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Chapter One

Learners: Fathers and Sons, 1850–1918

In 1806 a glass trinket maker, Thomas Osler, travelled from his Birmingham home to London for the first time in his life. Whilst in the capital he was offered a contract to supply £500 worth (the equivalent in today’s terms of £46,000) of glass eyes for dolls. He did not identify the potential contractor but it was probably one of the highly skilled European doll makers, perhaps even a member of the Montarini or Pierotti families who had settled in the capital to pursue their craft. Nor did Osler take on the work, but he later calculated that if every girl in Britain between the ages of 2 and 7 were to receive a new doll annually, then the trade in dolls’ eyes alone would be worth many thousands of pounds. Given prevailing levels of child mortality and poverty, his underlying premise was highly dubious: dolls with glass eyes were expensive and generally only accessible to the relatively well off. Furthermore, his observation may have seemed somewhat trite at a time when Britain had just emerged from a quarter of a century’s conflict with France which had ended on the bloodied fields of Waterloo. But as he told a parliamentary select committee in 1824, his calculation was intended to show precisely ‘the importance of trifles’.1 Fifty years later these trifles had assumed a greater importance, as George Bartley, a civil servant and later Tory MP, observed:


Accustomed to fix our attention on those articles, whose use is principally confined to persons of adult age, whether by adding to their comfort, or for their necessary daily requirements . . . we are apt to lose sight of the fact that children too have their wants, which are only to be supplied by those little trifles that we call Toys, and to ignore the extent to which their manufacture in Britain is carried on.2




By the time Bartley wrote this, Britain’s employment, output, and trade were dominated by mining, shipbuilding, textiles, engineering and iron – the industries which lay at the heart of the industrial revolution and which, by mid-century, had transformed the nation into the world’s workshop. The site map of manufacturing activity published alongside the 1851 national census was dark with dense clusters of tiny icons representing the main locations of these huge industries. Yet those who took time to study the map more carefully would have also spotted a couple of wheeled horses, symbols of an indigenous toy industry whose quiet development over the previous decades had been pretty well obscured by the belching smoke of the factory chimneys and railway locomotives, the roar of the spinning and weaving machines, the hammerings of the shipbuilders and engineers, and the growing heaps of mine waste despoiling parts of the countryside. Yet as Bartley suggested, the vast wealth generated by Britain’s economic progress was also creating a demand for newer, consumer-based manufactures, the more so as prosperity gradually percolated down through the social orders and generations. Children were among the main beneficiaries.

Historically, the children of the wealthy had always had access to commercially or professionally made playthings. Doubtless it was they who received the German dolls being imported through Southampton in the early sixteenth century, or the puppets and balls against which Thomas South railed so vigorously.3 For the majority, however, such playtime as a brief childhood allowed was generally served by what nature provided or what a handy parent might occasionally be able to cobble together. But by the mid-eighteenth century the demand for commercially manufactured toys was spreading to the middling classes, especially in London where William Hamley established his toy shop in 1760. By 1822, the capital’s inhabitants were sufficiently numerous and prosperous to support eighty-four toy retailers and wholesalers, while a similar trend was evident in the provinces, with Norwich, Manchester and York all boasting toy dealers by the 1820s where none had existed in the 1780s.4 Jane Austen took it for granted that in rural Wiltshire Caroline Morland, the heroine of her 1803 novel Northanger Abbey and the daughter of a comfortably off clergyman, should have played with dolls.5 So widespread was the availability of toys by this time that when Maria Edgeworth and her father were preparing their well-known 1812 treatise on children’s education, they considered including ‘an inventory of the present most fashionable items in our toy shops’.6 However, that was a task more easily imagined than undertaken, if only because not all toy shops and dealers were handling children’s playthings exclusively, or even at all. It is true that as early as 1800 London already possessed a couple of shops specialising in rocking horses, but contemporaries generally were still using the word ‘toy’ very broadly, applying it as well to a whole variety of miniatures and small items intended for adult use – buckles, brooches, knick-knacks and so on. It was not really until the 1880s that such artefacts were more commonly described as ‘fancy goods’ and for much of the century, therefore, the distinction between adults’ and children’s toys remained blurred. Thus in her 1862 novel, Lady Audley’s Secret, Mary Braddon referred variously to a watch, a purse, and small ornaments as well as a blue-eyed wax doll as the sort of items ‘to be found in a toy-shop’.7 Nevertheless, there was a discernible shift towards specialisation in children’s playthings, especially in London where the number of toy shops grew to more than 270 by 1830.8 They were particularly concentrated in the Burlington and Lowther arcades where, according to Punch, unwary shoppers ran the risk of putting their feet through drums or falling over trays full of children’s tea things.9

