Wrapped Up

in Rapson’s Inventions

Part |
Tom Clarke and John Athersuch (UK

Puncture-proof tires, self-cleaning spark plugs, engine-pow-
ered permanent lifting jacks, drppmg headlamps. easy-winding
tops—who wouldn’t have welcomed the motoring inventions
of Frederick Lionel Rapson? His pursuit of driver convenience
led to forty-two British (and many overseas) patents as well as
endless fhouéhfﬁrf details on the cars heﬁﬂ'{’d out. Yet his was
a short life with limited commercial success. He deserved bet-
ter but did not achieve the wider public acceptance that would
have brought him fortune rather than notoriety alone.

Early Life and Into the
Army

Rapson was born as Frederick
Eyers on April 21, 1888 at Ryde
on the Isle of Wight, the eighth
child of William Pomeroy Eyers
(1832-1905, a blacksmith) and
Mary Jane Eyers (née Rap-
son, 1842-1915, a laundress).
His siblings were all born
between 1863-1884 but, curi-
ously, his parents married only
in 1880 after the birth of their
sixth child. His father was not
recorded living with his fam-
ily in any of the censuses from
1861 and presumably spent
much time away from home. In
1891 Frederick was living at 18
School Street in Ryde with his
mother and two sisters, Ethel
and Rose, but from March 27,
1901 and now almost 13 years old he was a resident at Leo-
pold House, 199 Burdett Road in east London. This was a Dr.
Barnardo’s home for orphaned and disadvantaged boys aged
between about 10-13 years that operated here from ]883—1913‘
The home provided school training only, so in March 1902 he
was m{)\’{-‘d on to th(’ ]Tldl 1 St(‘pne\’ ]]Ome \\’]161‘9 Pl {1(.th('|.] S}Ul]s
were taught. Rapson later recorded his early experiences, such
as becoming familiar with the internal combustion engine aged
11, and driving a Panhard at 14, but it must be doubtful that the
latter at least was whilst at Dr. Barnardo’s.

The story of how Frederick came to be at Dr. Barnardo’s makes
sad Ieddlllg An inspector from the National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children found his Ryde home to be
“a den of iniquity of the vilest kind” and noted that his mother
was drunk and that both she and Frederick had been in the
Parkhurst workhouse. His mother could not find work and lived
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off the immoral earnings of two of her daughters, with Freder-
ick forced to act as Ionkoul for policemen. The sisters” heavy
drinking led to constant rows. The father, who was described
as similarly drunken, worthless and immoral, had been charged
with criminal assault on one of his daughters about six years
earlier. Although acquitted for lack of L\'ldcncc his qmlt was
O'eneldll\ believed and he had moved out of the fam]l\' home.
F rederick was healthy and intelligent and doing well at school
but with such an unhdpp_\ background it is clear his chances
in life were limited. Frederick would have seized any chance
to further himself. His mother at first refused to let him go
but eventually consented. In the circumstances, his subsequent
achievements earn him the highest credit.

In December 1901 Dr. Bm nardo’s declined a request from
one of Frederick’s other married sisters, Mary Jane, to allow
him to have Christmas with her in Dorset. Frederick perhaps
missed some of his family or could not accept the regime in his
new home because on June 8, 1902 he absconded. After ten
days Dr. Barnardo’s ceased to search for him. It is from
this period that Frederick might have covered his tracks
by using his mother’s maiden name, Rapson. (There
can be no doubt that Frederick Eyers and Frederick
Rapson are one and
the same. Personal and
family details recorded
for }-»els by Barnardo’s
match those in the ¢ army
record of Rapson.)

So what did the boy
do next? A clue emerges
from a later account of
his early achievements.
Here he claimed that
he had worked in the
engine room of the
Union Castle liner The
Scot, aged 10. The
quoted age must be an
error because he was still
at school then but this
work might have been
around 1902, when he
was 14. It might not be a coincidence that at about this time his
brother Harry was working as a steward on another ship of the
same line, the Kildonan Castle. A further claim made by Rapson
was that he had completed a three-year dppt‘l’:‘lltltf.“ihlp at an

