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Fig. 1.12 Leon Bagrit arrived in Britain in 1914 as a_12-year-old refugee without a word of
English. By the age of 21, he was working as a commercial traveller and had registered for a part-
time Matriculation course at Birkbeck College, University of London
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“In that year Elliott Brothers, the old-established firm of instrument makers,
began running into difficulties. Elliotts had been kept going through the war largely
by work on naval fire control equipment but their Admiralty contracts were cancelled
at the end of the war. Accordingly in July 1945 Siemens Brothers and Co. Ltd.
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(since acquired by AEI) sold their 72% controlling interest, and the majority of the
shares were placed with large institutions such as Insurance Companies and
Investment Trusts. The three representatives of Siemens Brothers left the Board and
Pierre Lachelin, of Higginson & Co., and Geoffrey Lee were elected Directors in
their stead, the latter as Managing Director. At the same time Mr Lee became a
Director of B & P Swift. Two years later, in 1947, Elliott Brothers announced the
acquisition of the major part of the business and assets of B & P Swift in return for
the issue of £25,000 Elliotts ordinary shares. This transaction gave B & P Swift
22% of the enlarged equity of Elliott Brothers, making it by far the largest share-
holder. Leon Bagrit was immediately elected joint Managing Director and he very
soon became, on the retirement of Mr Lee, the sole Managing Director’.

New evidence allows us to expand the above account somewhat. By the time
Bagrit was 27, he was indeed working for the firm of W & T Avery Ltd., Soho
Foundry, Birmingham, a large manufacturer of weighing machines. An Agreement
for Employment and Service, dated 1 September 1929, defines his job as Industrial
Weigher Salesman at London, with an annual salary of £300 plus commission on
sales [26]. By this time, Leon’s address was given as 77 Stanhope Avenue, Finchley,
London N3.
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By 1931, Bagrit had moved to a rival weighing machine company, Herbert &
Sons Ltd. of Smithfield, London. He obviously made a favourable impression
because, in a letter dated 23 December 1931 [26], he received the following appre-
ciation: “Your Directors consider that your service to the Company during the pres-
ent year should be suitably recognised. Whilst the time is inopportune for any
improvement in salaries, your progressive work is much appreciated, and with the
completion during next year of part of the development programme, we shall be
able to make further progress to our mutual advantage. We therefore with great
pleasure enclose a cheque for £100 with our thanks for your efforts in 1931°. The
letter was signed by two Directors: A J Herbert and A E Sylvester (as far as can be
deciphered). The ‘inopportune time’ refers to the Great Depression, which had
begun with the Wall Street Stock Market crash in October 1929 — though British
industry had spend much of the 1920s in recession with lowered wages and unem-
ployment provoking the General Strike of May 1926. By the end of 1930, UK
unemployment was running at about 20%. The National Hunger March took place
in the autumn of 1932. Economic recovery happened gradually from about 1933
onwards, with areas such as London and the South-East recovering faster than other
regions. From 1936 onwards, the British government’s rearmament measures, in
the face of the rise of Nazi Germany, provided the stimulus that finally ended the
economic depression in Britain.

Whilst employed at Herbert & Sons, Bagrit’s mind was turning to innovations in
mechanical weighing machines or scales. A loose-leaf folder containing 36 pages
of Leon’s hand-written design notes has survived [26], of which one diagram is
reproduced as Fig. 1.13. His machines all seem to be of the table-top variety (i.c.
portable), for weighing groceries, etc. in retail outlets. Besides written comments,
the pages contain formulae, calculations and some sketch drawings. The calcula-
tions mainly concern dimensions of a beam and its bearings and the geometry of
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Fig. 1.13 Sketch of a weighing machine, taken from Leon Bagrit’s design notebook covering the
period 1932-1934. In 1935, Bagrit set up his own company, B & P Swift Ltd., to manufacture
weighing machines and, in due course, food-processing equipment. During the Second World
‘War, the company switched to government contracts, for example, gearboxes for aircraft controls
and actuators for flaps and undercarriages

associated pointers. In one case, a comparison with an ‘Avery” product seems to be
made. The last page is dated 9 February 1934, and it seems likely that the notes
were made in the period 1932-34.