The Edgeworths’ work reflected a developing contemporary interest, not only in education broadly defined but also, more specifically, in the notion of toys as instruments of socialisation and instruction. Rising real incomes and statutory restrictions on child labour also worked to boost the domestic demand for children’s toys. Much of it was satisfied by European makers benefitting from successive reductions in import tariffs, which were abolished altogether in 1853. Although the absolute accuracy of the trade figures is questionable, the declared value of toy imports to Britain rose from just under £6,000 in 1820 to almost £50,000 in 1855. By the time Bartley wrote, the figure had rocketed to £393,000.10 Yet as early as 1835 the economist J. R. McCulloch was stressing that toys, which he took care to define as ‘trifling article(s) made expressly for the amusement of children’, had ‘in late years . . . been made in greater abundance in England than formerly’.11 That, too, was a claim reiterated by Bartley in the 1870s, and apparently vindicated by the occupational statistics contained in the decennial censuses which showed an increase in those describing themselves as toy makers from 1,139 in 1831 to 2,502 by 1871.

The trend is clear even if the figures cannot be regarded as reliable and are almost certainly too low. For one thing, the enumerators tended to classify as unoccupied anyone who was currently out of work – and in toy making both unemployment and underemployment were rife. Many of those who spoke to Henry Mayhew when he investigated the trade for the Morning Chronicle in 1850 commented on the volatile nature of demand and its vulnerability to the seasons, the weather, general economic conditions and fashionable whim. ‘When the labouring people are out of employ,’ one interviewee told him, ‘I feel it in my business.’12 Even war affected demand, with Mayhew noting that the ending of the conflict with Napoleon had greatly reduced the appeal of martial toys such as guns and drums.13 The move to free trade which characterised British commercial policy in the post-Napoleonic years worked in the same direction, one aggrieved soft toy maker complaining bitterly that ‘the introduction of French and foreign toys at the reduced rate of duty has affected me a wonderful sight. This lamb can’t be made in London for a penny, but it’s bought from Germany and sold here retail at a penny.’14 A tin toy maker had been similarly undercut, pointing out that ‘foreigners have got all the trumpet trade now – what we got 30s a gross for we only get 7s now.’15

A further problem with the occupational figures in the censuses arose because job definitions were often rather vague, changing over time, and certainly unable to accommodate either the reality that individuals often drifted in and out of particular trades or that in some manufacturing enterprises, output could be both for children and adults. This is very apparent, for example, from the records of the Sun Fire Office whose insured clients in the early years of the nineteenth century included numerous individuals such as John Bell of Covent Garden, listed as a ‘toy and pianoforte maker’.16 Such overlaps explain why the Business Directory of London, published in 1864, included pewterers as well as manufacturers of drums, tambourines, dominoes, India rubber, tin ware and kites among its forty-six listed toy makers, while simultaneously advising readers in search of children’s toys to look under headings as diverse as balls, backgammon boards, dolls, fishing rods, magic lanterns, puzzles and rocking horses.17 Almost certainly therefore, many of those making playthings for children, perhaps as a sideline or on a seasonal basis, were not categorised as such in the censuses. This was particularly likely in the case of woodworkers whose skills could easily be turned to toys. Adding those classified as woodworkers, makers of bats and balls, masks, fishing rods, and modellers in various materials to the official 1871 figure for toy makers takes the total to 3,753. That year’s census was probably the most accurate and comprehensive to date, but even this recalculated figure is probably on the low side: it is certainly well below the 22,800 toy makers and wood carvers suggested a few years before by the statistician Leone Levi.18 Levi’s estimate was inflated by the inclusion of Warwickshire toymen whose main output consisted of toys in the broader, traditional sense, but it was the case that several of the midland makers did cater for children, in particular turning out glass eyes for dolls and penny tin toys.

