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Horse Treadmills 
Recently, a strong, steel piece of equip-
ment was brought to Smoko. It looked 
like a segment of a sturdy driving chain. 
The outcome of the discussion was that 
it was part of a treadmill, powered by a 
horse. 
 

Treadmills have been used for a long 
time, having been around since Roman 
and Greek times. Both animals and 
people have been used to power the 
treadmills. Up until the 1800s they were 
used to pump water, grind flour and 
even power cranes. They were used in 
prisons as a means of supplying hard 
labour to many prisoners; they could be 
on the treadmill for up to eight hours a 
day, with a few rest breaks. Time on the 
treadmill was hated and feared by even 
the most hardened prisoners. 
 

The treadmill allows the horse or animal 
to stay in one place while letting them 
walk, treading the steps of the moving 
platform, which is like a conveyor belt 
that is wide. The belt moves to the rear. 
 

Treadmills have been used in veterinary 
schools; while a horse was running, 
structural and physiological systems 
could be monitored precisely and meas-
ured with diagnostic equipment. 
 

It was known that a dairy farmer in Ire-
land created a clunky contraption that 
allowed a cow to walk on the treadmill 
while munching grain. The one cow set 

 
up could generate enough electricity to 
power a few milking machines in the 
dairy, almost allowing the cow to pay for 
her own milking. 
 

Many horse treadmills originated from 
Armish designs. They were simple and 
practical, mostly constructed of wood. 
Depending on the adjustable pitch of 
the ramp, the speed could reach up to 3 

miles per hour. In other words, just 
plodding. At the back of the treadmill 
was a large gear box. These gears 
were connected to a shaft leading away 
from the treadmill to almost anywhere. 
 

An American metal worker and machine 
builder, who was a farmer that had 
horses, connected his treadmill to a 
wood splitter, used it for grinding meat  

 

dip pens, but that only happened when our writing was of an acceptable stand-
ard. That was in the 1940s. 

 

J P. I remember them. We used them, but I never got to fill the ink wells. I re-
member getting the strap for trying to soften rock hard plasticine on the potbelly 
stove, but it melted and ran down the side of it. 

 

A S. I remember the thrill of graduating from a pencil to the dip in pens. That 
was in the early 1950s. 

 

J K. My husband told the story that they couldn’t use the ink in the winter as it 
froze solid. This was in Southland. 

 

L L. We had to use blotting paper which was essential if you were left-handed. 

 

P B. It was bad luck for the girl with plaits, as temptation to dip them in the ink 
well, by the boys sitting behind her, was sometimes too much to resist. Another 
diversion was to dip blotting paper in the ink, then flick it at the ceiling with a rul-
er where it stuck. 

 

B H. Yes, I was given the jobs of filling the ink wells or taking the milk to the 
classrooms or emptying the rubbish bins at primary school. It was mainly during 
singing lessons as the teacher told me, ‘when we need a foghorn, we will call 
you in.’ Guess they never needed one. 

 

S H. I didn’t get to fill the ink wells, but our class had a green square tin with a 
handle. Inside was a trowel and some sawdust to put over the floor when a child 
had been sick. 

 

L K. We graduated from chalk to pencil and books, to a dip pen then a fountain 
pen in the early 1950s. I got into big trouble when I lost my father’s Parker pen 
that he had been given as a gift. 

 

B J. Being an ink monitor on occasions engendered pride, but a scolding from 
mother due to resulting stains on my clothes and skin. 

 

J M. I remember putting spring flowers such as daffodils in the ink wells to watch 
the ink stain spread through the flower’s petals. 

 

E E. Ask a child today it they know what blotting paper is. 

 

Perhaps this will engender many school time memories. R H 
 
 
 A horse treadmill being used to drive a  

saw bench for cutting firewood. 



