


IT IS FIFTY YEARS SINCE MY LATE FATHER, GEOFFREY

PILKINGTON, PERSUADED HIS FATHER FRED THAT VIBRATORY

ROLLERS WOULD HELP LAY THE PATH TO THE FUTURE. OVER

THAT TIME WE HAVE EVOLVED FROM BEING A GENERAL

CONTRACTORS PLANT HIRER TO A PROVIDER OF SPECIALIST

HIRE SERVICES THAT DIDN'T EVEN EXIST WHEN WE STARTED

OUT. THE COMPANY’S NAME HAS CHANGED - TWICE, NOW.

THE VIBRATORY ROLLERS THAT STARTED IT ALL HAVE

SWITCHED FROM THEIR LONG HELD PLACE AS THE

COMPANY’S FUTURE TO THEIR NEW HOME IN ITS PAST.

Vp is a very different company to
Vibratory Roller & Plant Hire Limited,
set up in 1954.  Even so, a part of it
remains resolutely the same : a certain
stubbornness, coupled with a
willingness to change and adapt; a
restless desire to always seek a better
way of doing things, of generating a
better result for the customer.  A
company that doesn’t follow the rest
of the pack.  One that innovates and
throws itself wholeheartedly into the
newest ideas and working practices.
And if they don't work, then it looks
for the next idea and moves on.
Happily, more often than not, we have
been able to make them work !

I joined Vibroplant shortly after my
father died unexpectedly in 1978 and I
became Chairman three years later at
the tender age of thirty.  I was shortly
faced with the daunting task offo
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2  foreword 1954-2004

steering the Company through a
brutal recession in the
construction industry and
extricating us from a disastrous
venture into the leisure industry.
Fortunately the Company had
robust foundations, a strong
balance sheet and a highly skilled
and committed workforce. We
came through this difficult period
in good enough shape to
immediately start growing the
business again.

In 2004, we celebrated our
fiftieth anniversary and we
thought it would be amusing to
take a brief look back; at the
people, plant and places that
helped define us during those

years.
This short history is for employees
past, present and future,
shareholders, and anyone with an
interest in the Company.  Perhaps
a long forgotten memory will
resurface and amuse.  Whatever
your interest in Vp, we hope
you’ll enjoy the following few
pages, and that you’ll share with
us any memories that may come
from reading them.

I look forward to hearing from
you.

Jeremy Pilkington

Chairman
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The business grew out of public works contracting in the post-
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01 02 03

01 Early marketing material 
Turn to page ten.

02 Fred Pilkington,
Public Works Contractor
Turn to page six.

03 The Australian Adventure
Turn to page eight.
Left to right
Joe Stockburn
Geoffrey Pilkington
Fred Pilkington
Bill Parker

war years.
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VIBRATORY VENTURES

IT ALL STARTED WITH A VIBRATORY ROLLER.  THEY’RE A

FAMILIAR SIGHT TODAY – ESPECIALLY IF YOU ARE OBLIGED TO

SPEND A LOT OF TIME ON MOTORWAYS, NEGOTIATING THE

VARIOUS PATTERNS OF CONES.  IN 1954, HOWEVER, FEW

PEOPLE REALISED THE POTENTIAL OF SUCH A MACHINE.         

IT DIDN’T OCCUR TO THEM THAT A ROLLER WHICH WAS ONE

TENTH OF THE WEIGHT OF A TRADITIONAL DEADWEIGHT

ROLLER COULD COMPACT THE GROUND EVERY BIT AS WELL.  

So when Geoffrey Pilkington suggested to
his father Fred that they should add the
hire of these rollers to their civil
engineering and construction business,
Fred wasn’t really keen.  Fred was a man
suspicious of new technology.  He prided
himself on his speed of mental arithmetic
and used to play a game where he’d do a
calculation in his head, trying to beat
someone operating a punch calculator -
then the state of the art technology.  It

was a race he often won.  At the time,
there was a certain ambivalence in the
construction industry against an emergent
service industry like plant hire and Fred, an
engineer himself, might have felt that
plant hire wasn’t “real” work.  That there’s
a Vp plc today owes a great deal to
Geoffrey’s powers of persuasion and
persistence.

Examples of early compaction machines exhibited at the Great Yorkshire Show



Fred Pilkington, Public Works Contractor. 
New water main, Fewston, North Yorkshire
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AUSTRALIAN ADVENTURES

ADVENTURE WAS VERY MUCH A PART OF THE FAMILY MAKE-UP.

TIRED OF THE POST WAR ECONOMIC GLOOM AND SICK OF THE

ENGLISH WEATHER, THE PILKINGTONS STARTED TO LOOK

AROUND FOR ALTERNATIVES AND EVENTUALLY SET THEIR

SIGHTS ON AUSTRALIA.  IN 1957, THREE YEARS AFTER SETTING

UP VIBRATORY ROLLER AND PLANT HIRE (NORTHERN) LIMITED,

THEY PACKED UP THE CIVIL ENGINEERING BUSINESS, INCLUDING

NINE OF THE COMPANY’S KEY WORKERS AND THEIR FAMILIES

AND FIVE 15 TONNE EXCAVATORS, AND HEADED FOR ADELAIDE,

SOUTH AUSTRALIA ABOARD THE S.S. ORONSAY.  