Finally, it is clear that the early censuses in particular probably omitted altogether some of those engaged in making toys for children. The 1831 exercise, for instance, gathered information pertaining only to males aged over 20, thus missing out the many women who, as their inclusion in the 1851 count revealed, constituted by then over a third of those engaged in the trade. Many children were also to be found in the business and Charles Dickens got it right when he gave his fictional toy maker Caleb Plummer a daughter to assist him in his work.19 Mayhew certainly encountered several toymen whose only other labour input came from their wives and children, or whose employees were juveniles. This was characteristic of small enterprises where narrow profit margins and fluctuating demand made low labour costs imperative. Fairly typical, therefore, was the maker of Bristol toys (small, usually wheeled, wooden playthings) interviewed by Mayhew. He employed ‘two boys . . . one was an apprentice, a well-grown lad: the other was a little fellow who had run away from a city institution.’20


Most of those interviewed by Mayhew worked at the lower end of the market, scraping a tenuous and uncertain living from their cramped homes clustered predominantly in the Clerkenwell and Aldgate districts of London. Some were in effect middle men, albeit poor ones, making parts for others to assemble. Mayhew noted the prevalence of this arrangement with respect to sewed dolls, for example. He met one individual who made composition heads which were then taken away to be painted, fitted with glass eyes from Birmingham and then dressed by female knitters working on a putting-out basis. It was, he noted, a precarious business, and the man’s weekly earnings of about twelve shillings (sixty pence) left him ‘in grinding poverty. His cheeks were sunk . . . like a man half dead.’21 Equally badly off were the self-employed garret masters, described by the commissioners to the 1851 Great Exhibition as seldom manufacturing to order but making a few items and then hawking them around the streets and shops. ‘Without capital and compelled to work, almost literally from hand to mouth, they continue to exist only, without any material advance . . . making the same kinds . . . one year after another.’22 Such makers depended heavily on impulse buying and were particularly vulnerable to trade depressions, one dealer telling Mayhew that they often starved because they were constantly undercutting each other’s prices.23 Those turning out small wooden toys also had to compete against similar items imported from Germany, parts of which were so densely forested that in 1871 an entire pine trunk could be purchased for as little as 2d (less than 1p). Things were not much better for small-scale manufacturers of metal and mechanical toys, sectors dominated respectively by the Germans and the French. Nuremburg’s emergence as a centre of metal goods production from the fifteenth century had given it a head start in terms of manufacturing efficiency and establishing distribution networks, while smaller English makers simply lacked the skills to make decent mechanical toys, one retailer telling Mayhew that he doubted the capacity of British workers even to repair broken French toys.24

