
Ealing Studio Engine  
- Relocated to the Anson Engine Museum 
 

What do you think of when you hear talk of ‘Passport to Pimlico’, ‘Kind 
Hearts and Coronets’, ‘Whisky Galore’, ‘Pink String and Sealing Wax’, 
‘The Man in the White Suit’ and of course the epic ‘Cruel Sea’?         

As well as being great British classic films these were all 
made at Ealing Studios the oldest continuously working 
film studio in the world which was built for the use of sound 
in early British films. 

During the years these films were made the studios were 
powered by a pair of type 6VKR fully enclosed vertical oil 
engines supplied by the Ruston & Hornsby engine 
company on 22nd October 1931.  The engines were 
ordered by Associated Radio Pictures Ltd (ARP Studios) of 
5 John Street, Adephi, London, for use at their recently 
opened ‘Talkies Studios’, The Green, Ealing (Ealing Studios). The two engines had 
been purchased for the sole purpose of generating DC current, via General Electric 
Co generators, as required for studio lighting, and were in service whenever filming 
was in progress.  
 

 
 
A third engine; a smaller 6VXC engine (No163895) was also supplied at the same 
time. This engine was direct couple to an AC alternator and provided all the electrical 
power required for the everyday running of the studios, lighting the premises, 
powering workshops, machinery, etc. During WW2 the 6VXC engine was also used 
to provide emergency power for the nearby King Edward’s Hospital, via cables 
running across Walpole Park. 



It should be said that the studio bosses’ decision to install the engines to generate 
their own power was done on purely economical grounds. It was estimated that the 
studios achieved savings of around £4,000 per annum by generating its own power, 
as opposed to drawing current from the National Grid.    
 
The three engines were installed in a purpose build power house constructed in such 
a manner as to eliminate all extraneous noises even the roof was specially 
soundproofed. The building and foundation was of sufficient size, that should the 

need arise, a third 6VKR engine and generator 
could be installed with the minimum of upheaval 
to the everyday running of the studios. 
 
In fact during the filming of ‘The Cruel Sea’ 
starring Jack Hawkins, the engines not only 
provided the studio lighting but also appeared on 
camera, when an engine room scene was 
required. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The two engines were also featured in at least one Ruston & Hornsby engine 
catalogue, photographed being started by the famous film and stage star 
Miss Gracie Fields. 
 

 
 
The engines were ‘on call’ seven days a week, whenever filming was in progress. 
The only exceptions being 8-9 May and 15-16 August 1945 when they stood idle 
during the VE and VJ Day celebrations (Victory in Europe and Victory over Japan 
respectively). Engine running hours were always recorded, with a typical entry (for 
the week ending 25/7/1948) showing the running time as 39 hours. As the 6VKR 
engine’s were used solely for lighting film sets the running costs were booked (per 
unit produced) against whatever film(s) being produced at the time.  



 
Connected to the National Grid 
As the British film industry began to decline, 
the Ealing Studios became home of the 
BBC’s Film Production Resources 
Department, with many of the Corporations 
production being produced there. The two 
6VKR engines had an amazing service 
record, being in service for around 60 
years. In fact they only become redundant 
when the studios were finally connected to 
the National Grid (in 1991) following a 
changeover from the old DC lighting 
equipment to AC equipment. 
 
When in January 1991 the studios were opened to the public, the two 6VKR engines 
were still in-situ but sadly stood idle; while they may not have been able to run at full 
power they were perfectly operable. The reason for this was in the main due to the 
Local Authority’s Health and Safety Offices who were concerned about the high 
volume of carbon emissions being emitted from the engines. The actions of the 
Health and Safety people just so happen at a time when difficulty was being 
experienced in obtaining spare parts. It meant that the engines were coming to the 
end of their working lives.  
 
Looking at things through preservationists eyes, it is much easier to blame the 
Health and Safety people for bringing to an end to the engines’ working career rather 
than to admit that they had indeed come to the end of their expected life. In fact 
having been in service for 60 years I’m sure the engines had far exceeded anything 
the makers would have considered a normal working life.   
 

 
BBC photograph of the pair of 6VKR engines taken in their working days.   

The smaller engine is to the extreme right. 

"Here during a quarter of a century 
were made many films projecting 
Britain and the British character" - 
plaque installed at Ealing Studios 
when they were sold to the BBC. 



 
Uncertain future 
With the engines no longer in service, their fate was for a time in the balance. The 
BBC, being aware that the two engines had played a major role in the history of the 
British film industry was reluctant to see them end up simply as scrap iron. However, 
they could not afford or justify the expense of having them restored etc and hoped 
that the engines, or at least one of them, 
could be placed in a museum and 
preferably one related to this country’s 
Industrial Heritage.    
 