Heading to a better climate 
Left to right: Joe Stockburn, Geoffrey Pilkington, Fred Pilkington, Bill Parker 



All didn’t go quite as planned, however.
Orders that had been promised when
they were still in England didn’t
materialise down under.  It didn’t help
that their arrival coincided with the
worst drought in South Australia’s
recorded history with most construction
projects being postponed.  Geoffrey had
to find himself a second job to keep
some money coming in while hoping for

better times. After nine months it was
clear that the move to the promised
land wasn't what they’d hoped for.  They
decided to sell-up and head back to
England, bringing with them only two of
the staff they had taken out.  The rest
decided to stay. 
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Meanwhile, at home...
Back in the UK, Harold MacMillan’s government was ushering in a more
prosperous time, with promises of an expansion in housing, office
construction and motorway building.  This seemed a much more positive
option than waiting for the Australian market to improve.  



In 1960, Geoffrey became Managing
Director, allowing Fred to assume more
of a backseat role.  Encouraged by the
early success of the new business he
looked for new opportunities within the
non-operator plant hire market.  He
expanded the product range to include
pumps and air compressors, changed the
company name to Vibroplant, and
adopted the V logo.  Geoffrey designed
it himself, based on the logo for Mogul,

a TV series about dealmakers in the oil
industry.  The logo was another new
thing at the time – especially in the
construction industry, which was
dominated by family companies with
long names (like Vibratory Roller and
Plant Hire Ltd!). He also started to
expand geographically, increasing the
number of depots throughout the North
of England and Scotland.
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NEW BEGINNINGS

SADLY FOR FRED PILKINGTON, IT WOULD HAVE BEEN VERY

DIFFICULT TO SET UP HIS CIVIL ENGINEERING BUSINESS AGAIN

FROM SCRATCH, SO HE AND GEOFFREY FOCUSED THEIR

EFFORTS ON THEIR FLEDGLING PLANT HIRE COMPANY.  AT THAT

TIME, THERE WERE PLENTY OF FIRMS RENTING HEAVY

CONSTRUCTION EQUIPMENT SUCH AS CRANES AND

BULLDOZERS WITH OPERATORS, BUT NON-OPERATOR PLANT

HIRE, SELF-DRIVE IF YOU LIKE, WAS MUCH LESS COMMON.  A

NATURAL RISK TAKER, GEOFFREY DECIDED TO PLACE HIS

COMPANY’S FUTURE IN THE HANDS OF THIS UNTESTED IDEA.  

IN 1959, ONE YEAR AFTER THE COMPANY HAD RETURNED TO

THE UK, THE FIRST SECTION OF THE NEW M1 MOTORWAY WAS

OPENED.  THIS MARKED THE BEGINNING OF A FAST AND

FURIOUS EXPANSION IN THE NATION’S ROAD SYSTEM, WHICH

HELPED PROPEL THE COMPANY TO OVER TEN YEARS OF

UNBROKEN PROFITS GROWTH.  

THE PROOF OF THE PUDDING

01

02

03

01 The 10 cwt. Tandem Vibrating
Roller fitted with Villiers 23/4 h.p.
petrol engine. Suitable for footpath
reconstruction

02 32W - Deadweight 121/2 cwt Roller.
Fast speed equals 4-5 tons
vibrating approx. Slow speed
equals 8-10 tons vibrating approx

03 54T - Trailer Type Vibrating Roller,
4ft 6" wide x 2ft 6" diameter with
Petter diesel engine which gives a
high degree of compaction
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01

02

01 Geoffrey Pilkington

02 Geoffrey Pilkington taking delivery
of an Aveling Barford deadweight
roller

ABOUT 
GEOFFREY PILKINGTON...

GEOFFREY RULED WITH CHARM AND CARE – AND NO SMALL

AMOUNT OF BLOODY-MINDEDNESS.  WORKERS WHO

REMEMBER HIM SPEAK OF “A REAL GENTLEMAN,” AND “ONE

OF THE MOST LIKEABLE PEOPLE I’VE EVER MET.”  OTHERS SAY,

“HE HAD TIME FOR PEOPLE.”  ALTHOUGH HE WAS CERTAINLY

ALWAYS THE MAN IN AUTHORITY, HE RESISTED GROWING

APART FROM HIS WORKERS.  

He had begun his professional life as a
civil engineer, so he wasn’t averse to
getting his hands dirty.  Once, at the
new Milton Keynes depot, he saw a
fitter leaning on a broom, half-heartedly
sweeping the floor.  Geoffrey believed
that, no matter what the job, it had to
be done with 100% commitment.  He
grabbed the broom and had his meeting
with the manager whilst sweeping the
floor himself.  

He was a familiar sight in the depots
around the country, dressed in cords and
a sports jacket, a checked shirt and a
cap, stepping out of his Rolls Royce,
puffing on a giant pipe, and making
straight for the front line staff.  He
would speak to the yard man, the fitters,
the foreman and the hire staff in the

office, to find out how things were
going and only then would he make his
way to the manager’s office.  

It was a patriarchal style of leadership,
true, but it guided the company through
a period of huge expansion.  Geoffrey
believed in himself and trusted his
employees.  He came up with ideas by
talking to the people that knew the
business best.  Under his leadership,
Vibroplant was the first to spot new
directions in the industry, the first to
provide new pieces of equipment.
Geoffrey took care of his staff and,
according to many who were around at
the time, they looked up to him, having
confidence in his leadership and
knowing they were a part of a company
that was going places.  





