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Simon Parker
chats to Adam
Hart-Davis about
the book
he has
written to
celebrate
ingenious
creator of
homespun
mechanisms,
W Heath Robinson

V

ery Heath
Robinson.
How often
have you
heard those
words when
someone is
referring to
an intricate,
perhaps
slightly cobbled, contraption or
construction? They have become part of
the language, almost Shakespearean in
ubiquity. But who was Heath Robinson?
And why has his name become
synonymous with a botched job? The
truth is the link between the Victorian
comic genius and a lash-up is slightly
unfair, particularly when you examine
his drawings closely and realise that,
with a bit of ingenuity, they might
actually work.
One man to do exactly that is energetic
TV presenter, scientist and author Adam
Hart-Davis, who says he was once asked
by a television producer to make a
“machine for pulling Christmas crackers
safely” from Heath Robinson’s plans.
A lifelong devotee of the much-loved
inventor, it was entirely apt that
publishers Sheldrake Press should
approach Adam to write a long-overdue
biography of the great man. Working at
his home in Thornham Bridge near
Ivybridge, Adam produced the text for a
lavish, large-format hardback book
containing more than 300 of HR’s colour
illustrations and line drawings
In Very Heath Robinson: Stories of his
Absurdly Ingenious World, Adam places
HR’s inventions against the backdrop of
his life and times, exploring the range of
his work in its social and technological
context. Thematically arranged chapters
demonstrate the breadth of his interests,
from household gadgets to romantic
encounters, from surreal sports to
futuristic forms of transport.
Eton College-educated Adam, who
presented What The Romans Did For Us
and Local Heroes, and has written
numerous serious and light-hearted
books, says much of his own broadcasting
and writing career has been influenced
by HR.
“He definitely inspired me – mostly
because his ideas are so deeply silly and

wonderful,” says Adam. “When I was a lad
we had a couple of collections of Heath
Robinson pictures and I absolutely loved
them. I was always making gadgets with
wood and string – so he became my hero.
The great joy is his idiotic sense of humour
and the fact that the things he designs
might actually work.
“Through researching and writing the
book I have tried to tease out what led him
to design, for example, an efficient
machine for conveying green peas to the
mouth. It’s really stupid – and great fun –
but I’m intrigued as to how he even came
to think about it.
“What’s more, even though they were
produced a long time ago, the ideas don’t
really age. And what makes them so clever
is that while you can laugh in thirty
seconds, it is worth examining them for
much longer because there is all sorts of
stuff going on in there and we want to
know if that piece of knotted string really
will link up to a cog and make the thing
run.”
William Heath Robinson – to give him
his full name – was born in 1872 and died
in 1944. Adam says the secret of his
enduring popularity lies in a unique
ability to inject humour and humanity into
any situation.
“His drawings provided an astute yet
affectionate social observation of the times
by inviting us into a reassuring world of
gentle eccentricity, cheerful stoicism,
improvisation and a gleeful debunking of
officialdom – and anyone else who takes
themselves too seriously.
“The prevailing desire for elegance and

Heath Robinson’s many
designs for absurd
contraptions included
‘The Building of the
Saltash Bridge’ and
‘Proving There Is Room
To Swing A Cat’ to
‘How To Take
Advantage of the Savoy
Orpheans Dance Music
Broadcast by the BBC
Without Disturbing the
Neighbour in the Flat
Below’, ‘Spring
Cleaning Highgate
Woods’ and ‘How To
Live In A Flat’ (cover)
tidiness is not confined to the home, and he
fondly imagined a small army of
volunteers spring cleaning Highgate
Woods, polishing eggs, birds’ nests and
even the ducks and fish in the ponds.
“Never a sportsman himself, although a
keen rambler, Heath Robinson delighted in
making fun of people playing games,
complicating them by introducing
additional obstacles and handicaps, often
combining two or more apparently
incompatible sports.
“And there’s no need for those living in
compact, high-rise flats to miss the
enjoyment of the outdoors. For Heath
Robinson, where there’s a will, there’s a
window ledge. His flat-dwellers cleverly use
the space outside their homes,
precariously balancing on a ledge as they
drive a golf ball, attached to string to
ensure its prompt return, or serenely take

the air in a deck chair suspended above the
void.”
Adam, who says he was delighted to be
asked to write the biography, added: “It’s
very large and very beautifully produced
book. The publishers have gone to
enormous efforts to scan all the pictures to
the highest resolution, and to use the
highest quality ink and paper to achieve a
really handsome volume. All I did was the
words!”
And author Philip Pullman, in the book’s
foreword, describes HR simply as “the
grand high celestial mechanic of
absurdity”.
Very Heath Robinson: Stories of His
Absurdly Ingenious World by Adam
Hart-Davis, with a foreword by Philip
Pullman, is published by Sheldrake
Press in hardback, priced £40.
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