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Research is key to all projects and a good starting point is to set the subject within a contextual
framework. Boosbeck furniture was made in the 1930’s; this period was post World War | (1914-

1918) but the war’s aftermath was still strongly felt socially, economically and politically.

The Wall Street Crash (1929) in New York reverberated around the world creating a worldwide
global depression sometimes referred to as The Great Depression. Heavy industry was hit the
hardest due to its expensive manufacturing overheads. The Teesside area in the North-East of
England was a centre of heavy industry with shipbuilding, steelmaking and mining the main
employers. Unemployment within the East Cleveland ironstone mining area reached 91%.

In response to the economic situation, the aristocratic Pennyman family of Ormesby Hall (Jim and
Ruth) initiated a series of social enterprise schemes to alleviate the poverty of the out of work
ironstone miners and their families in East Cleveland. The Pennyman family lineage can be
traced back to 1563 when land was first purchased at Ormesby when Charles Il bestowed Arms

and a Baronetcy.

Ormesby Hall, Middlesbrough
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One of the Pennyman schemes was the creation of a carpentry shop on Boosbeck High Street,
East Cleveland. The aims of the scheme were to teach the miners new skills and run the scheme
on a co-operative basis whereby workers were paid the profits on whatever they made. This
allowed them to claim National Unemployment Scheme relief, sometimes referred to as Dole

money, which was available to unemployed heavy industry workers.

Rushby’s Rooms, Boosbeck High Street. Centre for Boosbeck Industries

The carpentry shop had two managers during its short life: Wilfred Franks (1932-34) who was the
first English man to have been taught at the Bauhaus School of Art, Germany and was a qualified
furniture maker and designer, and Bernard Aylward (1933-37) a crafts teacher from the Bootham
School, York. Franks left the enterprise due to differences in ideology and systems of work and
an irreconcilable relationship with Aylward. The carpentry shop was opened in early 1932 and
transformed into a furniture business in late 1934 when it was renamed Boosbeck Industries. The
furniture produced was all handmade, high quality, in a modernist style, with minimalist
geometrical shapes and linear lines, made from painted pine or oak and sold as part of a range

that was based on local place names in North Yorkshire.
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Part of any research process was to look at what was happening before and after the period in
guestion. This allowed comparisons to be made and new perspectives to emerge. The use of a
timeline was helpful in positioning Boosbeck within the framework of furniture design history.
Researching Boosbeck furniture items and their whereabouts started with searching The National
Trust online database followed by physically locating the items at Ormesby Hall. Documentary
accounts of the furniture and the practices used revealed that all pieces of furniture were marked
with a stencilled Boosbeck Industries logo, either underneath or inside a drawer. This was used to
prove the provenance of authentic pieces. Boosbeck furniture was designed with linear lines and
geometric shapes, and lathe turning was not used. Understanding these characteristics enabled
the identification of several items on The National Trust database that were incorrectly categorised

as Boosbeck.

Boosbeck Industries Logo
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Matching the found items with copies of the original catalogues and sales leaflets from Ormesby
Hall confirmed which of the pieces were genuine and from which collection they came. The next
step was to examine documentation regarding the techniques employed to advertise the furniture.
The House of Colour, a semi-detached house on Dorrien Crescent in Middlesbrough, Teesside,
was used as an exhibition and sales venue to display the furniture in room settings. This method

can be seen as selling furniture as a lifestyle choice.

SITTING-ROOM SUITE

BY

BOOSBECK INDUSTRIES,
BOOSBECK,
N. YORKSHIRE.

Boosbeck Industries Catalogue

The furniture was promoted on the grounds that it was easy to look after, light, modern and
available as either natural oak or painted pine. The colour was of the customers choosing and
would therefore fit with their décor requirements. The pine furniture incorporated the modern
material plywood. This is a composite material made of thin layers of wood and adhesive
compressed under pressure creating a lightweight but strong material that could be supplied in
large panels for cutting. It was a revolutionary way of producing cheap and lightweight articles

when natural resources were limited.
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In order to engage younger audiences with the final curated collection, a collaborative project was
devised with Production Design, at The Northern School of Art, Hartlepool with Senior Lecturer
Tony Shaw. The original Boosbeck pieces were measured, and the figures were scaled down to
1:6. This size was just right for creating an object handling experience using doll size Boosbeck
furniture replicas that could be used for developing teamworking and spatial awareness through
creating room layouts. The project also allowed students to become engaged with the furniture
and help with the construction process. A lecture was delivered to the students explaining the

aims, context and reasoning behind the project.

An attic room at Ormesby Hall was used for displaying the original Boosbeck furniture which 1 laid
out and dressed as a child’s bedroom. Before opening to the public, traditional wooden toys and
the small scale Boosbeck furniture were added. The project has left a legacy in terms of new
interest in Boosbeck furniture and the ironstone miners involved in its manufacture. Additionally,
new questions are now being asked about Boosbeck’s legacy in terms of the next furniture
movement in Britain during WWII — Utility. Documenting and analysing events is important
because it enables a better understanding to emerge that introduces new lines of enquiry that can
inform and enrich our knowledge of how Boosbeck furniture was connected to, not only the local,
but the national and the international.

The Boosbeck Rooms at Ormesby Hall curated by Angela List —Evans
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