
 
 
 

TUNBRIDGE WARE 

By Dr Ian Beavis 8 February 2024 

 
The scene was nicely set, Ian reminding us that Tunbridge Wells became, possibly, the 

very first tourist town in England. Visitors came to take the waters, go for donkey rides, 

and scour the Pantiles shops for souvenir items, as day trippers do at Brighton nowadays. 

 

Tunbridge Ware had its nascence around 1685, and by 1697 shops were full of all manner 

of wooden goods heralded as the signature souvenir of the town.  As picture postcards, 

fridge magnets, and sundry inexpensive items bearing the town’s crest are the staple 

souvenirs from today’s seaside holidays, so the decoratively inlaid Tunbridge Ware was 

the obligatory memento during the late 17th century and beyond. 

 

Principally a cottage industry, typical Tunbridge Ware products embraced inkwells, pin 

cushions, tape measures, and trinket boxes, small, useful pieces, rather than merely 

ornaments. Over time, the craft grew, extending to tea caddies, glove boxes, and even 

writing slopes. Designs on these articles by the 1830s Tunbridge Ware peak included 

topographical scenes, both local and further afield, butterflies, British birds, and flowers. 

 

Blessed with the distinct advantage of having an extensive collection of Tunbridge Ware 

at the local museum on which to draw, Ian was able to give a brief note on the practice of 

stickware and tessellated mosaic, and illustrate, both on screen and with actual 

examples, the various incarnations of the marque, with an explanation of the intricacies 

of the craft, which later borrowed needlework patterns from Prussia’s Berlin wool work.  

 

The mass production techniques available in the 1830s allowed for the most fruitful 

Tunbridge Ware geometric patterns to showcase the craftsmen’s skill, various colour 

shades on cubes based on forty or so different natural woods offering a 3-D effect; most 

wood is naturally brown, yet a green colour phenomenon obtains in Tunbridge Ware, 

simply rotted oak attacked by a fungus, the result being termed ‘green oak’. 

 

There are, as in any craft industry, famous names associated with Tunbridge Ware, who 

kept the mystique within the town. In 1746, there was George WISE (actually of 

Tonbridge), followed by his son and nephew, while the 18th century also saw James 

BURROWS and William FENNER working at Royal Tunbridge Wells. Burrows’ 

premises are still extant at Jordan House. When Fenner retired in 1840, Edward NYE 

took over his premises, also still recognisable, with its Town Quatercentenary plaque on a 

wall of ‘The Chalet’, including the name of Nye’s designer, Thomas BARTON, 

formerly at Wise’s, who joined Nye in 1836 and took over in 1863. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1842, Henry HOLLAMBY, originally apprenticed to Burrows, became an exponent 

of the craft on his own account, employing some forty workers at his factory, producing 

15,000 pieces each year for the wholesale market, his topographical views hailed as the 

finest. On his retirement, in 1891, one John KEMP, with strong connections to 

Hollamby, took over, his company, BOYCE, BROWN, and KEMP (1873-1916) later 

sold on. A 1924 catalogue represented its final attempt to market goods, but the firm 

eventually folded in 1927. The living tradition died out around 1963, although there were 

small-scale revivals from the 1970s. Peter BENJAMIN of Tonbridge was initially a 

restorer, then a maker for bespoke orders, but died in 2023.  

 

Tunbridge Ware is, happily, on display at the town’s Amelia Centre, housing the former 

Museum and Art Gallery, while a specialist retailer at the Corn Exchange below The 

Pantiles offers some fine examples for sale. It is possible to acquire a decent small piece 

of Victorian or Edwardian Tunbridge Ware for about £50, while a top quality large 

writing slope could command a price nearing £700. 

 

It was evident, during this most interesting and informative talk, that Dr Ian Beavis has a 

great regard for Tunbridge Ware, from its historical genesis, through the complexities of 

the mechanical production stages, to the longevity of the craft over four centuries as a 

unique example of the town’s particular expertise: it remains only for us who enjoyed his 

talk to visit the Amelia Centre and marvel at the many fine examples on display there.  

Stefan Gatward 


