistical records – was
relatively easily coped with by replacing the
existing punch-card equipment with a new
IBM computer-based system, production
resources were now at the point where further
expansion of the brand was unthinkable
without drastic action. The decision was taken
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The leased Hounslow depot not only brought
extra distribution facilities, but was also
equipped for rapid automated filling of smaller
packs of oil.













the budget could be spread much wider, and
the brand message constantly renewed at
grass-roots level. Organisers of expeditions to
various parts of the world could also count on
Duckhams support, further aiding brand
awareness overseas. With all this background
activity in mind, a new publication, Quest,
was launched to bring motoring enthusiasts
full-colour news of Duckhams-backed

competitors in motor, motorcycle and
powerboat sport, as well as stories of notable
journeys, product updates and technical infor-
mation.

Annual output now exceeded 50 million
litres, and with Hounslow depot filling 2
million cans per month a new depot opened at
Townmead Road, Fulham. Despite dilution by
a scrip issue of a further million shares in May
1968, the share price had bounced back to 61
shillings (£3.05) within a month. Given the
high profile and record trade levels enjoyed by
Duckhams at this time, it was hardly surpris-
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1964  /  Word processor launched

Neill Foster presents Ray Gunter MP with a
gallon of Q20-50 at the opening of the Aldridge
plant in 1968. (Birmingham Post)



ing that rumours should have started to
circulate about possible takeover bids,
although the board put out the usual
disclaimer …

With the installations at Aldridge plant
complete, the official opening was performed
by Ray Gunter MP in October, production
immediately transferring from the old
Birmingham works and 30 new jobs being
created.

It was an exceptionally healthy company
that chairman Jack Duckham handed on in
December 1968 when he retired after 37 years
as a director. He had latterly been in failing
health and, despite suffering considerable pain
from arthritis, remained notable for his
uncomplaining attitude and solicitude for
others. Reflecting a nature acquired from his
father, he had made almost a full-time hobby
out of devising aids and gadgets for handi-
capped people.

Jack himself took up the honorary post of
president of the company, his nephew Neill
Foster and newly appointed chairman Sir
Richard Manktelow becoming joint MDs, the
former nominally responsible for the

marketing function.
Trading profit was set to pass the million-

pound barrier for the first time, and Duckhams
now held no less than 25 per cent of the retail
motor oil market, with exports (although still a
small fraction of total sales) up by another 50
per cent. A further boost to turnover came
from the waxes and hot-melt compounds,
which were now being sold to most UK
packaging converters.

The company’s 70th anniversary year
marked further technological advances, as
the supersonic Concorde made its maiden
flight and American astronaut Neil
Armstrong became the first man on the
Moon. Closer to home, oil was discovered in
the North Sea.

Vice-chairman Neill Foster declared that,
over the previous six years, Duckhams had
progressed from an expensive minor brand to
the UK’s least expensive major brand. As still
more new staff joined the technical and field
forces, market research in early 1969 showed
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The Duckhams sales force pose for a snapshot
at the opening of the Aldridge works.



Further industrial interests were gained in 1969
with the takeover of Jenolite, a company
specialising in rustproofing and metal surface
treatment. The picture shows a GEC Gas
Turbines bedplate being treated at the Egham
(Surrey) works of Duckhams Jenolizing

Duckhams running neck and neck with its
main competitor in the public awareness
stakes.

By mid-year rumours were rife once more
of possible bids for Duckhams from major oil
companies. In fact, an approach by Esso had
already been made during May but was
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1966  /  Luna 9 sends first pictures from the Moon

Sir Richard Manktelow became the first non-
family chairman when he took over from Jack
Duckham in 1969. (The Ullage magazine)



thwarted, following which the Duckhams
board entered into confidential negotiations
with BP.

Expansion plans, however, continued apace
with the cash acquisition in September of the
Jenolite organisation, which specialised in
metal surface treatments, to supplement
Duckhams’ industrial activities.