It just so happened that at this point Ruston 
& Hornsby’s successors, Alstrom Gas 
Turbines Ltd, was contemplating building a 
museum, and thought one of the 6VKR 
engines would make an ideal centrepiece 
exhibit. With this in mind engine No612706, 
was selected, removed from the studios 
and returned to Lincoln. Unfortunately no 
one was interested in the other engine and 
it ended up being scrapped. It’s amazing just how few museums at that time, be they 
public or privately owned, were willing or indeed able to accommodate an engine the 
size of the 6VKR. 
 
 

 
The photographs show Ray Hooley and Michael Hudson during a visit to the studios in 

December 1991 to discuss the removal to Lincoln. 
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Following the engines’ re-location to Lincolnshire it was placed in storage, while 
plans for the museum got underway.  
 
However, things did not work out as planned and the museum never materialised, 
resulting in the engine remaining in storage until in 2002 when it was deemed that it 
was occupying valuable storage space, and had to go.  
  
 
Relocation to the Anson Engine Museum 
It was this point that Ruston & Hornsby archivist Ray Hooley once more became 
involved in the story. In the past Ray Hooley had on a number of occasions worked 
his magic spell on local authorities and museum boards, persuading them that they 
should help finance the recovery and relocation of an engine to a museum or private 
collection. 



Indeed Ray has been responsible for many large Ruston & Hornsby 
engines being saved from the scrap man. Keen to save the engine, 
Ray set about the task finding it a home, a home that would, given 
time, be able to display the engine in all its glory, even if it would never 
be run again. Ray’s first choice was The Anson Engine Museum at 
Poynton, and a letter seeking the museums views dispatched.  
 
The Trustees’ of the museum agreed that the engine would make a fitting exhibit, 
sent a favourable reply to Rays opening enquiries. There followed a series of 
meetings between Geoff Challinor (Chairman and Curator) and the appropriate 
department heads at Alstrom Gas Turbines Ltd to discuss the relocation of the 
engine. Following a number of meetings it was agreed that Ruston & Hornsby 
No162706 should be gifted to the Anson Engine Museum.  
 
At the time of the recovery Ray said “This sort of engine really is the Cinderella of the 
preservation world.  It is too big for individuals to deal with, although this was the first 
of the enclosed engines.  They were made for industrial or marine use so there may 
still be some old ships around with them in, or one tucked away in a big factory cellar 
somewhere.” 
 
He reported that, at the time of writing, Ruston & Hornsby No612706 is the sole 
surviving example of a type 6VKR engine known.  
 
 
 
Transportation 
While the fate of the engine was now secure, the 
question of its transportation from Lincoln to Poynton 
arose. This would be quite some undertaking and one 
that very few haulage companies would be capable 
(or willing) of handling. The task was undertaken by 
the Halifax Heavy Haulage firm Collett, using one of 
their special heavy duty loaders.  
 
Before something as big as a Ruston & Hornsby 6VKR engine could be moved a 
great deal of behind the scenes work had to undertaken. Firstly the best route had to 
be selected, avoiding weight restrictions, low bridges and power cables etc. Then 
there were the various police and civil authorities who had to informed/contacted. All 

these things took time and proved somewhat frustrating as you 
wait for the wheels of officialdom to roll into action. The task of 
checking site access, at both ends, was left to the haulage 
contractor he being the best judge of where his loader could 
and could not go.  
 

 
At the collection site it was discovered that the engine was not directly accessible 
from the doorway; this meant that the engine had to be manoeuvred sideways 
several feet before loading could take place.  
 
The following photographs (courtesy of Ray Hooley) were taken March 2003 and 
show the engine being collected at Lincoln.  Part 2 will tell the story of the delivery in 
Cheshire. 



 

 
Skidding it sideways along plates 

 
 

 
 

 
Plates were too flimsy, weight cracked the floor 

 
 
 



 

 
Showing pile of rails and piping that was under the engine 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Rear bogey inside building awaiting loader to back in 

 
 



 

 
Loader beams being adjusted to receive engine 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Engine ready to leave Alstom site at Firth Road, Lincoln 

 
 
 



 

 
Piles of bits awaiting transport 

 
 
 
 

 
Air bottles and other bits being loaded at Lincoln 

 
 
 



Part 2 of the story will give more details of how the engine managed to reach the 
museum and the current plans to move it onto to a concrete bed.  To finish the 
concrete bed and the quote for the crane to move the engine at the museum amount 
to over £10,000.   
 
The museum is a registered charity and does not receive government or public 
funding to help us to run the museum.  To date most of the work has been carried 
out and funded by the volunteers and Friends of the museum with occasion small 
grants for specific projects.  As you can imagine it is difficult for us to continue to 
fund everything we are trying to do.  If you would like to make a donation to help us 
with the projects we have planned, particularly moving the Ruston onto its final 
display area, then you can do so by donating using the link below.   
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http://tiny.cc/2n38u 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