 

 

and perhaps most importantly used it to 
run a five gallon, icecream churn. Another 
example of using the treadmill was when 
a single horse machine was set up out-
side the house with the drive shaft going 
first, to the refrigeration unit on the porch. 
Insulated pipes from the unit passed 
through the wall into the kitchen to a 
chest cooler. Also, the treadmill powers a 
grinder that is used to grind coffee beans, 
or flour from wheat and corn. Another belt 
runs a shaft through a wall into the laun-
dry where it powers a wringer type wash-
ing machine. It was also used to drive a 
butter churn. Outside the home a one-
horse tread power was hooked to an air  
 

 

compressor which air powered tools. A 
person also spoke of a workshop set up 
with a circular saw, a jointer, planer and 
band saw. It could also provide power for 
a water pump and running water to the 
house, run a log splitter and a 12-volt 
generator to recharge the storage batter-
ies used to run the lights on the buggies. 
In the barn, tread power was used to run 
an elevator that raised hay bales into the 
loft.  Commercially produced treadmills 
could cost about $3,000. Some were 
compact machines and could be used 
inside a farm shed. R H 
Excerpts from: Horse treadmills 
 

 

Blade Shearing in New Zealand 

 

In most New Zealand wool sheds the 
click of the shears has given way to the 
whine of the electric handpiece. But 
there are still places where the tradition-
al life of the blade-shearing gang contin-
ues. Hard work and honed steel are the 
mark of a job which has changed little in 
centuries. 
 

The most striking thing about a shed full 
of blade shearers is how quiet it is. Be-
tween each sheep the shearers give the 
edge of the blades a few skillful strokes 
with the finer of the sharpening stones 
before pulling another sheep from the 
pen. 
 

Tallies for a run range from 35 to 50 
sheep. The day is divided into four, two-
hour runs, so a top shearer can average 
200 sheep a day. 
 

There is always sharpening. It takes a 
skilled shearer about an hour to set up a 
new pair of shears. First, a bevel is 
ground onto the blades using an electric 
grinder. Then a fine edge is developed  
using hand stones. Bits of tape and 
string are arranged along the handle to  
make sure the tool fits the shearer’s  
hand exactly. A little piece of plastic or 

 
 

or leather, the ‘knocker’, is placed be-
tween the blades near the base to soften 
the impact of each clip. A new pair of 
blades is generally good for about 1,000 
sheep. The shears come in varying 
length of blades, from about 10 centime-
ters to 18.5 centimeters. 
 

Many merinos in New Zealand are shorn 
with hand shears, most of them in the 
high country of the South Island, where 
the weather can be harsh and unpredict-
able. Blade shearing leaves a thicker 
cover of wool on the sheep after shear-
ing giving it more protection from storms 
and the wool grows back faster after 
blade shearing than machine shearing. 
Most commercial blade shearers in New 
Zealand use a similar style of shearing 
to the traditional Bowen method used in 
machine shearing. 
 

At the shed the shearers select their 
stand and begin to line up their tools: 
two sets of shears, two types of sharp-
ening stone; a fine one to maintain the 
edge on the shears and a course one, 
which grinds more aggressively, for 
when the blades become worn from 
hours of shearing. They also have a per-
sonal selection of oils and cutting agents 

for whetting the stones.  
 

The world’s largest 
sheep shearing and 
wool handling contest, 
the Golden Shears, is 
held in Masterton, New 
Zealand and one of the 
classes is for blade   
Shearing. South Can-
terbury farmer, Tony 
Dodds has shorn so 
many sheep and he 
became the first per-
son in the world to win 
one hundred Open 
Blade shearing finals. 
Recorded in October 
2020. R H 
Excerpts from: Blade shearing in New 
Zealand. 
 
This blade shearer is clipping a South   
Island, fine wooled Merino. 

Wooden Desks, Ink Wells, Pens and Nibs 
 

Did your school desk have an ink well? Did you get to be the one allowed to fill them 
in the morning? 
Here are some comments to enjoy, of past student’s memories. 
 
J W. I used to get ink everywhere and our teacher called me, ‘blotsianna’. 

 

K W. The kid behind me dipped my plaits in the ink well. If I ever see him again…. 

 

E G. We had two ink wells. One for blue and one for red. If you had someone mis-      
chievous sitting behind you, you were a target for ink all over your back. 

 

D R. I used to love drawing on the blotting paper with this kind of pen and ink. 

 

M H. I didn’t know what was in the hole, and I put my finger in it. 

 

D H. Yes, I remember them well. I told my granddaughters about them and they had 
such astonished looks on their faces. It was unimaginable to them, I think. 

 

D S. I started school in 1959. I didn’t use ink wells but had a fab Conway Stewart 
fountain pen. It was burgundy red and had my name engraved on the side in gold 
lettering. I was so proud of it. 

 

D D. When I started using a nib and pen, I had ink on my hands, on my shirt, on my 
shorts, not to mention the appalling mess on the paper. 

 

B W. We had ink wells and used Waverley nibs. We were so excited to graduate to 