But not all of the growing number of toy makers in Britain were so badly placed, and even in the 1850s Mayhew found a few who made a good living, producing high-quality goods for the wealthy end of the market. There was, for example, the French immigrant who employed eight women in his workshop to produce hair-covered papier-mâché animals selling for as much as £5 each, and the manufacturer of toy theatres who claimed that at the height of their popularity in the 1840s he had made £30 a week, and the individual based in High Holborn who turned out talking dolls for six guineas (£6.30) each.25 Then there was William B. Britain who moved from Birmingham to London in 1845 and, eventually with the assistance of his numerous children, earned a reasonable income by making simple mechanical toys in his home-based workshop in Hornsey. (Later his eldest son, also William, would invent a way of casting the hollow lead soldiers with which the family name became synonymous.) Makers of the better-quality items often produced to order for wholesalers or retailers. Such was Dickens’s Caleb Plummer, whose output for the merchants Gruff and Tackleton included dolls, Noah’s arks, little carts, fiddles, drums, cannons, shields, swords, boats and ‘dozens upon dozens of grotesque figures’.26 To these may be added the makers of large wooden toys which were too expensive for the Europeans to export, and which by the middle of the century were already widely recognised as something of a British speciality: so much so that the official report commented with some surprise on their absence from the Great Exhibition of 1851, noting that ‘none of the ordinary strong toys of English manufacture are contributed.’27 What they had in mind were the rocking horses, wheeled carts, and dolls’ houses of the sort owned by the children’s writer E. E. Nesbit during her 1860s childhood and produced by well-established and relatively large-scale enterprises such as J. & T. Thorp of Manchester, J. E. Ridingbery, originally a Bristol-based spinning top maker, the Collinson Brothers whose factory in Liverpool was visited by Queen Victoria in 1851, and F. H. Ayres, son of a cabinet maker who also became a leading manufacturer of rocking horses.28 Probably the best-known business of all at mid-century, however, was that run by William Henry Cremer, son of a wood carver from Germany. Like his fictional counterparts Gruff and Tackleton, Cremer bought in from small makers to supply his two London retail outlets, but he also had his own manufacturing premises producing wheeled carts, rocking horses, dolls and other quality items. His substantial advertisement in Peter Parley’s Annual for 1863 indicated that he was catering mainly for the top end of the market, for in it he claimed to be a manufacturer and importer of toys not only for the British royal family but also for the royal houses of Prussia, France and Austria. This seems credible, given that he was the only British toy maker to exhibit at the Paris international exhibition in 1867.29 Not long afterwards he wrote a short book taking issue with the widespread perception that the English ‘don’t profess to do much in this line’ and arguing that British-made toys were ‘coveted in every nursery’. Nor, as he went on to point out, was it merely a matter of wooden toys, for ‘we excel in other branches’, in particular moveable wax dolls, mechanical novelties, drums and educational toys.30 Such testimony from one so prominent in the trade provides powerful support for Bartley’s claim, three years later, that ‘the manufacture of toys has long since ceased to be carried on exclusively on a small scale . . . a considerable amount of intelligence, capital, and skill have been brought to bear on this industry.’31

Even as Bartley was putting pen to paper, two brothers, George and Joseph Lines, were about to bring their intelligence, capital and skills to the industry. From the early 1860s George Lines, a wood carver, had been making wooden horses by hand in a small factory in London’s East End. In 1866 he moved to new premises in Kings Cross Road. There he was joined by his younger brother, Joseph, who, despite his classification in the census as a rocking horse maker, had taken on several unrelated jobs, most recently in a local branch of the Co-operative Wholesale Society. Shortly afterwards, they formally registered their business partnership as G. & J. Lines (hereafter referred to as G. & J.) and moved to a new site at 457 Caledonian Road. Whether these were calculated decisions or merely fortuitous ones, the timing could not have been better since the new structure and superior premises put them in an ideal position to benefit from the almost exponential increase in the demand for toys which developed in Britain over the following decades. In part, this was a simple matter of demographics. Deaths among those under 15 fell by almost a quarter between 1850 and 1900. Given that the population was growing anyway, the result was that the 7,300,000 children of 1850 had become 10,500,000 by 1900. Over the same period a reduction in average family size, noticeable first among the middle classes and then extending into the artisanate, meant that average per capita income within individual families was higher. On top of that, falling food prices pushed up real wages by some seventy-five per cent over the last three decades of the nineteenth century, and if that rate of increase slowed somewhat during the Edwardian years, real wages still remained higher than they had been, even in the 1880s. The net outcome was an increase in per capita income of some forty-four per cent between 1870 and 1910.32