In 1935, Bagrit left Herbert & Sons and set up his own company, B & P Swift,
as recounted earlier. B & P Swift was located at 124-130 East Road, City Road,
London N1, according to a patent filed in 1935 (see below). By 1945, the compa-
ny’s address for patent-application purposes was given as North Circular Road,
London NW 10 — probably synonymous with the Willesden district of London.
A plausible explanation — see Appendix 9 and [29]  is that the B stood for Bagrit
and the P for Dickie Pollard, a technical associate who became a close friend.

On the 24 October 1935, Bagrit filed his first patent (number 464832) for the
improvement of knife-edges in scales. From that moment onwards, Leon Bagrit
was on track to become the industrial entrepreneur behind much of the develop-
ments described in the rest of this book.
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Bagrit’s progression to become the Chairman and Managing Director of Elliott-
Automation should not obscure his continued involvement with the arts. ‘He had
great breadth of vision and in business was more concerned with the broad sweep
than with the detail, much of which he was happy to delegate to colleagues ... this
approach left him time to pursue his many other interests’ [23]. His musical talent
and his involvement with the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, have already
been alluded to. He was also ‘a notable collector in the field of visual arts’ [23].
Through charitable Trusts and scholarships, Leon and Stella Bagrit have bequeathed
a number of grants that still support scientific and artistic endeavours at institutions
such as the Royal Ballet School and Imperial College in London and Ben Gurion
University in Israel.

As a person, Leon Bagrit could appear intimidating. His nephew Peter Fielding
remembers him as: ‘very austere. He found it difficult to relate or communicate in
almost any way with me as an infant or even a teenager. Looking back, his eyes
were kinder than his demeanour, and I think it was his stammer and stutter which
inhibited an casy flow of humanity which he obviously felt based on his love of the
arts’ [21]. This stutter was seemingly not always apparent though Laurence Clarke,
who joined Borehamwood in 1951 and rose to be a Technical Director, remembers
that Leon Bagrit ‘did repeat words occasionally when he was excited and somehow
had to keep up with his thoughts’ [30].

For most of this book, Bagrit, the private individual, remains hidden behind
Bagrit, the leader of industry. In Chap. 14, we will catch up with Bagrit’s persona
in his mature years and in retirement.
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1.6 Leon Bagrit

There is little in the public domain about Leon Bagrit’s early private life — so little,
indeed, that one suspects Bagrit himself was not interested in anyone who looked
backwards rather than forwards. Bagrit’s entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography [23] is perhaps the most informative account that has come (o light. This
entry was written by Bagrit’s long-time business associate Edgar Herzfeld. Edgar
Otto Herzfeld was born in London on 14 March 1909. He joined Elliott Brothers
(London) Ltd. in about 1948, having previously been Secretary of B & P Swift [24]
Herzfeld quickly became the third member — and longest-surviving — of the ruling
triumvirate of Bagrit, Ross and Herzfeld. Henry Pasley-Tyler has described
Herzfeld as “a most likeable man with an impish sense of humour, a real gentleman,
enormously competent; his stability and financial management played an enormous
part in the recovery of Elliott Brothers’ [15]

The underlying chronology of Leon Bagrit, as extracted from Edgar Herzfeld’s
authoritative article [23], runs as follows.
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13 March: born in Kiev, Ukraine

Arrived in London from Belgium

Married Stella Feldman

Becomes General Manager of Herbert & Sons, a weighing machine
manufacturer

Set up his own firm, B&P Swift, manufacturing weighing machines
B&P Swift acquired by Elliott Brothers (London) Ltd.