As Duckhams once again flew the flag at
the Earl’s Court Motor Show, the press carried
reports of an imminent bid from BP Oil. BP’s
current access to the UK lubricants market
was confined to its shared interest within the
Shell-Mex & BP joint venture, and the acqui-

sition of Duckhams would provide indepen-
dent entry. In going public on the bid, BP
confirmed its intention to ‘maintain
Duckhams as a corporate entity trading at
arm’s length, with freedom to determine its
own competitive commercial policy and
prices, and to maintain by means of its own
sales force its brand image in the market.
Duckhams’ commercial activities will not be
constrained on account of BP’s other lubri-
cants interests through Shell-Mex & BP.’
Following acceptances from holders of 82 per
cent of the shares, the acquisition of
Duckhams was confirmed on 31 December
1969.
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teams left Ron Carnell with a host of reminis-
cences, and one in particular concerning Team
Lotus is worth sharing: ‘I think it was the
Rothmans 500 – there were Formula 5000 and
lots of F1 cars there. We qualified very well,
and Peterson got into the lead with Ickx about
fourth. Ronnie was going extremely well when
some silly electrical thing caused him to retire;
Jacky inherited his place and went on to finish
something like third.

‘The general verdict was, “What a shame

Ickx wasn’t in Peterson’s car and vice versa,
because then we would have won.” But I just
happened to be standing in the pits as Jacky
pulled in at the end of the race. Colin
Chapman went over, patted his helmet and
said, “Well done, Jacky, nice finish.” Jacky
replied, “Thanks, Colin, but you might just
have a look at that offside front wheel – I
think you’ll find the pads are in back to front.”

‘Sure enough, when they removed the wheel
they found the mechanics had installed the
brake pads inside out: he had driven the whole
race with metal-to-metal contact on one brake!
Now obviously that was never reported in the
press, so who can really say who are the great
drivers?’

Duckhams raced with Team Lotus for two
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1971  /  Microprocessor introduced

John Surtees (right) shakes hands with
competitions manager Ron Carnell on the deal
that would see Team Surtees running
successfully on ‘off-the-shelf’ Q20-50 oil for the
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In an interview for the house magazine in
January 1970, Neill Foster told staff that BP

had been considered an ‘attractive’ suitor
compared with the original bidder. Chairman
Sir Richard Manktelow agreed, while express-
ing the regrets felt by many of the staff over
the unavoidable change in Duckhams’ status:

‘We were the only remaining company of any
size in the lubricating field, and we all had
every reason to be proud of the results of our
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A Range Rover of the British Trans-Americas
Expedition negotiates a ladder bridge built by
the Royal Engineers. (Rover Group)
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It was proposed to run four pairs of boats on
the 180-mile round trip, giving an estimated
capability of about 6,000 tons per annum.
Unfortunately unforeseen snags, including
longer than anticipated transit times, meant
that the pilot scheme was not extended.

The kind of happy arrangement that had so
often been struck by Duckhams was repeated
in September 1970 when an agreement was
signed with the Royal National Lifeboat
Institution for the company to supply the
lubrication needs of the whole of the UK fleet
of lifeboats. These also included (yes, really)
special oil to pour on troubled waters; the new
Heath Government could perhaps have used
some of this as the upbeat mood of the 1960s
fast disappeared in the growing industrial
unrest.

Following on the heels of Duckhams (New

Zealand) Ltd, another associated company,
Duckhams (Sweden) AB, was set up. At the
end of 1970 sales volume exceeded 70 million
litres and turnover was up by some 10 per
cent, but with competition hotting up, trading
profits had fallen back below the million-
pound mark when Sir Richard Manktelow
retired in December, Neill Foster taking over
as sole managing director.

It was with the inevitable wind of change
already blowing through Duckhams that its
president Jack Duckham died while on
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Duckhams launch Hypergrade motor oil /  1982

‘New Formula Q’ was an upgraded version of
Q20-50 introduced in 1973. Here test bed
operator Robert Fowler fills a BRM V12 engine
with the new oil, watched by Duckhams
competitions manager Ron Carnell. (Colin
Taylor)
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THE LIFEBOAT ALEXANDER DUCKHAM

The inshore lifeboat Alexander Duckham was funded
through a donation by the company to the Royal

National Lifeboat Institution in 1974, the 150th
anniversary of the RNLI and the 70th anniversary of
Alexander Duckham & Co Ltd. During her time at
station the Alexander Duckham spent a total of 1,647
hours at sea, was launched on 618 occasions (including
475 to the aid of pleasure craft) and saved 207 lives.
Her station record is:

   1976–1987     West Mersea
   1988–1990     Mudeford
   1991               Poole
   1992–1993     Falmouth
   1993               Poole
   1995               Port Erin

Since 1995 the Alexander Duckham has been available
as a relief lifeboat and is currently based at the Inshore
Lifeboat Centre, Cowes, Isle of Wight, awaiting station
allocation if necessary.

