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Lancaster Street, the site of which is close to today’s Aston University. Mason’s firm, along with others such as the Mitchell brothers and Joseph Gillott, made the Jewellery Quarter a global centre of pen nib production, at its height supplying 80% of the world’s nibs – and Josiah Mason ran the biggest firm of them all. On joining with the Elkingtons in 1842, Mason brought with him not just capital but also proven expertise in the design of large-scale factories for the production of small metal items in vast quantities. There were around 12 steps to pen nib production and many of them, especially rolling, shaping and finishing, would have had direct relevance to the processes in the Elkington works. So, it was a clever business decision by the Elkingtons to get Mason involved, and also to allow him to take the lead in areas where he had a successful track record and could help the company to grow. Mason was to remain a partner until 1861, during which time the firm was known as Elkington, Mason & Co., after which the company’s name reverted to Elkington & Co.  The older partnership which George had formed with other local toy-makers, G. R. Elkington & Co., was wound up in 1843.

Mass production 
It is Josiah Mason who should probably receive most credit for the expansion of the Newhall Street factory in the mid-1840s and again in the early 1850s. Ultimately, this factory would spread over a site of more than two acres and employ around a thousand workers. It straddled both the Birmingham & Fazeley Canal and Miss Colmore’s Canal to 

▲

 The Elkington Newhall Street works in 1851 from Cornish’s Stranger’s Guide Through Birmingham

▲ The Manufactories of Elkington & Co. Ltd in 1906. The Newhall Street works is shown on the 
left next to the Brearley Street factory on the right – in reality the two were entirely separate.The Birmingham & Fazeley Canal, which passes right through the Newhall Street site, is marked A. 
The entrance to the Whitmore Arm can just be seen at B. The surviving warehouse, which was on 
the site of Whitmore’s foundry before it was incorporated into the Elkington site, is marked C. The 
surviving part of the Newhall Street frontage of Elkington factory is marked D.
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 The 1884 V&A electrotype of the 

Jerningham Wine Cooler on public display in 

South Kensington.  
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Industrious familiesIt was at number 60 St Paul’s Square that James Elkington (1770-1843) had both his home 

and his business when he married Lydia Richards (1772-1830) in April 1799. James 

was an optician and manufacturer of spectacle frames in metal and other materials. He 

came from a farming family from Princethorpe in Warwickshire, where his father Joseph 

had achieved a little fame as a pioneer of land drainage techniques. Lydia came from an 

established Birmingham toy-making family – her brothers Josiah and George Richards ran 

a manufactory of gilt and silver products just a few steps away at 43-44 St Paul’s Square.

James and Lydia’s son George Richards Elkington (1801-1865) was born in St Paul’s 

Square on 17 October 1801. In 1815, at the age of fourteen years, George was apprenticed 

to his uncles, later being made a partner in their firm, which in 1829 was re-styled as 

Richards and Elkington. George Elkington ran the Birmingham production operation, 

while uncle George Richards set up a shop in London’s Holborn, retailing products 

including the then in vogue black and gilt jewellery worn during mourning. This 

was an early marker of the keen sense of fashion which guided George Elkington as a 

businessman. It was this emphasis on fashionable design which was to be key to the 

enduring success of the huge range of products later produced by Elkington & Co.

Another member of the Elkington family in St Paul’s Square was Henry Elkington (1810-

1852), son of James’ brother John. Henry had arrived from Princethorpe in the 1820s to 

serve as an apprentice in his uncle James’ spectacle making business.

▲ Portrait of George Richards Elkington 
(Samuel West, 1865)

▲ Georgian town houses in St Paul’s Square

▲

 Front door of 12 St Paul’s Square. The houses in which the Elkington and Richards families lived and work do not survive, but they would have been in a similar style.
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▲

 Coffee pot (1957, pattern 

38799), shown with a teapot (1947, 

36411) marked for Birmingham’s 

Grand Hotel, just a short walk from 

the Newhall Street factory and 

shown in the background.

 

▲ Detail of the Grand 

Hotel mark

▲ Tea Strainer (1960, pattern 30284). Produced for Rackham’s 

department store in Birmingham and featuring their logo.
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The amazing story 
of the Birmingham 
Jewellery Quarter 
firm of Elkington

  The story of a world-leading Birmingham firm 
through the Georgian and Victorian eras and beyond. 

  How the application of science to industry led to 
electroplating, electroforming, and the first plastic. 

 Told in an easy to read style and lavishly illustrated.

 Great value in hardback at just £15

▲ 

▲

 Teapots (above 1858, pattern 2002; 
right 1867, pattern 5887). Comprising eight to 
ten separate metal pieces and bone or ivory 
insulation on the handles. Though produced 
nine years apart they have the same basic 
design with different finishing and adornments. 
A matching cream jug (1874, pattern 2002) is 
also shown. 

 

 

▲ Design from the Elkington pattern books. The body, spout and handle are all of a similar shape to the examples  photographed, but the design  features different decoration.
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