Establishment of Elliott-Automation Ltd., with Bagrit as deputy
chairman and managing director

Becomes a director of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, and is the
founder and chairman of the Friends of Covent Garden

Is knighted

Becomes president of the British Friends of Haifa Technion, Israel
Becomes a member of the Council for Scientific & Industrial Research
Becomes Chairman and Managing Director of Elliott-Automation Ltd.
Becomes a member of the Advisory Council on Technology

Invited to give the BBC Reith Lectures

Awarded the Albert Medal by the Royal Society of Arts for his work on
the application of automation to industry

Receives an honorary doctorate from the University of Surrey
Elliott-Automation acquired by English Electric Co. Bagrit becomes a
Deputy Chairman of English Electric

English Electric acquired by the General Electric Company (GEC)
Receives an honorary doctorate from the University of Reading

Bagrit retires from being chairman of GEC-Elliott-Automation Ltd.

22 April, dies in London
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Leon Bagrit’s ‘wealth at death’, according to [23], was £2,276,444 — not bad for
someone from an impoverished background who did not speak a word of English
before he was 12 years old! Bagrit’s wife, Lady Stella Bagrit, died in March 2001,
aged 95 [25]. They had two daughters and at least six grandchildren, of whom a
grandson has provided more information about his grandfather’s early life [26]. The
following additional biographical comments on Leon Bagrit's early life are based
largely on [23], supplemented by [21, 26-28].

Leon Bagrit was the second of three children of Manuel Bagrit, a jeweller, and
his wife Rachel Yousopovich. The family left Kiev for Belgium, from which they
soon moved on to England in 1914 *having lost all their possessions as a conse-
quence of the German invasion® [27]. Upon arrival in Britain, the 12-year-old
Leon spoke no English but the headmaster of St Olave’s School, Southwark, took
a personal interest in his education and in due course Leon gained a school prize
for English Literature. Although [23] states that Leon read Law at Birkbeck
College, University of London, such college records that have come to light sim-
ply show that he entered Birkbeck’s one-year Matriculation course on 16 October
1923, being registered for English, Maths, Chemistry, French and History. At the
time of his registration, Leon was aged 21. He was living at 458 New Cross Road,
London SE14, and his occupation was given as Commercial Traveller — see
Fig. 1.12.
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Bagrit’s Birkbeck registration form includes a section for giving Schools attended
with years of entering and leaving. The single item in this section simply records
*St Olave’s School, 1917 to 1920°. We may guess that Bagrit was very much a ‘self-
made man’ whose natural abilities and energy propelled him upwards and onwards
after leaving school. He had a talent for music and ‘playing the violin in an orchestra
helped him through the precarious early adult years ... he had no formal training in
engineering but possessed an exceptional understanding of engineering and related
matters which was vitally important to his subsequent career.” [23].

Bagrit’s ‘precarious early adult years’ are not revealed in any detail in [23].
Bagrit did, however, allow some of his pre-Lewisham career to creep into an offi-
cial company document that appeared in the mid-1960s at about the time when
Elliott-Automation was at its most profitable [28]. Here is an extract, which subtly
re-tells the story recounted in Sect. 1.4 above by John Coales of how Bagrit’s
empire began.

“The history of the Elliott-Automation Group is really the story of the vision and
drive of one man, Sir Leon Bagrit, and the confidence which his bankers, Higginson
& Co. (now Philip Hill, Higginson Erlanger Ltd.) have had in him since the earliest
days. In 1935 Leon Bagrit, who had previously worked for two weighing machine
firms, Avery’s and Herbert & Sons — set up his own company to manufacture
weighing machines and food processing equipment. The company, B & P Swift,
had an equity capital of only £100, of which two thirds was contributed by Leon
Bagrit, but it expanded by raising preferential capital, discounting its hire purchase
agreements, and by bank borrowing. In 1942 Rudolph de Trafford, a partner of
Higginson & Co., joined the Board. By 1945 Swifts were established with two
well-equipped factories on the North Circular Road.
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