To examine the records of any mature industrial organisation, and to mark the high lights of its history from inception to modern development, is always of natural romantic interest.  Much which comes to light from the dust‑dimmed records of the past needs to be measured against values so vastly different from the present time that achievements which may seem commonplace today meant much a century ago and‑on the contrary‑many tasks performed with what now seem wholly inadequate facilities, bulk big even in our modern‑day conception of bigness.  Thus, though the following brief historical notes are intended to outline the growth of Widnes Foundry from its inception in the year 1841 onwards towards stability and importance, they nevertheless afford a few brief glimpses of foresight and determination which are worthy of more than passing notice.  From the very smallest of beginnings the resource and ability of its early founders built up an engineering enterprise in alliance with the chemical industry which today enjoys an enviable reputation in many parts of the world.

Impact of the Industrial Era.

The Widnes‑St. Helens territory evolved industrially from the very earliest days as the natural workshop of the ancient port of Liverpool.  Towards the close of the eighteenth century the industrial life of this country sprang into an extraordinary fullness of working achievement when many abstract sciences burst from their academic seclusion to reshape the entire practice of craftsmanship, manufacture and commerce.  The impact of the new era was particularly noticeable in the Widnes-St. Helens area which was even at that time already renowned for its specialised industries and for its community of skilful artisans and inventive mechanics.  Such was the atmosphere around Widnes at the beginning of the nineteenth century‑an atmosphere particularly susceptible to the growth of mechanical ideas and to the development of individualistic achievement in engineering workmanship.

The very early history of the Widnes Foundry in the main resolves itself into a biographical record of one man.  Thomas Robinson was born in St. Helens on 8th May, 1814.  He came of lowly folk and as an orphan was adopted by his uncle, a Mr. John Cook, a tradesman of the town who would appear to have worthily honoured his foster‑parental obligations.  Young Robinson attended a little local school for only a short period, but apparently he was quick to learn for he soon left home to start work in a druggists' shop in Northwich.

There is no record whatsoever of any further schooling as such, but sparse and brief as his schooldays were, his later history shows he must have studied intensively far beyond the three R's of the dame's school and, even before he reached manhood he developed that virtue of self‑reliance which was later so marked throughout his many years of increasing business responsibilities.

The prosaic, sedentary duties of a chemist's boy failed to appeal to this lad of ardent temperament ; he wanted to work to some real purpose and to exercise his creative instinct in the making of things useful, solid and tangible.  The neighbour's smithy was to him an irresistible attraction and, so tradition has it, he was more often to be found helping at the anvil than weighing out the chemist's salts.  The upshot was that he had to make a fresh start.  He was packed off to be a blacksmith's apprentice at the Wheelock Forge, near Crewe.  Then it was that young Robinson did indeed find himself.  In due course he migrated from the Wheelock Forge to Lee Watson's (later Robert Dagleish) at St. Helens and thence to the Vulcan Foundry at Newton‑le‑Willows.  Finally, as a regular journeyman blacksmith, now 26 years of age, he took up work in Liverpool.  This employment called for a daily journey of ten miles each way to and from his home in St. Helens‑and this he walked six days a week.  Even so he found time for a lot of overtime and intensive study.  Blacksmiths were busy and well‑paid men in those days but, even with the £6 a week he was said to have earned at this time, twenty miles each day betokens the calibre of the man.

It was but a natural step for a man of Robinson's mettle that he should eventually seek business independence.  It is on record that he arranged with a partner at this time to start up in business, but was quickly disillusioned and the venture soon came to nothing.  As a result he had again to resume work as an employee.

Doubtless disappointed but yet undaunted he returned for the time being to the scene of his first boyhood‑the Wheelock Forge.  This was evidently but a temporary measure for he proceeded at once, with his uncle John Cook, to formulate a new plan for establishing himself in proprietary business.  This time his venture was based on a much firmer footing.

The Start of Widnes Foundry.

Robinson and Cook, engineers and ironfounders, began business more than one hundred years ago in a small workshop in Bridge Street, St. Helens, in May, 1841.  This was the beginning of the engineering concern which has become today The Widnes Foundry & Engineering Co. Ltd.