The evidence of this growing affluence was everywhere – more holidays, more professional sport and recreational hobbies, the heyday of the music hall, the acquisition of household furnishings, the burgeoning popular press and the rapid development of new light consumer industries, including toys.33 Averages, of course, merely summarise extremes, and as the social surveyors scurrying around the tail end of the century emphasised, it remained the case that for the offspring of that third of the urban population still in relative poverty, commercially made playthings remained pretty much out of reach. In the 1860s, John Hollingshead had described Whitechapel children playing with oyster shells and broken crockery.34 Things were apparently little changed half a century later when Maud Pember Reeves noted the absence of either books or games in the homes of Lambeth children.35 Seebohm Rowntree confirmed that poor city children could expect no money for dolls, marbles or sweets, while in rural areas low levels of disposable income effectively ruled out the purchase of ‘toys and dolls and picture books, even of the cheapest quality’.36 Yet even for children such as these, the occasional toy might be channelled their way via an altruistic individual, a philanthropic institution, or a church desirous of bolstering Sunday School attendance. Children living on the Corsham estates of Sir John Poynder, for example, regularly received from the landlord a Christmas toy.37 From 1879, the journal Truth, founded by the radical politician Henry Labouchère and which at one time had a circulation of over a million, organised an annual exhibition of toys which were then distributed to institutions catering for the children of the poor – hospitals, infirmaries, workhouses, and poor law schools. The event, held in London’s Albert Hall and which ceased only with the outbreak of war in 1914, was deemed to be of sufficient importance to merit a regular report in the columns of The Times.

But this expansion of Britain’s domestic toy market was not merely a matter of charitable impulse, numbers and disposable incomes. Legislation also played a part. Following the passage of the Ten Hours Act in 1847, successive reductions in the time children were legally allowed to work gradually allowed a more clear-cut distinction to emerge between adulthood and childhood, reinforcing the notion that children were not merely smaller inhabitants of the world of work – which historically they had shared with adults – but rather a distinctive group of beings with its own identity and specific needs. By the 1890s, only about a third of boys and a fifth of girls between the ages of 10 and 14 were still gainfully employed, the implication being that working-class children in particular had more free time.38 If ultimately that was reduced by the introduction first of compulsory (1872) and then of free (1883) education, these measures in themselves further reinforced the distinction between children (school) and adults (work), resulting in a more uniform length of childhood across the nation and underlining the educational significance of toys, long-acknowledged but now increasingly so. Toys may have been regarded as trifles, proclaimed The Graphic in 1871, but ‘to children these trifles are a real matter of education as well as of pleasure’.39 In similar vein, Bartley also argued that it was misleading to dismiss ‘objects which we all require to use during a great part of our early life, and which have such an immense influence on us, and add so much to the happiness of our earliest years.’40 Likewise, when the Sociological Society organised an exhibition of toys in 1908, it was with the intent of allowing philanthropists, sociologists and educators to throw ‘more light on the character, predilections and latent possibilities of the young’.41 Not surprisingly, perhaps, the Fancy Goods and Toy Trades Journal commented in 1891 that ‘in the progress made in toys and games for children it is noticeable that those which have a distinctly educational purpose . . . are increasing relatively in numbers and apparently in popularity.’42

