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Frank Hornby 

Frank Hornby was born on 15th May 1863 at 77 Copperas Hill, 

Liverpool, England to parents John Oswald Hornby and Martha 

Hornby (née Thomlinson).  

This was the Victorian era - the time of the industrial revolution - 

the “Machine Age” - and like many young boys Frank dreamt of 

being an inventor. However, his early attempts at invention 

proved unsuccessful (he once tried to build a perpetual motion 

machine) but as all good entrepreneurs know, failure is the 

foundation on which the road to success is built. 

As a schoolboy Frank was not particularly academic and by his 

own admission was either playing truant or thinking about it. 

After leaving school at sixteen he worked for his father until he 

was 23 years old. 

On the 15th January 1887 he married schoolteacher Clara Walker 

Godefroy (the daughter of a customs officer) whom he met while 

singing with a church choir. Together they had two sons, Roland 

and Douglas, and a daughter, Patricia.  

At the time of his father’s death in 1899, Frank held the position 

of ‘Chief Cashier’ in the employ of David Elliott who ran a meat 

importing business in Liverpool. 



Toys for the boys 

Hornby enjoyed making toys for his sons and prior to Christmas in 

1900 he hit upon the idea of creating strips of copper with holes 

drilled at regular intervals so that they could be bolted together to 

form small toys such as bridges, trucks and cranes etc.  

Initially the components he used to build the models were unique 

to each model, but he soon realised that by making standardised 

interchangeable parts that could be bolted together, many 

different models could be built from the same set of components. 

He began to create structural components from sheets of copper 

with holes cut at regular intervals which could be used, not only to 

join them together with nuts and bolts, but also for bearing axles 

and shafts. This allowed the construction of many different 

complex mechanisms from one set of components which could be 

used over and over again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 Elbank 

Road, Sefton 

Park, 

Liverpool, 

England 

where Frank 

Hornby lived 

in 1900 

 



First Product 

In January 1901, at the age of 38, Hornby believed that he had a 

product that was worth marketing and so with a five pound loan 

(approx. £500 todays value) and advice from his employer, David 

Elliot, he patented his invention with the less than snappy title 

"Improvements in Toy or Educational Devices for Children and 

Young People".  

Hornby began looking for companies to manufacture his product, 

but the result was poor in quality and did not attract much 

attention.  

With a family to support on a modest wage, Hornby did not have 

the time to develop and market his product properly.  However, 

his employer, who could see the potential in Hornby’s invention, 

offered him premises at 17, James Street, (the address adjoining 

his own) and became his partner. 



Mechanics Made Easy 

 In 1902, with further financial assistance from his partner, Hornby 

began marketing his construction sets under the more memorable 

name of, "Mechanics Made Easy".  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each set had 16 different parts and included an instruction book 

detailing the construction of 12 models and cost 7s 6d 

(approximately £80 at today's value). Over the next few years, a 



number of different sized sets and new components were 

introduced, for example, pinions and gears, pulleys, a Pawl, or 

ratchet and additional sizes of strips.  

During this time the company sponsored competitions with 

substantial prize money to develop new models. This idea 

generated a lot of interest and resulted in some innovative new 

designs including Ferris Wheels, Looms (that wove cloth), the 

Meccanograph and a Motor Car Chassis. 

By 1907 "Mechanics Made Easy" had become so successful that 

Hornby’s suppliers were unable to keep up with demand and so 

he took the decision to quit his job with Elliot and find suitable 

premises to begin manufacturing his own parts.  

He acquired a three year 

lease on a workshop at 

No. 12 Duke Street, 

Liverpool, and with the 

help of a loan to buy 

machinery and hire staff 

Hornby & Elliot began 

manufacturing some of 

their own components. 

           



Meccano 

The company was growing rapidly and in order to raise the 

necessary capital to fund this expansion and invest in a larger 

factory and plant, a company had to be created.  

This led to the formation of Meccano Ltd on 30th May 1908. At 

this point Hornby bought David Elliots’ share of the company 

leaving himself as the sole proprietor.  

By 1909 Hornby was again in need of larger premises and moved 

to an old carriage works located at 274 West Derby Road in 

Liverpool, and in 1910 the famous "MECCANO" logo was 

commissioned. Meccano Ltd's turnover for the 1910 financial year 

was 12,000 pounds (approx. £1,202,880 todays value).  