Stothert & Pitt T208 at Scammonden Dam during the construct
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A PIECE OF NORTH
YORKSHIRE IN THE CITY
OF LONDON

UNBROKEN PROFITS GROWTH OVER MORE THAN TEN YEARS

WAS CROWNED IN 1972-1973 BY A NEAR DOUBLING OF

VIBROPLANT’S PRE-TAX PROFITS FROM £608,000 TO £1.16

MILLION.  ORGANIC INVESTMENT HAD DRIVEN THIS GROWTH,

BUT GEOFFREY KNEW THIS COMPANY HAD MORE POTENTIAL

AND HE WANTED TO EXPLOIT IT FULLY.  SO HE DECIDED TO

FLOAT.  

Stock market flotation



143 pence represented a PE (price/earnings)
ratio of 16.5 and valued the company at
£8.6 million in 1973.  Geoffrey refused to
be bounced into accepting a lower price.
He put on his suit again - something he
hated doing - for another trip to the City
and changed brokers at the last minute to
Greene & Co, who agreed to broker the
flotation at the original price.  83% of the
shares were left with the underwriters,
with a correspondingly negative reaction
from the financial press, but the City’s 

reticence didn’t last for long.  Vibroplant
continued to expand its operations and
its profits,  despite the economic
instability of the 1970s, with it's
employment problems, inflation, and
endless disputes between trade unions
and government.  Vibroplant had
established itself as the market leader in
non-operator plant hire, and there was
plenty of activity in the construction
economy to keep it occupied.

WHEN GEOFFREY MET 
THE CITY
UNFORTUNATELY, THE TIMING WAS FAR FROM IDEAL.  IT WAS

A SOFT MARKET FOR NEW ISSUES AND, ALTHOUGH HE HAD

NEGOTIATED A PRICE OF 143 PENCE PER SHARE WITH THE

BROKERS, THEY RENEGED ON THE DEAL. 

Changing Times

The listing had been a success in the end, but there was one

part of the process that wasn’t so welcome.  By nature,

Vibroplant had always been quiet about its achievements.

The listing opened the company up to more publicity than

before, and this started to catch the attention of other

companies in the sector.  Non-operator plant hire started to

look like a good thing to be in.  For the first time,

competition became a factor in the company’s fortunes.
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SPECIALISING TIMES

GEOFFREY LOOKED TO NEW, MORE SPECIALIST PRODUCTS TO

KEEP VIBROPLANT AHEAD OF ITS COMPETITORS.  IN 1975, THE

FIRST OF THESE WAS ESTABLISHED.  AIRPAC PROVIDED HIGH

CAPACITY AIR COMPRESSORS FOR ROCK DRILLING AND

INDUSTRIAL APPLICATIONS.  THIS NEW VENTURE WAS SO

SUCCESSFUL THAT WITHIN A YEAR IT HAD BEGUN TO BRANCH

OUT INTERNATIONALLY AND INTO THE OIL AND GAS SECTOR.
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Compair Holman 1200 high volume compressors

High pressure compressor
caged for oilfield application

01

02

01 Schramm compressor spread
feeding boosters at St Fergus,
Scotland

02 Industrial application with dryer
packages
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TOUGH TIMES

IN 1976, THE RECESSION WAS STARTING TO BITE. PRIVATE

CONSTRUCTION PROJECTS WERE SUFFERING AND THE

GOVERNMENT ADOPTED A POLICY OF WIDESPREAD

SPENDING CUTS.  

Geoffrey warned the shareholders that it
would be a difficult year but this didn’t
prevent him from looking for new
growth opportunities for Vibroplant.
Happily the balance sheet was strong
and gearing conservative, so he could
still afford to experiment.

In 1977, Portable Buildings was formed
to cater for the demand for improved
site facilities and for temporary office
accommodation.  This began to grow
immediately.  Meanwhile, Airpac had
become one of Europe’s leading
suppliers of specialised compressors.

Airpac in East Africa

01

01 Portable Buildings, established in
1977, to offer improved site based
facilities



He had so often been the first to spot
the potential of new construction
technologies.  His was the first specialist
non-operator plant hire company.  And
his was the first plant hire company to
use computers extensively, in 1968.  His
adventurous, pioneering spirit has stayed
with the company throughout, and lives
on in Vp plc today. 

DEVASTATING TIMES

STILL AT THE HELM, STILL INNOVATING, AND STILL RELISHING

THE CHALLENGE OF STEERING THE COMPANY THROUGH THE

TOUGH ECONOMIC TIMES AHEAD, GEOFFREY PILKINGTON

WENT OUT FOR A ROUTINE RUN NEAR HIS HOME, COLLAPSED

AND DIED.  HE WAS ONLY FIFTY SEVEN YEARS OLD.
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His health had never given any cause for
concern.  His death was as unexpected for
his family as it was for his many
employees, who simply couldn’t believe it
had happened.  According to Alex
Robertson, Regional Sales Manager of UK
Forks, who joined the company in 1969,
“The whole company went into shock.  He
wasn’t a distant figure at the top of the
tree.  Everybody that worked for the
company must have spoken to him at one
time or another because he never missed
people out…  It was a personal loss to
everybody in the company.”



Shorpak manhole excavation support frames
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SOLDIERING ON

VIBROPLANT WAS IN SHOCK.  THE CHAIRMAN, WHOSE

PERSONALITY WAS STAMPED EVERYWHERE ACROSS THE

COMPANY, HAD BEEN TAKEN AWAY UNEXPECTEDLY.  IT LEFT A

VOID.  THE BOARD WAS RESTRUCTURED WITH GEOFFREY’S WIFE

MARGARET PILKINGTON TAKING A PLACE ON THE BOARD, AS

DID THEIR SON JEREMY THE FOLLOWING YEAR AFTER FINISHING

GRADUATE SCHOOL AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA.