The modest little firm prospered amazingly ; Robinson himself was the operative engineer, Cook was the sleeping partner who provided much of the financial requirements of the business.  Whilst blacksmiths' work provided the bulk of his activities, Robinson revealed himself as a gifted inventor of machines and plant. He originated such things as glass grinding machines, devised new methods of moulding and casting in iron and earthenware, and designed chemical process plants.

Many of these diverse inventions of his came into general use and some, with but slight modifications, are found in common practice even to this day.  It would indeed hardly be an over‑statement to say that the success of the robust little firm was in the main attributable to the ingenuity and personality of its blacksmith founder.

Apart from his technical ability Robinson would appear to have been gifted with the right temperament ; he was a man of the highest integrity of character who showed himself dependably approachable and applied both his talents and his energy generously in support of good works.

Business rapidly outgrew the capacity of the Bridge Street workshop.  It soon became necessary to segregate the general engineering side to separate premises and shortly afterwards a new boiler shop was opened up in Greenbank.  Never, however, did the works' capacity overtake the seemingly insatiable demand of the period.  Within six years after opening business the firm of Robinson and Cook was so beset with orders that reorganization and large‑scale works' extension became imperative.  A big move was made in 1847 when all sections came to be centralized at the imposing Atlas Foundry & Engineering Works in St. Helens.  From foundry, forge and machine shop of this works many of the heavy and outstanding engineering structures and projects of the day passed to all parts of the world.

Business continued to expand at an ever‑increasing rate.  The chemical works of Widnes and those of the neighbouring town of St. Helens (which had become the centre of the soap, salt and soda industries of this country) developed with extraordinary rapidity during those early years of the Atlas Foundry.  The capacity of the Robinson firm was once again and quickly stretched to the limit.  Pressure on the part of the leaders of the Widnes Chemical Works virtually dictated the next major development.  The firm now known as Robinson Cooks and Company, was constrained to start a large manufactory in Widnes and to build a completely new establishment which in size and scope should be reasonably capable of handling the swelling volume of engineering work associated with that town's industrial growth.  Accordingly the Widnes Foundry company came into being with its new works built and equipped on the latest lines and sufficiently spacious to accommodate the bulk and variety of work in hand and to meet all foreseeable future calls.

Some Records of Early Work.
The Widnes Foundry started up in 1861, and for some time the Atlas Foundry continued as before‑both establishments continuing to operate concurrently under the management of the original founder, Mr. Thomas Robinson.  This latest accession to the concern's manufacturing facilities was again followed by remarkable progress.

The concern gradually acquired a dominant reputation in the handling of all kinds of the heavier grades of engineering contracts, including structural work in cast iron, wrought and forged work in iron and steel, in rolled sections and plate fabrications.  The diverse range of the products for which Widnes Foundry was responsible in those days is strikingly evident on glancing down a list of some of the tasks of which records still exist 

A new glass grinding machine was designed and patented in collaboration with a Mr. Wadsworth, of St. Helens.

The first overhead steam travelling crane ever used for foundry work was built and installed.

Tunnel segments for City and South London Underground Railway were produced.

The largest black‑ash revolver in the world was built.

First privately‑owned locomotive in Widnes was built.

Piers of cast iron were installed at Mumbles, Colwyn Bay, Great Yarmouth, Morecambe, Ramsey, Blackpool, New Brighton and Havana.  
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A new machine was designed and built for the making of earthenware pipes.

13 inch mortars, the largest ever made in those days, were produced for the Crimean War.

Cast pipes for Liverpool Corporation water supply from Lake Vyrnwy produced.

Pipe line for Manchester Corporation water supply from Thirlmere was made.

Machinery and equipment was constructed and installed for the first gold mine in Wales.

Ornamental roof supports for Waverley Station, Edinburgh, were cast.

In 1866 a newcomer of outstanding energy and ability became manager of the new Widnes works‑Mr. Benjamin Brown.  

Here was the natural successor to Thomas Robinson and sound proof that the hour invariably produces the man.  Ben Brown grew with the progress of Widnes Foundry and in 1884 was made a partner‑just two years before Thomas Robinson retired.

It is nevertheless of interest to record that Thomas Robinson's retirement was nominal rather than actual, in that he continued to. be consulted on all matters of importance right up to his death in 1901.