In order to keep pace with demand, a new factory was built in 

Binns Road, Liverpool. By September 1914 the Binns Road Factory 

was in full production and remained the company headquarters 

for over 60 years. 

In 1916, Hornby launched a monthly publication, Meccano 

Magazine, which remained in circulation for over sixty years, and 

1919 saw the formation of The Meccano Guild, an amalgamation 

of Meccano clubs from all over the world. 

The company exported to many countries, e.g. Canada, Australia, 

New Zealand, India and other parts of the British Commonwealth. 

In later years, Meccano was manufactured in other countries as 

well, e.g. France, Spain and Argentina. 





‘O’ Gauge Trains 

In 1920 Meccano Ltd introduced two ranges of model train. The 

Tinprinted Train - a copy of a German product which failed to sell 

and was withdrawn from the market - and a range  branded under 

the name of ‘Hornby Trains’ and sold as a special purpose 

Meccano Outfit.  

The Hornby Train was made from separate components, held 

together with Meccano nuts and bolts and powered by a high 

quality clockwork motor. Meccano were able to sell this product 

at a premium over and above the price of foreign competition due 

to the strength of the brand and their reputation for quality.  

The Hornby Train was an enormous success right from the start 

and sold in surprisingly large quantities, the range of wagons, 

coaches, accessories and 

rails increased rapidly 

throughout the 20s and 

early 30s, giving an 

excellent choice far beyond 

most children's pocket, but 

not beyond their dreams. 

In 1925 Hornby produced 

their first electric train 

operated from a 100–250  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

volt mains supply but by 1929 this had been replaced by a much 

safer 6 volt DC system.  

During the Second World War production ceased at the Binns 

Road factory as the Meccano factory was used to produce war 

related materials.   

 

The Binns Road Factory 

 

 

 



Production resumed after the war but was hampered by 

shortages of materials during the Korean War as metal was in 

short supply. 

During the 1950s production levels rose once again to bring the 

fortunes of the factory to their highest point, however, the post-

war ‘O’ Gauge range never regained its pre-war success. 

 

 

Dinky 

The first Dinky toys came on the market in December 1933 under 

the name of Hornby Modelled Miniatures, but they were 

marketed under the name of Dinky Toys from April 1934 onwards 

– Una Hornby, Frank’s daughter-in-law, remarked that the 

miniature figures looked “Dinky”, and so they were named.  

The Modelled Miniatures were, in fact, intended for use as 

accessories on ‘O’ gauge model railroad platforms and included 

figures of people and domestic animals, mailboxes, railroad 

signals, and even some non-motorized railroad rolling stock, in 

addition to the first of many motor vehicles. 

In 1957 the first Dublo Dinky Toys appeared, intended for use on 

‘OO’ gauge railroad platforms. Though a few small-scale models 



had been produced since the Thirties, most Dinky Toys had been 

built more or less to ‘O’ gauge, though the range was not very 

successful and dropped after a few years.  

Around this time Dinky was coming under threat from the Corgi 

brand owned by Mattel. In the mid-1960s Corgi led the way with 

cars tied to TV shows and films (notably James Bond's Aston 

Martin). Dinky struggled to keep up, introducing models from 

Gerry Anderson's Thunderbirds, Captain Scarlet and Joe 90 sci-fi 

series, but the market was healthy and both companies 

continually upgraded their ranges. 

Today there is a healthy market for old Dinky Toys, particularly the 

earlier models with some selling for hundreds and even thousands 

of pounds. 

 

 

 

 



Dublo Trains 

In 1938, Hornby Dublo (‘00’) was launched to compete with the 

newly launched Trix Twin Railway.  This was approximately half 

the size of the ‘0’ gauge system and the locomotives had cast 

metal bodies rather than pressed metal. 

Both clockwork and electric sets were available before the Second 

World War but when production recommenced after the war the 

clockwork range was dropped.  

After the war, the Peco automatic coupling was adopted as 

standard and the buildings, when they reappeared, were die cast 

in aluminium.  

By 1957 it was clear that Hornby 

Dublo was losing ground to the 

Tri-ang Railways system and 

something drastic had to be 

done.  The first change was the 

adoption of plastic for wagon 

bodies. 

