
 
The History of Hoffmann’s in 

Stonehouse 
 



Hoffmann at Chelmsford 

The UK’s first ball bearing factory was established in Chelmsford in 1898 

by Geoffrey & Charles Barrett and bankrolled by American ball bearing 

machine manufacturer Ernst Gustav Hoffmann. 

 

The Hoffmann Company rapidly expanded and soon achieved worldwide 

fame for their precision-made bearings.  

 

Since the early 1900s Hoffmann supplied all the major motor vehicle 

manufacturers including Rolls Royce, Bentley, Daimler, etc 
 

1969 The firm became Ransome Hoffmann and Pollard (RHP) after the 

amalgamation with the Ransome and Marles Bearing Company together 

with the Pollard Ball and Roller Bearing Company. 

 

The Chelmsford factory that once employed 7500 employees in its heyday 

was wound down during the 1980s and finally closed for good on 23 

December 1989. 

 

 
 



Aircraft Industry and the war effort 

Hoffmann at Chelmsford supplied the Aircraft Industry throughout both 

world wars.  

 

Dispersal factories 

 

• Many factories were built across the country as part of the dispersal 

scheme designed to reduce the risk of a total collapse of production if 

existing aircraft factories were bombed.  

 

• 1938 - Sperry Gyroscope of Brentford set up a new factory in Bond’s Mill 

 

• 1939 - 41 - a new factory was built for Hoffmann Manufacturing off 

Oldends Lane. Hoffmann (Gloucester) Ltd 



Stonehouse Map before 1939. Bond’s Mill (woollen). Avenue Terrace. Farmer’s fields 



Bond’s Mill 1920s 



Hoffmann’s being built 

29th November 1939 

7th May 1940 



December 1940? 



10th December 1940 



Completed factory 



Busy factory 



Ball & roller bearings 

More than 950 

bearings in a 

Lancaster bomber 



Miniature bearings 



Queen Mary’s visit,1941 

Ken Wilkins aged 16 The nurse pictured is Sister Rowlands 



•Souvenirs of Queen Mary's visit to the Engineering Works of the Hoffmann 

Manufacturing Co. Ltd. at Stonehouse, on 3rd November 1941.  

•Bearings No. 4666, the smallest size but one in standard production in this country.  

•An aerial dart made from the bar and left over from production of bullet cores.  

•Various bullet cores of which 553 million were produced by Hoffmann’s between 1st 

September 1939 and 1st May 1945. 

Imperial War Museum Collection 



Home Guard in Stonehouse 

Platoon, 

Company 

HQ Strength 

51, 

E Company 

Shop at junction of Bath Road  & 

Great Western Road 

3 officers, 

46 other ranks 

55, 

E Company 

Air Ministry, 

Wycliffe College 

2 officers, 

26 other ranks 

H(?) Company Sperry Gyroscope’s factory, 

Bond’s Mill 

5 officers, 

100 other ranks 

H Company Hoffmann’s factory,                                                                                                          

off  Oldends Lane 

1 officer, 

30 other ranks  



Hoffmann’s Home Guard 



Frank Woodyard 1918 - 2012 



Frank’s Home Guard proficiency certificate 



Air Raid Shelters at Hoffmann’s 



Bridgend Hostel 

The Bridgend Hostel was built on green fields along the length 

of Crescent Road in 1942-1943. It was built by the Ministry of 

Works to provide living quarters for war workers.  
  

Left to right –  

Back :  

?,  

Una Cox,  

Esther Carnell  

 

Centre row: 

Kathleen Rice, ?, ?  

 

Front row:  

Gladys Cook, 

Evelyn Muggeridge, 

Winnie Walker 



Increase in population 

• 1931  population of Stonehouse  2255 

• 1951  population almost doubled to 4232  

• 1961 was 5311 

• 2021 – population approx 8300 

 

The coming of the factories had changed 

Stonehouse from being a country village, albeit 

one with many small industries, to a small town 

with an influx of new people to the new estates. 



New houses 

 
1 Woodcock Lane 

maisonettes 

 

2 Park Estate  

 

3 Bridgend 



1950s 

 



Post-war development 

Nuffield Study on Engineering Light Mechanical Industries 

 

Mr Parrett (Manager) comments 

 

•Present employment is 1120 of which two-thirds are women 

 

•The firm had built 250 houses, local builders 250 more 

 

•Did not anticipate any fall in demand for their products etc 



Beatrice Woodyard 



1960s 

 

See further talk 



1970s 1980s 

 
In 1969 the three major British bearing 

companies, Ransome & Marles, 

Hoffmann and Pollards were brought 

together to form RHP.  