In celebration of the dual anniversary in 1999 –
Duckhams 100th and the RNLI’s 175th – the company
is donating a replacement for the Alexander Duckham.

The inshore lifeboat Alexander Duckham at sea
and with its crew at West Mersea.
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Duckhams was now building once more on
its image as an independent lubricants brand
both at home and abroad, and it is pleasing to
record that in 1987 the company funded the
renovation of the memorial to the Blériot
cross-Channel flight at Dover, originally
commissioned by Alexander Duckham
himself. The freedom symbolised by that
historic flight was beginning to be reflected
behind the Iron Curtain, where Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev was calling for 
perestroika (reforms) and glasnost (open
government).

With the lease on the company’s offices at
West Wickham due to expire, a new head
office location was earmarked in Bromley and
officially opened in February 1987 by HRH
Prince Michael of Kent.

The following year Jenolite, now outside
Duckhams’ core business, was sold, leaving
the company to concentrate 100 per cent on
motor oil. A new Toyota Team Europe
sponsorship deal was confirmed for 1988, and
the same year an agreement was signed with
motoring publishers Haynes for Duckhams
products to be featured in their best-selling
range of service manuals. Regular national
promotions continued, the most successful
being the purchase-related special offers on
overalls and a used oil collector.

In what might appear an odd move,
Duckhams reintroduced to the UK market
during 1988 that old favourite, Q20-50, previ-
ously superseded by Hypergrade. As Q20-50
was now two generations older than the state-
of-the-art QXR, the intention was not to place
it in the premium sector, but rather to provide
a direct and well-known competitor to the
ever-increasing number of own-brand oils.
The theory was that, faced with the choice of
Bloggs or Duckhams oil at a similar budget
price, the motorist would opt for the well-

known name every time; and it was largely
borne out in practice.

In 1989 responsibility for Duckhams’ inter-
national business passed to BP Oil
International, leaving Duckhams to concen-
trate on its UK sales and marketing, including
BP retail activities, while providing the inter-
national operations with brand expertise. An
international brand manager was appointed, to
co-ordinate brand development ‘worldwide’ –
an expression that was beginning to have a
whole new potential as the Berlin Wall
crumbled that November, followed closely by
the collapse of Communism itself.

As the peoples of the former Soviet Union
celebrated, many Britons were rioting, or at
least protesting, against the Poll Tax, culmi-
nating in the removal of Mrs Thatcher, to be
succeeded as Prime Minister by John Major.

While the UK economic downturn at the
beginning of the 1990s, reinforced by the
effects of the 1991 Gulf War, influenced sales
of motor oils, Duckhams’ branded sales held
up well, with QXR making further advances
in an otherwise stagnant market. A difficult
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The Blériot memorial at Dover was restored at
Duckhams’ expense in 1987, prior to
celebrations for the 80th anniversary of the
historic flight it commemorates.

The first plastic retail packs were introduced for
Hypergrade in 1987, replacing the customary
tinplate ones.



year for the parent company in 1991 saw
further restructuring of the UK lubricants
business, the main result of which was that
Duckhams would once again become more or
less independent from BP.

Meanwhile the company launched a new
five-strong range of engine oils in new plastic
packs. Included were the fully synthetic oil
QS, an improved-specification QXR, and new
products Duckhams Diesel and Hypergrade
Plus. In another ‘first’ for Duckhams, this
range brought the latest API SH specification
to the UK market.

Introduced in 1993, QS was Duckhams’ first
fully synthetic engine oil for the UK, although
such oils had been made available previously
to distributors in cold regions. The company
had traditionally argued that the premium
grade QXR would meet all the requirements
of a fully synthetic oil ‘more cost-effectively’,
but had never ruled out producing synthetics
should motor manufacturers start to
recommend them. After months of testing and
comparison with other synthetics on the
market, the company was confident that QS
was at the top of its class.

The launch of Duckhams Diesel, already
successfully test-marketed in Ireland, was
ideally timed to meet the increasing numbers
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The Padgetts Racing teams were another highly
successful Duckhams partnership, both in solo
and sidecar events. Pictured is Darren Dixon,
winner of the European Sidecar Championship
in 1990. (Colin Taylor)

The Bromley head office was opened by HRH
Prince Michael of Kent in 1987.
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