The possibility of a 2-rail electric 

system had been discussed as 

long ago as 1938 but was not 

adopted until 1959.  Plastic 

buildings arrived the same year 



and the Super Detail coaches followed the year after.  

Too late it was realised that the system was not gaining the loyalty 

of beginners whose parents were being wooed by the low prices 

of Tri-ang and Playcraft sets. In a last ditch attempt to save the 

system, in 1963 two beginners sets were launched but, with 

unsold stock piling up in the factory, production of the Hornby 

Dublo system was halted. 

 



Final years 

By the 1930s Frank Hornby had become an extremely wealthy 

man, he owned a mansion in Maghull and was taken to the Binns 

Road Factory every day by chauffeur driven car.  

In 1931, at the age of 68, he was elected as a Conservative MP for 

the Liverpool Everton ward leaving the running of the company 

largely to his two sons, co-directors and staff, but he resigned his 

parliamentary seat before the 1935 General Election due to his 

failing health. 

In September 1936 Mrs Hornby was on a Mediterranean cruise for 

health reasons, and Frank remained at home to attend to 

business. They had been looking forward to celebrating their 

golden wedding anniversary in January 1937 and Frank was 

planning the programme when he was suddenly taken ill.  

He had been suffering from heart trouble for some time and on 

Friday, September the 18th 1936 he was operated on at the David 

Lewis Northern Hospital in Great Howard Street, Liverpool.  

Three days later Frank Hornby died of a chronic heart condition 

complicated by diabetes.  Following his death his eldest son, 

Roland took over as Chairman of Meccano Ltd. 

  



The "Old House" at Quarry Brook, Maghull, Lancashire (now Sefton), in 

which the Hornby family lived for many years. The house is now a 

convent on the site of Maricourt High School. 

 

The Hornby Family grave in St Andrews churchyard, Maghull. 

Buried here are Patricia, daughter of Frank and Clara Hornby, who died at the 

age of 14 on the 15th of June 1913, Frank Hornby who died on the 21st of 

September 1936 aged 72 and Clara Hornby who died on the 13th of October 

1953 aged 92 years. 



Epilogue 

Meccano continued to thrive throughout the 40s and 50s but in 

the early 60s came under increasing pressure from less expensive 

foreign imports and from rival company Tri-ang Railways who had 

developed cheaper plastic bodied trains. 

In 1963 Tri-ang acquired the Dinky brand and Meccano was taken 

over by Lines Brothers (the parent company of Tri-ang Railways) 

at which time Hornby Dublo became ‘Tri-ang Hornby’).  

The Tri-ang Group was disbanded and sold in 1971 and the model 

railway system renamed Hornby Railways.  The specification of 

the range was upgraded to increase the appeal to adult 

enthusiasts with improvements to fine detailing, finish and with 

higher definition decals.  

In November 1979, Meccano Ltd. went into receivership which 

came as a shock to everyone, including the employees, but in 

spite of a last ditch effort to keep the company going the Binn's 

Road factory was closed and demolished in 1980. 

Hornby Trains 

Hornby Trains continue to be made by the company, now known 

as Hornby Hobbies Ltd, at the original Tri-ang factory in Margate. 

It became an independent company in 1979 after the closure of 

Meccano and on 29 October 1986 was floated on the Unlisted 

Securities Market, becoming a public company. 



Meccano 

Meccano’s original French subsidiary is now an independently 

owned company and still produces Meccano from a factory in 

France.  

Dinky 

Matchbox, the owner of Dinky Cars since the late 80s, was bought 

by Mattel in 1997 who still market the brand for some special 

editions of the Matchbox range in certain markets but there have 

been no new Dinky castings since Matchbox Collectibles was shut 

down in 2000. 

Postscript 

The fact that the Meccano, Hornby & Dinky names still live on 

today is a testament to the strength of brands that became 

synonymous with quality and innovation.  

 MP Gould titled his 1915 book on Frank Hornby  

“The Boy Who Made $1,000,000 With A Toy”, a strange way to 

describe a 53 year old man, but perhaps it was the inner child in 

Frank that wouldn’t let go of a childhood dream that was the 

secret to his success, 

- and the child in all of us that keeps that dream alive. 

  



 