In 1981, at the age of 30, Jeremy
Pilkington took over as Chairman of
Vibroplant.  At that time, he was the
youngest chairman of a listed company.
He was fresh out of university and, as he
readily admits, had more confidence
than experience.  He would, perhaps,
have wanted a more gradual
introduction to the responsibilities of his
new position.  It was a challenging time
for the company with a shaky
construction economy and recession
looming large on the horizon.  The plant
hire industry had expanded to include a
lot more competition and with the drop 

off in work, over-supply resulted in
prices being cut, squeezing margins and
crushing profitability.   Vibroplant tried
to stay out of this price war - it wasn’t
prepared to write loss making business -
but it maintained prices only at the
expense of turnover.  Nevertheless, with
careful cost management and the
contribution from its growing specialist
activities, the profits for the year ending
March 1980 were up once more, from
£3.2 million to £3.8 million.

03

02

01 Jeremy Pilkington in 1979

02 Prospect Tool Hire started
up in 1981

03 Serving the professional
and DIY tool hire markets

01



Shorpak aluminium waler system 

More Specialist Ideas

The company had been pleased with the performance of its specialist
Airpac and Portable Accommodation businesses and it looked to
expand into other areas.  One of the first things Jeremy did on
joining the company was to set up Shorpak Trench Systems.  This
new technology was a response to the worrying number of deaths
each year of construction workers in unprotected trenches.  Shorpak
was able to support trenches hydraulically with the operator
standing above and so outside of the danger until the excavation
had been made safe. 

In 1981, Vibroplant established its aerial work platform division, Hi-
Work, with an initial investment of £1 million.  In the same year, it
started Prospect Tool Hire, which served the professional and DIY tool
hire markets.
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RECESSION

IN 1981 THE RECESSION FINALLY GOT THROUGH TO

VIBROPLANT’S PROFITS.  HIRE CHARGES WERE INCREASING AT

ONLY HALF THE RATE OF THE PRICE FOR NEW EQUIPMENT AND

THE SECOND-HAND MARKET FOR DISPOSING OF OLD

EQUIPMENT, ESPECIALLY IN THE MIDDLE EAST, WAS VERY SOFT.

Local authority spending on construction
and road building came to a standstill
and private construction slumped too.
All of these things contributed to a
halving of pre-tax profits for the year –
the first decrease in over twenty years.
The outlook wasn’t promising.  The
recession looked as if it was setting in.

Vibroplant’s directors carried on
investing in new depots, to take
advantage of the upturn when it came,
but in the meantime, it looked for an
alternative industry to shield itself from
construction highs and lows. 



The idea seemed to have great potential.
The VJBs would play in pubs and clubs,
so that customers could enjoy not just
the sound of the tracks, but also the
promotional video as well.  It was the
night out for the MTV generation – or
that was the aim.  Unfortunately this
venture was beset with problems from
the start. The technology was very new
and unproved and stubbornly refused to
come right.  Then new regulations were
introduced which required the pubs and
clubs that used VJBs to be set up like a
cinema.  Seats would have to be bolted
down and a safety curtain installed –
completely impractical measures for
pubs who just wanted to show a few

pop videos.  It took three months for an
amendment to the Cinematograph
Amendment Act, 1982, to sort out this
situation.  The delay further damaged
the project and the development of the
ill-fated VJBs lurched clumsily onwards.  

Finally, the company helping V.I. Leisure
to market the new machines got into
severe financial difficulties and
distribution ceased.  It seemed that
VJBs simply weren’t meant to be.

VIDEO JUKE BOXES

IN 1981, A NEW BUSINESS VENTURE CALLED V.I. LEISURE WAS

ESTABLISHED TO PROMOTE VIDEO JUKE BOXES, OR VJBS.  
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A BREAK FROM LEISURE

THE DIRECTORS DECIDED TO WIND UP THEIR FORAY INTO THE

LEISURE SECTOR AND CONCENTRATE ON THE BUSINESS THEY

KNEW BEST.  THEY WENT BACK TO FOCUSING ON PLANT HIRE,

CAPITALISING ON A RECOVERY IN THE CONSTRUCTION

INDUSTRY THAT WAS ON ITS WAY WITH AN INCREASE IN NEW

HOUSING.  THEY RESTRUCTURED THE CORE BUSINESS, GIVING

DEPOT MANAGERS GREATER COMMERCIAL AUTONOMY TO

RUN THEIR DEPOTS AS THEIR OWN BUSINESSES, RETURNING

TO THE DE-CENTRALISED ETHOS OF THE FOUNDING YEARS. 

01

01 Investment in the Shorpak Division
had by now given the company the
most comprehensive range of
shoring equipment in the country



Aluminium hydraulic verti-shores
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Shorpak piling frame

01

01 Shorpak's largest item was the
trench box - ideally suited for
larger and deeper excavations

A lack of investment in training has long
bedevilled the construction industry and
it was becoming increasingly difficult to
recruit and retain staff with the right
skills.  Vibroplant made absolutely sure
of the quality of training by introducing
a comprehensive apprenticeship scheme
of their own with fifty youngsters going
through a three year programme.  Also,
in a sharp break from tradition, the
directors appointed a field sales force, a
group of people always regarded by
Geoffrey with great suspicion.  In the

past, Vibroplant had relied on it’s
reputation to sell itself but the increase
in competition and the dire state of the
construction economy required more
emphasis on sales.  The Board also
looked for ways to expand into new
markets and, partially influenced by the
threat by the Labour government to
nationalise construction industry, it set
its sights on the large and fragmented
plant hire market in the United States.