 

Stonehouse lost all commercial 

bearing manufacture and became the 

Aerospace division, concentrating on 

bearings for aircraft engines, 

gearboxes, and also Airframe bearings 

for various control systems and 

ancillary items. 

 

 



1990s - 21st century 

 1990 RHP was purchased by NSK of Japan (Nippon Seiko) and the 

Stonehouse factory remained the major Aerospace facility within the 

group. 

 

2002 the factory was acquired by SKF  (Swedish: Svenska 

Kullagerfabriken, 'Swedish Ball Bearing Factory') 

 

2018 SKF announced that: 

• production was moving to their aerospace bearing manufacturing sites 

in Italy and France. 

•The bearing manufacturing site in Stonehouse, UK would be 

closed at the end of the year.  

 

The factory finally closed in 2021 with the loss of 185 jobs.  

 

By the end of February 2024, much of the main manufacturing building 

had been demolished 
 
 
 

 



Hoffmann’s before demolition 



Hoffmann’s in 2014 



Reception in entrance Feb 2022 



Empty factory Feb 2022 



Demolition 

 



Demolition 

 



Demolition 

 



March 10th 2026 

 



Hoffmann Apprentices 1965 -1970 

 

Andrew Walker and John Wilkins 
 

 

 



Apprenticeships 

In 1965 many boys took advantage of the opportunities in the 

local engineering industry. 

An apprenticeship was the key to obtaining a skilled “job for 

life”  

 

•Circa. 1965 Apprenticeships 

•Modern Apprenticeships 

•Hoffman Apprenticeships 

•Indentures 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



Finding a job 

1960s - Stroud News and Journal was full of adverts in the ‘situations vacant’ 

section, many offering training and apprenticeships.  

 

Many local engineering companies offering structured apprenticeships, including 

Daniels, Sperry Gyroscope, Redler, Newman Hender and Hoffmann. 

 

Most boys would respond to the job adverts in the local press or be informed of a 

suitable position by a friend or relative already working in the company.  

 

Hoffmann preferred boys who had stayed at school for the 5th year and had a good 

academic record. There were both craft and technical apprenticeships available and 

Hoffmann usually chose applicants from Stroud Boys’ Technical School, Stonehouse 

Secondary Modern and sometimes from Marling School.  

 

 



Finding a job 

Leaflet advertising Hoffmann apprenticeships 



Applying to Hoffmanns 

In February 1965, both 

Andrew and John applied for 

an apprenticeship at 

Hoffmann Gloucester Ltd. 

 

Andrew received the letter 

opposite: 

 

Following your visit to the 

factory this morning, we have 

much pleasure in offering you 

an Apprenticeship with the 

Company. 

……. 

Apprenticeship will be the 

commencement of a long and 

successful career with the 

Company. 



Apprenticeship tests and working conditions 

Thank you for your formal 

acceptance of a Hoffmann 

Apprenticeship. 

 

You will recall that, during your 

last visit to the factory, I 

explained that you would be 

required to attend our 

Apprenticeship Tests during a 

Saturday morning in May. 

 

Light refreshments will be 

provided during the morning and 

testing should be completed by 

12.30 pm 



Apprentices 1965 

Fourteen apprentices were taken on – we mostly knew each other. 

Stonehouse boys are highlighted in blue.  

Name School 

Ian Cameron Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

Francis Clark Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

David Moore Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

John Payne Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

David Poole Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

Andrew Walker Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

Richard Watson Stonehouse Secondary Modern 

Martin Beauchamp Stroud Boys Technical School 

Michael Begley Stroud Boys Technical School 

Christopher Haynes Stroud Boys Technical School 

Edward Holford Stroud Boys Technical School 

John Wilkins Stroud Boys Technical School 

David Wise Stroud Boys Technical School 

Neil Amphlett Severn Vale School, Gloucester 



The First Year’s Training 

•Training began on 31st August 1965 

 

•Points covered on the first day were: timekeeping and clocking in, 

provision of overalls, Health and Safety. Apprentices wore green boiler 

suits with Apprentice embroidered on the front so you could be easily 

identified.  