Allqopq garage, London” (presuumbl\ after he had absconded
from Dr. Barncu 'do’s). This was actually E. & W. Allsop at Half-
way Garages, Walton on Thames (later to become Rapson tire
agents). Rapson later stated. in a 1923 article, that he had been
driving for 22 years. This would place his first motoring experi-
ence in 1902. Furthermore, Rapson declared in 1917 that in
1902 he had even discussed car jack designs with the Hon. C.S.
Rolls (1877-1910), the Panhard agent, who thot 1ght a system of
sprags could be used to raise cars. (Rapson’s first jack invention
was based on powered sprags.) Rolls had only just begun his
business at Lillie Hall in west London. Rolls’s [cl]'ﬂll\ supported
various charities so it is possible man and boy met that way. Was
this how Rapson got to drive a Panhard?
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Rapson’s father died in
February 1905 in Mitcham,
Surrey, and by December
that year his widow had
moved to Westcliff-on-Sea
in Essex. Frederick joined
the 1% Battalion Cold-
stream Guards the same
month, signing up using
his mother’s
and describing his previ-
ous occupation as “gen-
eral labourer.” The Army
probably assisted him with
education because he sat
for two education certifi-
cates in 1906 and became a
clerk. He was (lisc]mrge(l as
m(—rdicall)-’ unfit in Septem-
ber 1907 with the rank of
Lance Corporal and moved
to 16 l—'mhm()uéj} Road in
Tooting. He was described as 5.9" tall,
fair with blue-grey eyes and light brown
hair, a “good clerk . . . well-educated and
inte]ligent man.”

It was in 1908, Rapson claimed,
that he became the engineer-in-charge
of royal cars at Kensington Palace, tak-
ing part in the 1911 coronation proces-
sion and driving H.R.H.
Louise, Duchess of Argyll (a daughter
of Queen Victoria), un(]l the nuthl(' ik
of WW I in 1914, He taught other royal
coachmen how to drive cars and became
acquainted with younger members of the
Royal Household. In addition, in 1912
it seems that he demonstrated Rolls-
]"mvcc‘ Silver Ghost cars for that compa-
ny’s Spanish agent Marquis Don Carlos
de Salamanca.

During this period Frederick had
married Rose l)lil}fl(‘ (15890-1976) in
Walthamstow, London, in September
1910. Their marriage certificate records
his father’s name as William Rapson.

mai d(?l'l name

The Princess

(This was probably done for reasons of
social propriety. Frederick’s change of

name must have been known to his fam-
ily as his sister Ethel, and her husband,
were witnesses at the \\-’(—.‘d(.{ing_) The first
of their two children, Frederick, was born
on June 28, 1911 at the family’s home at
27 Boundary Road, Leyton, London.

On September 5, 1914, shortly after
the outbreak of war, he signed up at the
Army Service Corps’ Motor Transport
Depot in Aldershot and was given the
rank of acting Sergeant. In this period he
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1914 Silver Ghost 38MA Holmes limousine at the Western

was living at 20 Alderney
Street in Pimlico, central
London and not in Pal-
ace stall quarters. From October ond he
served in France as a driver in the King’s
Messenger Service (K.M.S.) and was in
charge of all the Rolls-Royce staff cars
given or loaned by their owners for the
war effort. He drove with a French inter-
preter, Count Maurice le Lafitte who later
lost his life to an aerial bomb. Rapson was
at the front long enough to earn the so-
alled “Mons” Star campaign medal. One
of Rapson’s mounts was a 1914 Silver
Ghost, chassis 38MA., a Holmes limou-
sine carrying six spare wheels. Frequent
wheel LIMII“IHU’ under extreme condi-
tions must 11(1\0 turned his mind towards
better jacking systems.

Rapson recorded that he was injured
on March 12, 1915 by a blow to the head
from a r'ill{- butt (circumstances
explained). As a consequence,
adversely affected by the concussion of
heavy dlll”(‘l'\ and, after a spellin hospital
at St. Omer in France, he was transferred
to the Royal Herbert Hospital, Woolwich.
When sufficiently recovered he declined
a discharge but remained at the barracks
for a while as a drill instructor.

At his own request and with the
recommendation of Lord Ilchester of
the K.M.S., he “Free”
to enable him to join the Mechani-
cal Transport Division of the Union
Defence Force in South Africa. He set
sail for the Cape on May 20, 1915 but

not
he was

was discharged

Front. Rapson by the front door with Count Lafitte. Note the
rifles mounted on the side spare wheels.

The Motor 25 Dec, 1917 p. 502

Rapson in the army uniform of the South
African Infantry.

not long after his arrival misfortune
struck again, Rapson wrote later that
he was “. . . invalided suffering from fits
brought on by the heat in Africa El(‘ﬁl'l‘f
on the clot of blood in my head.