Although the Widnes Foundry was responsible for many noteworthy contributions to general engineering production, it was in the field of chemical engineering that they rapidly became pre‑eminent.  In Thomas Robinson's days the firm had one important advantage over its contemporaries in the casting of symmetrical chemical vessels such as caustic pots, saltcake pans and the like.  The method of producing castings in general use was to build a brickwork casing covered with loam.  Robinson devised a cast‑iron casing which eliminated the brickwork and saved much time and labour‑a method which, however, was not fully comprehended by other foundries of the day.  In this connection a story is told of a St. Helens butcher who came to hear of this method of casting.  He perceived the simplicity of the idea and its potentialities for profit so‑being of some enterprise and financially well equipped‑he built and equipped a foundry to produce the pots and vessels for which there was so much local demand.  Production of his initial order proved a "waster," but excuses were not lacking.  Another casting was speedily put in hand but this, too, proved a failure, the major defect being a marked aversion of mould and metal to agree.  Various theories were advanced.  One said the metal was at fault, another suggested the constituents of the loam were defective, but still no castings were forthcoming.  Ultimately the butcher went cap in hand to his creditors and his new foundry was sold up.  The casings were bought at scrap value by Thomas Robinson who used them for the production of many hundreds of castings‑after a few 3/4 vent holes had been drilled

Production Costs in the Early Days.
There are ample records of the times which show that the chemical vessels made by the Widnes Foundry were made not only cheaply and quickly but also gave longer service in use.  This was thought to be due to the use of Scotch pig‑irons which, in the absence of accurate metallurgical data such as would be demanded today, seemed to display such consistency that it was possible to keep records and make comparisons in the preparation of mixes for various purposes.  Such methods would meet with scant approval at the present day, but they served well to gain Widnes Foundry a high reputation for the production of chemical vessels ; and this reputation spread to much wider fields than the local industry in which it had its basis.

Although credit must be given to the knowledgeable control of the business side of Widnes Foundry in the early years of this century., still more must be given to the men who produced the castings themselves.  The quality of the men trained at Widnes was undoubtedly improved by the isolation in an industrial sense in which they were brought up.  Local men perforce worked locally ; they worked hard and, as men will, thrived on it.

About the year 1890 the Foundry took an order for a quantity of castings for a works in Jarrow.  Only after the order had been accepted was it discovered that the castings were too large for rail transport.  And of course, road transport, except for the shortest of distances, was out of the question at that time.  This contretemps perturbed but did not daunt Widnes Foundry.  They sent to Jarrow the foreman moulder Samuel Drought, the foreman fitter Henry Hartley, and Josiah Hadfield the foreman dresser.  These men improvised a foundry on the customer's premises and made the castings on the spot.  These examples of enterprise and constructive ability are given to demonstrate how greatly the formative years influence the growth to maturity of industrial concerns as well as of the men who are a part of them.  The knowledge of foundry work inculcated in the communal fabric of the Widnes locality for more than a century displays itself in the natural aptitude of many boys who come to work at the Foundry at the present time.  Their fathers and grandfathers worked for T'Foundry, and much basic skill is inbred in the youth of today if he will but give it outlet.  Certainly can be seen here the reason why the quality of Widnes Foundry work has in no way deteriorated over the years and perhaps the reason why, despite the vicissitudes of the changing industrial outlook, there has been no change in the Widnes reputation for production of specialised castings for the chemical and allied trades.

Munitions for World War 1.
During the first quarter of the century the Company prospered moderately well.

The 1914‑18 war initially brought to a stop almost all the firms' normal activities, but as can well be imagined it was not very long before such a well‑equipped workshop was adapted to the needs of war.  Men were particularly busy on the foundry and engineering side producing a variety of plant for the manufacture of high explosives and for the new chemical works which were engaged upon the production of other chemicals required for the production of munitions.  In addition, much specialised equipment for the manufacture of finer chemicals and drugs was turned out at this time.  The firm, too, made thousands of steel trench covers and floor sheets for the French Government, for which special pressing plant had to be used.  At the same time great quantities of light railway sleepers and steel hut material were supplied to the British Government.  Other work was carried out for the British Admiralty through Marconi's Wireless Telegraph Company, Limited, for whom were manufactured the steel masts which were at that time being more generally utilised for electrical transmission.