In the US, Vibroplant’s growth strategy
was to seek young companies in
underdeveloped markets with managers
who had a good reputation in, and
knowledge of, their local market area.
Initially, the company was hampered on
its acquisition trail by its historically
publicity shy nature.  Many of the target
companies had never heard of
Vibroplant, in sharp contrast to the very
active and much higher profile British
company active in the US rental market,
BET.  Its next acquisition - Georgia Hi-
Lift - was made in December 1986 and

after this, expansion in the US began
in earnest.

American Aerial Lift (1987)
American Hi-Lift of California (1988)
American Hi-Lift of Texas (1988)
Arundel Aerial Lift (1989)
Indy Lift (1989)
Shi-Loh Equipment (1990)

By now American Hi-Lift, as the
American subsidiary was now called, had
26 locations in 12 states across the US
with annual revenues approaching
$100m
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EXPANSION INTO THE U.S.

IN MID 1982, VIBROPLANT BOUGHT FLORIDA HI-LIFT CORP,

A YOUNG AERIAL WORK PLATFORM RENTAL COMPANY IN

TAMPA.  THIS HAD AN EYE-OPENING EFFECT ON THE UK SIDE

OF THE BUSINESS BECAUSE THE US MARKET HAD EMBRACED

POWERED ACCESS EQUIPMENT MUCH MORE BROADLY THAN

THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY IN THE UK.  THE EXPERIENCE

GAVE VIBROPLANT A CHANCE TO CONTINUE BRINGING NEW

IDEAS AND INVESTMENT INTO THE UK MARKET, WHILE

EXPANDING RAPIDLY IN THE US.

01

02

03

01 Nine telescopic boom machines -
62ft and 80ft units were supplied to
work on the set of the motion picture
‘Oscar’ starring Sylvester Stallone

02 American Hi-Lift South was
selected as the primary aerial
supplier in the construction of the
new home for American Football’s
Atlanta Falcons

03 A gas powered scissor lift platform
used by the Dallas Cowboys
football team to help in the video
taping of practice sessions



The HP750S first appeared in 1984 and
became a core piece of Airpac plant.  In
1988, Vibroplant expanded Airpac’s oil
and gas activities with the opening of a
bespoke new depot at Great Yarmouth to
service the southern sector of the North
Sea to compliment its HQ in Aberdeen.

Having developed a taste for
acquisitions across the Atlantic,
Vibroplant decided to expand its
portable accommodation fleet with the
acquisition in 1989 of Britspace’s hire
fleet for £2.67 million. Britspace were
Vibroplants first line manufacturer of
portable accommodation.

Despite a halving of company profits in
the following year because of UK
recession and regional economic

problems in the US, this was followed
with the £2.3m acquisition of Bath
Plant, a general hire company with 6
branches in South West England in
1990.  Bath Plant’s waste management
business was sold shortly thereafter for
£2.35m leaving the remaining plant hire
business looking like a very good deal.

In 1992, Vibroplant made its biggest
acquisition in the UK to date with the
purchase of Groundforce, from the SGB
Group.  This acquisition more than
doubled the size of the trench shoring
business, bringing additional technical
expertise and a well recognised brand
name which was soon adopted for the
enlarged business and is still retained to
this day.

A PARALLEL EXPANSION
IN THE U.K.
DESPITE THIS PERIOD OF INTENSE ACTIVITY IN THE US THE UK

SIDE OF THE BUSINESS HADN'T BEEN NEGLECTED.  THE NORTH

SEA WAS DEVELOPING INTO A WORLD SCALE OIL REGION

AND DEMAND FOR SPECIALIST AIR COMPRESSOR EQUIPMENT

WAS GROWING FAST.  AIRPAC CHOSE INGERSOLL RAND AS ITS

PARTNER TO DEVELOP A CUSTOM BUILT MACHINE WHICH

WOULD MEET THE STRINGENT SAFETY STANDARDS REQUIRED

TO OPERATE IN THE HAZARDOUS OFFSHORE PLATFORM

ENVIRONMENT.  
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01

02

01 Ingersoll Rand offshore "Rig Safe"
specification compressor

02 Bespoke new Airpac depot at Great
Yarmouth



Coming out of America

The American subsidiary had grown substantially throughout the
1980’s and had become one of the top five rental businesses in the
U.S.  Vibroplant had struggled in the recession of the early 1990’s,
and reduced staff on both sides of the Atlantic.  Headcount in the
U.S. fell from 500 to 420 through the sales of two underperforming
units, Atlantic Aerial and Indy Lift.  It was becoming clear that the
capital demands from both sides of the Atlantic were stretching
Vibroplant’s resources too thin.  In 1996, Vibroplant pulled out of
America, selling American Hi-Lift to Primeco for £44.6 million.  It
was the end of 15 years exciting, challenging and successful
involvement in the American market.  Time to move on again.
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CHANGING IN CHANGING
TIMES
IN 1993 A COMBINATION OF EVENTS ALTERED THE COMPANY’S

THINKING.  FIRST OF ALL, THE RECESSION IN THE UK.  SECONDLY,

THE AMERICAN BUSINESS WAS UNDER PRESSURE FROM

REGIONAL ECONOMIC PROBLEMS.  THIRDLY, THE BUSINESS HAD

EXPANDED SO RAPIDLY THAT IT WAS IN DANGER OF

OVERSTRETCHING ITS CAPITAL BASE.  SOME RETHINKING WAS

NEEDED TO PULL EVERYTHING BACK INTO LINE.