The very existence of this publication, and indeed of several others catering specifically for all those engaged in the toy business, was in itself further testimony to the rapid development of an indigenous industry in the last decades of the nineteenth century. So, too, was the substantial increase and growing geographical dispersion of toy dealers as evidenced in an analysis of trade directories. In the thirty years or so prior to 1900, the number in Leeds doubled: in Manchester it more than doubled and in Newcastle it tripled.43 Many of these were merchants handling the imported toys which certainly went some way towards satisfying growing British demand, albeit to nothing like the extent claimed by E. E. Williams, a near-hysterical and politically motivated propagandist whose misguided writings helped spawn the enduring myth that the nurseries of Victorian Britain were effectively Teutonic colonies.44 It is true that the value of German-originated toys entering Britain rose to almost £800,000 in 1900, but this has to be set into context. As the world’s wealthiest and premier trading nation, it was almost inevitable that Britain should receive the largest share of the increased exports resulting from the massive expansion of global commerce which occurred between 1870 and 1914. What Williams failed to mention, however, was that the German proportion of Britain’s toy imports remained fairly stable at about three-quarters. In other words, while more German toys were certainly being sold in Britain, they by no means swamped other foreign toys or, more importantly, inhibited the growth of the indigenous manufacturing sector. Indeed, rising prosperity was generating such a widespread demand that, even as Williams was prophesying doom and gloom, British entrepreneurs were establishing many of the firms whose products would increasingly fill the nation’s toy cupboards or, in the case of William Harbutt’s plasticine, burrow its way into the nation’s carpets. Prominent among them were Roberts Brothers and Chad Valley, best known for their boxed games, the rag book makers, Dean’s, Farnell and Chiltern in soft toys, Bassett-Lowke with its intricately engineered model locomotives, Britain’s hollow cast lead soldiers, and Frank Hornby’s Mechanics Made Easy, very quickly rebranded as Meccano. With so many new enterprises, it was not surprising that the occupational census identified almost 7,000 individuals working in the trade by 1891. Even that was still an underestimate because it overlooked the small garret masters and individuals working on their own account.

The latter included a youthful Charlie Chaplin who was driven to find a more lucrative outlet for his talents when his mother complained that her blouses were being ruined by his use of the family laundry bucket to boil up the glue which he needed for the penny boats he was then making and selling.

This then was the highly favourable background against which George and Joseph Lines were able to develop their new business venture. With a floor area of some 25,000 square feet, the Caledonian Road factory provided adequate space for the significant number of employees required to make goods that, for the most part, still involved a considerable amount of skilled hand work. Expansion was rapid; a surviving photograph showed that by 1891 there were some forty individuals in the steam works alone, while the total workforce of about 150 made it, so it was later claimed, the largest toy concern in the country.45 Their employers were hard taskmasters. George, whose primary responsibility was oversight of the actual manufacturing, discouraged the singing of certain songs in the paint shop on the grounds that it slowed down the men’s work rate. Joseph took charge of the sales and office work, including the disbursement of the men’s wages, a role which revealed his martinet tendencies since he proved habitually suspicious of any individual whose weekly earnings exceeded thirty shillings (£1.50). Their toughness was obviously effective, however, for an extraordinary range of toys trundled from the works – painted engines, trucks, brewers’ drays, tramcars, swings, carts, pole horses, nursery yachts, wheelbarrows, wheeled horses, and rocking horses. It was an array of precisely the sort of heavy wooden toys in which British makers had always enjoyed some comparative advantage over continental rivals. Small wonder that a contemporary trade paper should comment in 1896 that in the class of products made by Lines, ‘neither the Germans nor the Americans can beat us’.46