 

•Ongoing Theory Training – On Monday mornings we went to the lecture 

theatre for films and talks on various aspects of engineering.  

 

•Attendance at Technical College 

  

•Ongoing Practical training in the workshop: 

Making workpieces and tooling (all inspected and marked) (as displayed 

on table) 

Taking Measurements and bench fitting using hand tools 

Operating machinery such as: Drilling Machines, Lathes, Milling 

Machines and Grinding Machines 
  
 



The training workshop 

The apprentice training room in 1963 



Apprentice Workpieces 



Signing day 
June 1966 - official signing day  

Indentures signed by the 

apprentice’s father or guardian.  

 

Parents invited to an “At Home” 

afternoon in the training workshop. 

 

•  Andrew - craft apprentice leading 

to skilled fitter and/or turner 

  

•  John - electrical apprenticeship 

leading to skilled electrician  

 

• Others did technical 

apprenticeships in different areas 

e.g. the design office or drawing 

office. 



Signing day 

Andrew’s apprenticeship agreement 



Apprentice association and  activities 

Hoffmann Apprentices Association 

 

Skittles nights in the Hoffmann club 

Annual Disco 

Pop / rock concerts in Bristol 

Coach trips 

Hoffmann Tug-of-war championships  

Potholing 

Duke of Edinburgh Award 



Project at Frocester Manor 

Apprentices football team Dave Moore, Andrew Walker, Neil Amplett , Martin Beauchamp  

with boys from Chelmsford at Frocester Manor camp. 



Ongoing training to become skilled men 

John achieved his Certificate of Apprenticeship 

15th December 1969  

aged 21. 

Andrew achieved his Certificate of Apprenticeship  

9th June 1970  

aged 21 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

What happened to the 1965 – 1970 apprentices?  
 

To the best of our knowledge: 

 

1 - Stayed at Hoffmann most of his working life as Quality  Manager. 

9 - Worked in various engineering disciplines. 

  6 – Mechanical engineering 

  1 – Instrumentation 

  1 – Mechanical design 

  1 – Electrician 

2 – Ran their own successful building companies 



Conclusion 

Hoffmann had an unparalleled reputation in providing superb training 

courses to apprentices over many decades, giving all of their trainees an 

excellent grounding in engineering and manufacturing processes, both 

theoretically and practically. Benefitting from experiencing a premium 

training programme, hundreds of apprentices went on to have worthwhile 

careers, whether staying at Hoffmann or at other engineering firms 

around the area or further afield, whatever the speciality they ended up 

doing. 

 

Not only that, but apprentices also made friends for life from their own 

training group, other intakes, or the helpful employees in the company 

they met during their journey of achievement, us included. It was a great 

place to begin your working life, to understand the practicalities and 

theories of mechanical and electrical engineering, the importance of 

work ethic and the value of being part of a team. 



Mike Cooke – working at Hoffmann’s 

•Left Boys Tech aged 16 

•Knew nothing about Hoffmann’s when I went for an interview 

•Started apprenticeship in 1962 

 



•First payslip 31st August 1962 aged 16 

•Take home pay £2 - 19 shillings 6 pence for 42 hour week 

(almost £3 in today’s money - equivalent approx £56 today) 



Sketch from railway book showing the LMS railway station setup in 1962 

with Hoffmann’s siding. 

The Hoffmann siding was brought into use on 6th June 1940 and the last 

train ran on 10th May 1967. 

The siding was worked by a 4-wheel diesel-mechanical locomotive built by 

Muir-Hill Engineering Ltd, being their No.29 of 1922. (see photo) 

Reversal was necessary for both entering and leaving the branch 

I worked in the drawing office overlooking the LMS railway and Hoffmann’s siding.  



I worked in the drawing office overlooking the LMS railway and 

Hoffmann’s siding. Seen to the right next to sports field. 



Trucks can be seen on the Hoffmann siding (left) 



Diesel locomotive Muir-Hill no 29 driven by Mike Coopey 



1976 - the siding has gone and sports field unused. 



Apprentice Association 

I became Secretary, then Treasurer  

and finally Chairman. 

We organised dances and outings. 

 

 



Weekend  in Blackpool 



Snooker and Table Tennis Tournaments 



Apprentice Association Logo competition 



Daily weather map 



For more memories from Mike see the separate 

article on our website.  

 

Mike Cooke 2026 

 