Vibroplant restructured in the UK,
splitting itself into six separately
managed business units.  This enabled
the full potential of the individual
businesses to be recognised and freed
senior management to think more
strategically.  

As a result, two more gaps in the market
were spotted, and Power Rental Services
(portable power generators) and Safety
Services (confined space entry
equipment) were launched.

01

01 JLG 60' boom



Zone II specification 750 Ingersoll Rand compressors operating on offshore platform



Bomag 212 self propelled vibrating roller
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01 02 03

01 Telehandler on commercial
cladding operation

02 Groundforce helping Royal
Albert Hall restoration

03 Torrent Trackside tunnel lighting
for rail track maintenance
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BACKING BRITAIN

The company simply wasn’t getting the
returns it needed on general plant hire
to make it worthwhile.  Vibroplant had
always been strong on service and
strong on quality. But the market was
reluctant to pay the premium for the
best service and equipment.  The
directors researched, discussed, and
researched some more to find out what
customers really wanted from a plant
hire service.  They said they wanted
reliability; to be able to get hold of the

right piece of kit at the right time; to
deal with someone who knew what
they were talking about and with the
authority to give them an immediate
answer to their questions.   
What tended to be available at that
time was a very localised, disconnected,
branch based service.  It was charming,
it was traditional, it could be excellent,
but it was often chaotic.  The problem
was, that the branch based organisation
was inherently inconsistent.  

THE SALE OF THE US SUBSIDIARY ENABLED VIBROPLANT TO

INVEST IN A RADICAL OVERHAUL OF THE UK OPERATION. 

THE PROBLEMS OF MANY YEARS OF SQUEEZED MARGINS,

WHICH BEGAN WITH THE PRICE WARS OF THE LATE

SEVENTIES, WERE MADE MUCH WORSE DURING THE

RECESSION IN THE EARLY 1990S.  EQUIPMENT WAS BEING

HIRED OUT AT 1980 PRICES BUT THE REPLACEMENT COST OF

PLANT HAD MORE THAN DOUBLED OVER THAT PERIOD. 

01

01 Large width trench box systems 



Lighting a nighttime road surfacing contract

"Gully sucker" for drain clearance

01

01 1994 represented the fortieth
anniversary of the business as well
as 21 years as a public company

There wasn’t any point in hanging on to
specialist companies that weren’t
bringing a return, after all, they had
been set up in the first place to improve

margins.  Five Star, the portable
buildings hire business was the first
sold in 1995.

THE RATIONAL ROUTE

IT WAS TIME FOR DRASTIC ACTION.  FIRST OF ALL, THE

BUSINESS WOULD BE RATIONALISED.  SPECIALIST DIVISIONS IN

OVER SUPPLIED OR MATURE MARKETS WOULD BE SOLD.  
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Servicemaster launch material
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SERVICEMASTER

NEXT, A RADICAL DEPARTURE FROM INDUSTRY PRACTICE WAS

SET IN MOTION WITH THE LAUNCH OF SERVICEMASTER.  IT WAS

THE BIGGEST SHAKE UP OF THE WAY THAT PLANT HIRERS

OPERATED SINCE THE INDUSTRY BEGAN FIFTY YEARS AGO.

SERVICEMASTER PROMISED GUARANTEED SUPERIOR SERVICE

LEVELS BACKED BY HIGHLY TRAINED STAFF AND A UNIQUE I.T.

PLATFORM AND CALL CENTRE.    

01

01 The directors responsible
for the introduction of
Servicemaster
Right to left:
Dr John White CBE, 
Margaret Pilkington, 
Eric Woolley, 
Jack Mawdsley, 
Rodney Swarbrick, 
Ron Hewitt, 
Jeremy Pilkington



Vibroplant bought Cannon Tool Hire, a
long established six branch company
based in Kent, in October 1996.  This
was followed in February of the next
year with the acquisition of Instant Tool
Hire with three branches in North West
England.  Domindo Tool Hire, based in
Shropshire and the Welsh borders,

followed in October 1997.  Five further
small tool acquisitions were made over
the next two years which, together with
organic, greenfield openings grew the
network to 43 locations by the
Millennium. 

TOOL TIME

TOOL HIRE WAS A RAPIDLY EXPANDING MARKET AND ONE

THAT VIBROPLANT HAD PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE OF IN THE

EARLY 1980’S WITH PROSPECT TOOL HIRE.  TOOL HIRE

WOULD GIVE THE GROUP ADDITIONAL EXPOSURE TO THE

RMI MARKET AND WAS A GOOD FIT WITH THE

SERVICEMASTER MODEL. 
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GETTING ON THE RIGHT TRACK
THE PRIVATISATION OF THE RAIL INDUSTRY WAS OPENING

NEW OPPORTUNITIES FOR INDEPENDENT HIRERS, PROVIDING

EXPOSURE TO A SECTOR OUTSIDE THE MAINSTREAM

CONSTRUCTION CYCLE.  IN 1997, THE COMPANY BOUGHT

TORRENT TRACKSIDE, A HIRER SPECIALISING IN THIS SECTOR.  
01

02

01/02 Torrent Trackside rail
equipment

There was, however, one small problem.
Despite what customers had said during
the research, they remained very reluctant
to pay more for the higher level of service
they demanded.  They enjoyed it, and
market share gains were made in the
target outsourcing sectors, and although
margins increased, they didn’t do so to
the extent needed.  