By the time this was written, the next generation of Lines boys, as was common in Victorian Britain, was ready to follow their fathers into the family business. The eldest of Joseph’s sons, Will, was initially apprenticed to an office but in 1896 he went into the factory, along with his younger brother Walter, who was then 14 years old. If they expected favours they were disappointed. In a working week of five days, each twelve hours long, and a half day on Saturday when work ceased at 2.00 pm, Walter’s first tasks involved the rocking horses which remained among the firm’s best-known products, despite the extensive diversification which had occurred. Their manufacture was a highly skilled process, fitting legs of English beech into a well-seasoned Scandinavian pine torso and then mounting the completed body onto sturdy ash rockers. Most demanding of all was the shaping of the heads, done to a general template but always varying in detail because they were handmade. Carved in slack periods and allowed to cure beneath a mixture of glue, whitening and size, the horses were later rubbed down before several more coats of paint and a varnish finish were applied together with the final trappings such as saddlery. As a novice, Walter’s initial contributions were rather less demanding but did include the unpleasant task of cleaning raw cow tails which were then cured and transformed into tails for the rocking horses. Such was the pressure of demand at Christmas time that employees were often required to work through until midnight – all this for a wage which, in Walter’s case, was initially ten shillings (50p) a week. As if this was not enough, Walter also spent some time in the business’s subsidiary factory, Allen and Co. (acquired in 1886), learning the intricacies of making baby carriages and prams, goods which contributed significantly to turnover. Such time as remained was taken up with evening classes in design at the Camden School of Art, and in building, carpentry and cabinet making at the Northern Polytechnic.

One of the boys’ other tasks was to help with loading the vans which carried the firm’s products direct to retailers, for while G. & J. had originally supplied wholesalers, the practice was subsequently abandoned, partly because the wholesalers demanded too high a profit margin and partly because Lines’ generally bulky goods required too much storage space. The numerous retail outlets supplied by Lines included many of the new department stores brought into existence by the nation’s rising purchasing power. In London, Harrods Stores Ltd. catered primarily for the top end of the booming consumer demand, while Gamages – as its clever strapline of ‘the people’s emporium’ suggests – sought to draw in a wider range of customers and was particularly known for its well-stocked toy department. George and Joseph Lines obviously had an instinctive feel for these social differences and tailored their products accordingly. Thus the 1895–6 catalogue listed no fewer than seven sizes of rocking horse, the smallest of which was nineteen inches high and sold for 6/1d (about 30p) if of ordinary quality, but 9/6d (47½p) with extra carving, 12/6d (62½p) if supplied with polished rockers and a special finish, and 14/- (70p) if covered with real skin. The basic model of the largest horse, which was forty-five inches high, sold at 53/- (£2.65) rising to 97/- (£4.85) for the top-of-the-range skin-covered version. Such an approach was quite common in the trade but few competitors matched the sheer variety of sizes and qualities produced by G. & J: the horse acquired from Cremer for one child of the 1890s certainly seemed a very poor beast by comparison – ‘two simple green rockers and a brown hair coat’.47 Lines’ other products were similarly available in a variety of sizes and prices. The 1895 catalogue showed seven sizes of wooden railway engines, together with four sizes of polished elm wheelbarrows and eight cheaper ones in painted pine. By 1903, eighteen versions of the builder’s cart were in the list. Although there was some was some standardisation, for example in the undercarriages used for the various carts and trolleys, much was still hand finished, often to specifications provided by individual customers since a bespoke option was always offered.

If rocking horses and other heavy wooden items associated with transport in the broadest sense provided the staple output, additional lines were introduced fairly regularly, although the catalogues could be misleading in that items were sometimes described as new when they had in fact been available for some time, while illustrations could remain unchanged long after products had been updated or modified. The lack of a systematic numbering system further complicated matters with the 1903 catalogue, for example, containing five instances where the same number was applied to more than one toy. Nevertheless, the brothers could be innovative and were usually alert to new market opportunities. They enjoyed particular success in 1887 when they produced a Jubilee Hobby horse to mark Queen Victoria’s half century on the throne, and at about the same time a new safety rocker, shamelessly ‘borrowed’ from an American invention, also appeared in the catalogue: by 1910 eight versions were available. Patents were registered for a Cherubs car and a bamboo bedstead, respectively in 1895 and 1896, while the first in a new range of dolls’ houses competed in a segment of the market traditionally dominated by German makers.

The pace of innovation seemed to pick up even more as Queen Victoria’s long reign finally gave way to a new century and a new monarch whose coronation afforded another commercial opportunity, exploited by Lines in the form of a massive pull-along locomotive and saloon carriage based on Edward VII’s royal train.
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