Following the First World War the Company went through a difficult time, especially during the slump years which came about after 1920.  As a result, reorganisation was deemed necessary and in 1925 the style of the firm's title changed to Widnes Foundry (1925) Co. Ltd.  The times were neither auspicious nor encouraging to the heavier engineering industries.  Progress was certainly made‑new workshops were built and existing plant modified ; new offices were erected and additional facilities laid down‑but times were not conducive to sustained progress, and Widnes Foundry (1925) Co. Ltd., after the lapse of a decade found reorganisation once more necessary.

At this period in the firm's history a point was reached where only the boldest enterprise could succeed.  The demand for the specialised products which Widnes knew so well how to make was still in existence ; the skilled hands and craftsman's knowledge was still indigenous to the district.  The material and most of the facilities were there ; remained only to find the means of moulding these into one productive, creative unit.

Just as the ageing of Thomas Robinson produced the man to succeed him in the person of Ben Brown, so did this hour in the history of  Widnes Foundry produce the means to carry the concern out of difficulties into the smoother waters of progressive stability.  The Company was bought up in 1936 by the well‑known Sheffield industrial company of Thos. W. Ward Ltd., and was immediately newly constituted as a separate subsidiary undertaking under the style of Widnes Foundry & Engineering Co. Ltd.

The next few years saw the steady building up of much that had been lost.  This was not achieved without effort.  An inordinate amount of hard work and administrative skill was devoted to the task, and outstanding in the circumstances of the times, every facility was provided to utilise to the full the natural advantages of the Widnes reputation and the Widnes fund of skilled labour.

Production for World War II.
Under the new management the years following 1937 saw the extension of the new machine shop ; and, on the outbreak of World War 11, the foundry capacity was increased by the erection of a new Bay for heavy castings.  Further extensions shortly afterwards provided additional floor space of 15,000 square feet.  During this period extra overhead travelling cranes were installed, including two of 30 tons capacity and three other smaller ones ; and special new machine tools were laid down.

The specialised nature of the normal industrial equipment produced at the Company's foundries found ready allocation to the varying demands of wartime, and foundry and machine shop were continuously occupied with Government commissions of the highest priority as diverse as they were important.  Chemical plant of every description was in most urgent demand ; and in this field, Widnes Foundry experience and productive capacity was extended to the full to provide the equipment required.  Amongst a variety of items, too numerous to list in full, may be mentioned :‑

T.N.T. nitrators and separators

M.N.T. lead‑lined nitrators.

Sulphuric Acid stills and coolers.

Acid storage tanks and retorts.

Stainless steel coolers and interceptors.
Portable slipways and roller tracks for launching craft cradles.

Clothing decontamination plant.

Vessels and plant for the production of penicillin, synthetic rubber and magnesium.

In the constructional department equally varied equipment was manufactured.  There were parts for Bailey Bridges and special whaling derricks, there were tanks for "Bombardon" contract and parts for "Whale" contract ; prefabricated ship units and aerial gantries; portable cranes for Admiralty and Royal Engineers ; there were main booms for conveyors for Ministry of Supply, gun settings for the Navy, and so on.  New equipment installed in the constructional department at this time included a Pels cropper, a 70‑ton press and a set of rolls capable of taking 1‑in. plate, 16 feet wide or, alternatively, 3/8in. plate, 27 feet wide.  Many examples of the type of work produced are shown in the later pages of this book.

Altogether the complete list of special purpose equipment produced by the Widnes Foundry during the war years makes an interesting and informative treatise exemplifying the extent to which war time industry was dependent on the engineering resources of this country.  Without these resources, there is no doubt the country could not have survived.

A Hundred Years of Progress.
It is of interest to note in passing that the Company celebrated its centenary during one of the darkest years of the war.  Despite the grim outlook of 1941 every employee of the Widnes Foundry received a bonus to mark the occasion ; and the Chairman of the Company in the course of his address paid tribute to those many women who, to further the war effort, had taken on some of the heaviest and most arduous tasks in foundry.

Such is the history of the Widnes Foundry over the past hundred years and more.  It is a record which fully justifies the insistence on that unvarying good quality which, proverbially, tells in the long run.  Widnes Foundry have today the facilities, the men and the experience to continue .the work started so long ago‑and this combination is at the service of users of specialised equipment the world over.