It was time for another rethink.  The
directors knew they had given their all to
general plant hire.  They also knew it
hadn’t worked – at least, not enough and
not in the way they had hoped.  It was
time for a really big step.  

It was time to take Vibroplant out of
non-operator plant hire in the UK.
General plant hire still accounted for
more than half the company’s turnover
and it was a momentous decision for the
company to make.  It involved the sale of
over 7000 items of plant and the closure
of 25 depots.  It also meant the loss of
300 jobs. Happily, most staff were quickly
snapped up by other companies in the
industry, and with the addition of new
businesses, employment levels were soon
higher than ever.  

BIDDING FAREWELL TO
GENERAL PLANT
BY 2000 THE BUSINESS HAD A MUCH TIGHTER FOCUS AND

WITH A STRONG SERVICE ETHOS STILL VERY MUCH AT ITS

HEART.  IT ALL SEEMED TO FIT.  CUSTOMERS WERE HAPPY AND

STAFF WERE SETTLING INTO THE NEW WAY OF DOING THINGS.  



Groundforce Shorco 80T hydraulic struts providing support to basement foundations
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Exiting general plant hire was a traumatic
experience for the company and its staff.
It was on an altogether different scale
from, say, letting go of an
underperforming divisional activity; this
decision involved parting with the
original, founding activity that still
constituted the largest part of the
company’s activities and defined the
identity of the Group.  It was a change
and a half.

We can’t know what Geoffrey Pilkington
may have made of these far reaching
changes to the company he had founded,
but Jeremy hopes that he would have
endorsed the decision.  It was an

enormous challenge, after all, and he did
enjoy a challenge.  Subsequent events
have proved the decision to be exactly
right and it has come to be accepted
throughout the company as very much
the correct move. 

The expertise built up with the launch of
Servicemaster is still in extensive use
throughout the group today.  UK Forks,
Hire Station and Groundforce all use the
centralised booking systems to varying
degrees.



AN END AND A BEGINNING

02

01

01 Vibroplant logo 1994 to 2001

02 Current Vp logo

Groundforce Shorco MP 250T struts for city centre redevelopment

COINCIDING WITH THE EXIT FROM GENERAL PLANT THE

GROUP DECIDED TO CHANGE ITS NAME. VIBROPLANT WAS A

BRAND TOO CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH THE GENERAL PLANT

BUSINESS.  VIBROPLANT WENT AND  Vp TOOK ITS PLACE,

ALTHOUGH GEOFFREY’S V LOGO STILL REMAINS, WITH SOME

MINOR CHANGES TO BRING IT UP TO DATE. AT THE SAME

TIME Vp WAS RECLASSIFIED IN THE STOCK EXCHANGE

LISTINGS UNDER SUPPORT SERVICES RATHER THAN

CONSTRUCTION TO REFLECT ITS NEW DIVERSIFIED

OUTSOURCING BIAS.
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50 tonne struts for canal refurbishment for British waterways



Vp TODAY

IT’S BEEN A BIT OF A ROLLER COASTER RIDE, THE LAST HALF

CENTURY.  PERHAPS UNSURPRISINGLY Vp IS A VERY DIFFERENT

COMPANY FROM THE ONE THAT STARTED HIRING OUT

VIBRATORY ROLLERS FIFTY YEARS AGO.

Vp operates in an industry which is by its
very nature about change at every level -
an industry that always needs to look
forward.  It needs to find the safest,
quickest, cheapest ways to do things. A
challenge that Vp has always been happy
to embrace.  It has never been afraid to
evolve.  This is a company that tries out
new ideas all the time.  Some work,
others don’t, just as in any other
business.  What is perhaps different is
that it doesn’t let one failure get in the
way of a continued innovation.

It’s a culture inherited from Fred and
Geoffrey Pilkington, taken up by Jeremy,
and carried through now by the 1100
employees in all areas of the business.
Their ideas are the resource that will
ensure that the company continues to
grow and evolve over the next 50 years.

01

01 Chairman Jeremy Pilkington (left)
and Group Managing Director
Neil Stothard (right)

The businesses today
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Safeforce
Safeforce was split into two in 2003, part
of it migrated to Groundforce, and the
other half to Hire Station.

Airpac Oilfield Services
In 2002 a base was established in
Singapore, to allow Airpac to better serve
the growing South East Asian oil and gas
exploration markets.  At the same time,
Airpac sold its onshore compressed air
rental activities for £1.8m, enabling it to
focus exclusively on opportunities in the
offshore markets.

Groundforce
Groundforce has continued to grow
strongly and been very acquisitive.
Groundforce acquired Mechplant in 2002
for £3.1m.  This transformed its scale and
capabilities in a similar way to the SGB
acquisition made ten years earlier.  Two
smaller acquisitions followed – Stopper
Specialists, the market leader in the
specialist pipestopper sector and a first
foray in the laser and survey equipment
rental market.  In 2003, a new specialist
division, Piletec, was formed to hire pile
driving and breaking equipment.  Already
Piletec is market leader in its field.  In
2004, three new acquisitions have
strengthened Groundforce’s core shoring
business and its laser and survey rental
business.  A fourth acquisition, In Depth,
provides water flow calibration services
and has enabled the company to offer a
tailor made service to the water utility
companies.

UK Forks 
UK Forks is the sole surviving element of
the general plant hire product range and
has prospered with it's specialist focus. It
is now, according to PHE Journal, “the
only truly national player in the forklift
business”.