He was repatriated from the W \‘nh( g
\hilidl'\ Hospital in Cape Town on jnl\
17 when hostilities ended in southern
Africa and was transferred to Arrowe
Hall in Birkenhead, near Liverpool.

Arrowe Hall had been purchased and
converted at her own expense into an
.J\uxilim}' Militau}' Hospital in November
1914 by Miss Dora Susan Cecilia Schintz
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(b. 1869), the spinster daughter of wealthy
Liverpool businessman Hans Gaspard
Schintz (originally Schinz). She also per-
sonally funded its maintenance and staff
of doctors and nurses. At one time there
were as many as 300 inmates and Miss
Schintz provided a fleet of ambulances
and cars to transport the wounded to and
from the hospital.

Miss Schintz was an extremely
wealthy lady. Her Swiss-born father was
a millionaire who lived in Liverpool from
the 1860s and traded there as Reyher &
Schintz. He became a British subject in
1875. His wealth came from saltpeter
mined in northern
Chile by his com-
pany, the Tamaru-
gal Nitrates Co.,
and earned him
the epithet “The
Nitrate King.”
When he died in
1912 Miss Schintz
inherited a share
of his considerable
fortune, includ-
ing his stake in the
Société de Produ-
its Chimique et
Engrais  d’Auby
in France (the

shares later being 20" century.
sold cheaply). She =
owned the vast “Thickthorn” ]

estate near Kenilworth in War- |

wickshire, which her father had | =

purchased for her in 1906, and
where she ran a stud for hackney
horses. She also owned an Argen-
tinian ranch near Buenos Aires.
Rapson was now associated with
considerable wealth and Miss
Schintz was to give him the finan-
cial support he needed for a new
life in business.

Early Motor Days,
and a Post-War Patron

As he came into prominence
Rapson revealed in 1919 that he
had been involved in preparing
a Grand Prix-winning car (for
whom was not stated). This can-
not be proven independently and "
might simply mean a touring car
later in private hands such as the
100 hp Benz, probably a “Prince
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Miss Schintz around the turn of the

Henry” model, seen with him at this time
or the use of the engine in a “special” (see
The Autocar 29 Jan. 1921 p. 211 for its
later use in Rapson’s fleet).

Rapson was by now a skilled mechanic
and keen inventor. From 1917 articles
started to appear in The Autocar (and
The Motor which called him the “young
Edison of the motor world”) showing
his inventions for such devices as dip-
ping headlamps and powered car jacks.
By 1918 he had a team of men working
under him on the fleet of cars at Child-
wall Hall. A biographical article written in
1926 claimed he was kind and generous,
quick-thinking, musical,
and a first-class athlete.
These were probably the
attractive qualities that
won him Miss Schintz’s
patronage. He became
known to some as “Bull-
dog” Rapson, because he
was so tenacious.

Courtesy of the Collenette family

The Rapsons had set up
“Brightside,”
Green Lane, \-Vaverley in

home at

Liverpool after the war
and in early 1919 their
second son, Lionel, was
born there on February

o, gy 14

“RAPID" JACK CO, 22,
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the West Derby area of

6. Soon afterwards Rapson and his fam-
ily followed Miss Schintz south when
she took up residence in her new home,
“Hurtwood Edge” near Cranleigh in Sur-
rey. In addition, Miss Schintz soon took
the lease on the extensive “Ottershaw
Park” near Chertsey and finally purchased
the estate in September 1921. Around
October 1921 Rapson bought a large
house at 2 Acacia Road in fashlonable
St. John's Wood, London. Here Rose and
the children were installed, with a nanny,
whilst Rapson only used the home for
his days in London on business. Freddie
attended nearby Arnold House school (as
later did Lionel) and University College,
London. Rapson, meanwhile, ran his
infant business life from the workshops
in The Bothy behind the Ottershaw man-
sion and had an apartment in the man-
sion from 1925-28. Miss Schintzs many
cars, including a Lanchester, Rolls-Roy-
ces, Napier, Daimler 30 hp, Austin 20
hp and Armstrong Siddeley 30 hp were
maintained and driven by Rapson and a
small team of chauffeurs. It is possible
Rapson engineered this move south so as
to be only a few miles from Brooklands
racetrack for the testing of his emerg-
ing tire designs. However, Miss Schintz
claimed the move was for the sake of her
ailing mother who would benefit from
the “beautiful countryside of Surrey.”
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Rapson’s first advertisement, in The Motor for 1 Jan. 1918, shows that he already had two inventions
in production. It also showed his Rolls-Royce and military association. The artist was Hawley Morgan.
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