
Holt WI 
The March winds blew us up to the village hall for a nostalgic history of Great British 

Brands. Philip Wilkinson, a writer on architecture and social history, including the 

BBC series on the history of the High Street, reminded us of some of the iconic British 

brands such as Brasso and Brooke Bond before taking an in-depth look at Twining’s 

tea, Bird’s products, Cadbury’s and the stories of Ovaltine and Hovis.  

In the late seventeenth century, Thomas Twining, the son of a Gloucester weaver, 

saved enough from his work for a London merchant to put down a deposit on a coffee 

house in the Strand.  He made the inspired decision to serve tea, then still little known, 

but a favourite with Catherine of Braganza, the wife of Charles II.  And so, the fashion 

started and spread, very fruitfully. Twining expanded his premises and his descendants 

have profited from the brand ever since.  A Royal Warrant in the nineteenth century 

and the use of the railways to cover vast swathes of the country as well as London, 

ensured the brand’s success. The Chinese gentlemen over the doorway in the Strand 

(pictured) are the original ones. To this day there is a family member on the board and 

the beautiful mosaic that marks that first building on the Strand is still there, as is the 

company. 

                     

 

Alfred Bird started the business with which we are all familiar in a very different way.  

A pharmacist from Birmingham, with a wife of uncertain digestion, Bird invented a 

method of creating custard without eggs, to which she was allergic. His wife’s 

problems with yeast lead to the first baking powder and then Alfred Bird and his son 

realised the marketing potential of these discoveries. Slick manufacturing and a large 

factory in the middle of Birmingham helped to encourage sales at a reasonable price.  

Incidentally, said factory, long since sold, still has a section known as the Custard 

Factory. The immediately recognisable packaging and use of tins not packets, added to 

Bird’s success. In the early twentieth century, the range of Bird’s products was 

extensive and included items no longer recognisable, such as “Puddena” (a kind of 

crème caramel perhaps) and “Spongie”, a cake mix.  World War Two and rationing 

punched a hole in the business’s viability and they sold out to General Foods. 



                       

 

The story of the Cadbury’s is well known. Quakers with social consciences, John and 

George Cadbury set up Bournville, the “factory within a garden” and later its village, 

to ensure that the workers had contact with green spaces and recreational facilities. 

John Cadbury started the business after being apprenticed to a grocer in Leeds, but it 

was his son, George, who was far-sighted enough to expand and put all the emphasis 

on quality. In the nineteenth century, when food adulteration was a social ill, this focus 

on purity was a powerful selling tool. Cadbury’s produced drinking chocolate until the 

end of the nineteenth century, when the first blocks began to appear.  A picture of 

wrappers over the decades shows Cadbury’s adherence to that particular bluey purple 

that we subliminally associate with the chocolate, even if Kraft foods seem to be 

messing with the recipe.  Is the chocolate not quite the same, or is that just nostalgia? 

 

 

The story of Ovaltine was quite an unusual one. Georg Wander and his son, Osbert, 

had a successful product, in Switzerland, made of eggs, milk and malt. Interestingly, 

when they decided to try out the British market in 1909, a spelling mistake in the 

licensing paperwork rendered Ovomaltine as Ovaltine – and the brand was born. By 

the 1920s the beautiful Art Deco factory at Kings Langley in Hertfordshire was 

producing vast quantities of tins to satisfy demand.  Even Cadbury’s Bournvita 

couldn’t compete. Some inspired marketing such as the wholesome red-cheeked 

dairymaid image on their labels and the Ovaltineys, of whom there were 5 million by 

the outbreak of World War Two, created a massive brand. 



 

             

 

And finally, talking of massive brands, and continuing success, Richard Smith, a flour 

miller from Staffordshire, was convinced that he could produce a particularly tasty 

way of processing wheatgerm to create a flour with a distinctive individual flavour.  

Well, he did and when he had joined forces with Fitton and Son, he started to create a 

serious market for the product.  But their creation had an image problem.  “Smith’s 

Patent Germ Flour” did not have a commercial ring.  A competition winner, Herbert 

Grimes, came up with a name, derived from the Latin hominis viribus – the strength of 

man – and Hovis was born.  Incidentally, would it have been so successful if the 

runner-up had won; YumYum bread anyone? Embossed loaf tins, clever three-

dimensional signage, enamel or painted signs on buildings, sponsored maps and very 

good television advertising all worked, even the wonderful mash-up that is the iconic 

advert, filmed in Devon, with the baker’s boy and his bicycle, with a Yorkshire 

voiceover, and music from a Bohemian American, Dvorak.  

 

All in all, an intriguing historical talk, which we enjoyed before turning our attention 

to the next few months.  In April Holt WI celebrates its 100th birthday.  We are 

sharing our lunch party at Ombersley Golf Club with the County Chair, several past 

Presidents and representatives of the old Woodbury Group. We have one coffee 

morning and one afternoon tea booked.  We are off to Little Witley in May to discuss 

the Resolutions for the year and to Abberley a week later to compete in this year’s 

Shrawley Cup. June 2nd will see us managing the tea tent for the Holt Community 

Show and we will be back in our usual slot at the village hall on June 6th to hear about 

“A Life of Crime”. New members are always welcome.  We start at 7 pm; why not 

come as a guest and try us out?  