Hire Station
In May 2000, Hire Station was boosted
with the acquisition of HandiHire, a long
established 24 branch tool hire network
operating predominantly in the East
Midlands.  

Torrent Trackside
Since its acquisition in 1997, Torrent
Trackside has established itself as the
market leader in its sector.  Aided in part
by the acquisition in 2001 of one of its
main competitors, Torrent have
established an excellent reputation as a
quality supplier to the demanding UK rail
maintenance and renewals sector.

Vp HAS FOCUSED ALL ITS ENERGIES ON GROWING ITS

SPECIALIST DIVISIONS: 

01

02

01 Airpac Oilfield Services

02 Hire Station

The profits that had stalled
with the exit from the U.S.
and the costs of exiting
general plant now started
to move forward again.  In
2002, pre-tax profits
doubled to £6.2m.  In 2003
there was a further rise to
£7.5m; £8.9m in 2004 and
£9.4m in 2005
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AND NOW?
Now, Vp is entering its second 50 years of operation, lean, fit, focused and ready to
take on the new challenges the industry brings.  It’s looking forward to it, ready to
embrace the next big idea.  That much hasn’t changed since 1954.

The world has changed and the Company
with it.  Jeremy could see that, especially
in the sharp light of recession in the early
1990’s.  Servicemaster was the start of
the new Vibroplant.  It was a huge change
that needed the endorsement of every
member of the company.  They needed to
sell it to their customers, so they needed
to believe in it themselves.  This needed a
fundamental change of culture.  It meant
embracing progressive management
attitudes at all levels.  It meant promoting
some staff and saying goodbye to others.
It meant involving and rewarding staff
through a Save-As-You-Earn share
scheme, so that for the first time they had
a real interest in the fortunes of the
whole company, rather than just their bit
of it.  It meant challenging everything and
changing much.  

All of this meant that the Chairman, who
had been so used to close control of all
parts of the business, needed to take a
step back.  As he says, “You can’t make all
the decisions – much as it’s fun to try!
You feel great and you’re terribly busy but
the business needs to be more responsive
at all levels in today’s economic
environment.  The progress we’ve made in
recent years has only been possible
because of the quality of the people we
employ.  They want to come up with the
ideas.  If you want to retain the best
managers, you’ve got to give them scope
for growing with the business. They’ve
shown that they are good enough.”
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In 2004 Neil Stothard was appointed to
the newly created position of Group
Managing Director.  Neil has been with
the Group since 1997 when he joined as
Group Finance Director and has been
closely involved in delivering the strategy
to exit general plant hire and the
subsequent expansion of the Group’s
specialist activities.  

Mike Holt joined Vp in 2004 as Group
Finance Director from Rolls Royce plc.
The addition of Mike to the senior
management  team will enable the Group
to accelerate its rate of development and
growth. Mike is responsible for finance
throughout the Group, Internal Audit and
Group IT.

The Group’s board is completed by non
executive directors, Barrie Cottingham
and Peter Parkin, who bring broad
commercial experience to the board.

The Group’s five businesses are headed up
as follows:

John Singleton joined the Group in 1998
as Divisional Director –
Construction/Industrial Services.  He
subsequently became Managing Director
of the Services division in 2001 overseeing
the operational aspects of the general
plant exit and the development of the UK
Forks, Airpac Oilfield Services and
Groundforce divisions.  John has been
Managing Director of Hire Station since
January 2004.

Richard Donald joined the Group in 1997
as Managing Director of Torrent Trackside
from Balfour Beatty.  Richard and his
management team have been
instrumental in making Torrent Trackside
the leading rental provider to the rail
track renewals and maintenance industry. 

David Williams joined the Group in 2000
as Divisional Director Materials Handling
within Construction Services.  He
subsequently became Divisional Director
for the launch of the new UK Forks
business and after a period of
responsibility for Airpac Oilfield Services
became Managing Director of
Groundforce in 2003.  In this role he has
led Groundforce through a period of
significant and successful expansion.

David McMillan joined the Group in 2002
as Director for Airpac Offshore.  Following
the exit from its onshore activities in
2003, Airpac now operates solely in the
oil and gas sector on a worldwide basis.
David became Managing Director of this
division in 2005.

Haydn Davies joined the Group in 2004 as
Sales and Marketing Director for UK Forks.
Haydn was subsequently promoted to
Divisional Director in 2005.  

Denise Stonard, who is Director of Human
Resources, joined the Group in 1996.
Denise has led an HR team that has
provided substantial and effective support
to the businesses through the strategy
change and the subsequent growth of the
specialist rental activities.

Neil Stothard
Group Managing
Director

Mike Holt
Group Finance
Director

John Singleton
Managing Director
Hire Station

Richard Donald
Managing Director
Torrent Trackside

David Williams
Managing Director
Groundforce

David McMillan
Managing Director
Airpac Oilfield
Services

Haydn Davies
Divisional Director
UK Forks

Denise Stonard
Director of Human
Resources

Peter Parkin
Non Executive
Director

Barrie Cottingham
Non Executive
Director
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For more information on the Vp of 
today please visit www.vpplc.com

Tools and specialist
products for industry
and construction.

Excavation support
systems and specialist
products for the water,
civil engineering and
construction industries.

Equipment and service
providers to the
international oil and gas
exploration and
development markets.

Equipment and services
for the railway renewals
and maintenance industry.

Rough terrain material
handling equipment for
industry, residential and
general construction.
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