
 

 

CHAPTER 8 
 

FURNITURE & RECYCLING 
 

 
As we have seen, the Company specialised in the breaking up of ships of different types 
starting in the 1840s and progressing to larger ships other than HM Naval ships during the 
1850s. We have also learned that many merchantmen, especially the Royal Mail Lines 
ships, were broken up by the Henry Castle business at that time.¹ Finally, the entry into the 
breaking up of the wooden walls from 1860 onwards generated major opportunities in 
wood recycling.   
 
After Henry’s death in 1865 the dominant partner in the business was Sidney Nash Castle, 
Henry’s second son, and it was he who then pioneered the move into the manufacturing of 
garden furniture after the opening of a further wharf at Woolwich, Long’s Wharf, in 1872.  
The saw mills at both Baltic Wharf and Woolwich were adapted to produce more 
sophisticated wood machining techniques (Plate 1) and these would have included mortice 
and tenon machines as well as other saws and hand tools required to finish the many and 
varied products manufactured. 
 
Teak, when seasoned, was a remarkable product and would last for up to 200 years or 
even longer without any treatment. The product was therefore eminently suitable for the 
production of furniture to be placed outside and exposed to the open air and to the 
elements all year round.² The application of linseed oil, as required, would restore the teak 
products to their natural brown colour when new. Accordingly, it was not difficult to realise 
that an excellent opportunity existed for the production of garden furniture and for outside 
seats located in public parks and at various sports and recreation grounds around the 
country.² 
 
Although the exact starting date for the manufacture of garden furniture is not known, it is 
clear that by the beginning of 1887 substantial progress had been made. In February of 
that year Sidney Nash Castle applied for the registration of a patent³ in respect of a special 
type of seat. The designs involved the use of metal for the legs and folding seats with 
raised footrests, which protected them when not in regular use during the out-of-season 
period. These ideas had clearly evolved over a number of years and probably after 
experience in selling the products to the trade and to the public (Plate 2). 
 
The patent application was described as "An entire novel application of this prime old 
seasoned material ship timber in strips termed battens, and which are alike impervious to the sun 
and rain"  This document, now held at the British Museum Library, describes four main 
areas of innovation as regards the design of the garden furniture.   
 
1. The frame of the proposed seat was of bent galvanised wrought iron or metal with 
scrolled ends forming the back upright. The iron seat support dropped down to form the 
front leg and then curled up and down again in an arch to meet the rear leg. This design 
gave strength and rigidity to the seat and prevented the front and back legs splaying apart 
or spreading outwards. 
 
2. Fold down seat covers were designed to be hinged or jointed in such a way that they 
could be temporarily fixed. The idea behind the provision of such a seat cover was that 
when folded down the seat was protected from the elements such as wet, dirt, heat and 
bird lime.  When folded up against the back, the seat cover served as a backrest, and the 
under surface which would then be exposed, being dry, could be used by a person even 
immediately after a shower of rain.  
 
3. The folding footrests of the seats were hinged and connected to the seat front and rear 
legs, so that when folded up, a pin or a ring on the front legs held it firmly to the foot 
support. As well as offering added comfort the footrests were raised to keep feet off wet 
grass. 
 



 

 

4. Described the use of a sliding clip ferule in combination with a folding footboard, fitted 
on an outdoor seat. This sliding ferrule was clear of ladies' dresses when down and useful 
as a mechanism for retaining the footboard in a raised position. 
 
In addition to this significant product development in 1887 the company furnished the 
grounds of Buckingham Palace in the same year for the garden party held in honour of 
Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee.  In recognition of this work Sidney Nash Castle, acting 
for H. Castle & Sons was appointed, by Royal Warrant, as provider of garden furniture to 
Her Majesty, on 4th March 1888 (Plate 3).  An archives brochure source also states that this 
year of 1887 was the year that the company majored in the manufacture of garden 
furniture as one of its main sources of business. This would in fact prove to be the case for 
the ensuing period of just over fifty years.  
 
The Company continued to supply garden furniture to the Royal Household over the years 
and special mention is made in a company brochure of garden furniture provided to the 
Princess Royal.⁴ The type of garden seat supplied to Buckingham Palace and to other 
members of the Royal family was most likely modelled on the Apollo range or Triumph 
design, the latter incorporating the metal stands subject to the patent application submitted 
in 1887. This seat was very attractive in appearance and long lasting. Indeed a surviving 
seat of the same style has been found recently at a house in Sussex. Other seating 
designs shown in the 1930s brochures of the Company are stated as being forty to fifty 
years old at that time (Plate 4). 
 
From the 1880s onwards the furniture range was diversified and in addition to supplying 
the Royal Parks, Cricket Grounds and Public Schools with outdoor seating, including 
presentation seats (Plate 5) the Company also developed furniture products for the home. 
In particular the Jacobean range of dining and hall furniture was especially attractive and 
most substantial (Plate 6). 
 
The company considered that the use of Mottoes (Plate 7) inscribed into the back of 
garden bench seats and many bespoke items, such as the special chairs for headmasters, 
was a pleasing and personalised touch to offer customers. The phrase “This castle hath a 
pleasant seat” taken from Macbeth was often quoted in company brochures and literature.⁵   
 
The garden furniture was named after Men O’ War broken up by Castles and the wood 
from these ships was utilised in making the end product.  Where a specific ship’s timber 
was used the finished article usually carried a circular plate stating the name of the ship 
concerned and also showed the name of the Company. Many items have been traced and 
enquiries continue to be received.  
 
The office at Baltic Wharf was the head office of the Company, but finishing work may also 
have been carried out at this site, as we know there were workshops there up until 1913.  
After this date, all the work would have been done at Long’s Wharf, Woolwich as the Baltic 
Wharf site had by then been leased to Holloway Brothers London Ltd.  
 
As we know, the Henry Castle Company became insolvent in 1904 and the business was 
transferred to Castles Shipbreaking Ltd in 1906 after which the furniture products 
continued to be manufactured as previously.⁶ The use of an ivory plate appears to have 
been introduced at that time and affixed to each product after the formation of Castles 
Shipbreaking and bears the name of that company right through until 1939 (Plate 8). Metal 
plates were utilised by H. Castle & Sons Ltd rather than the ivory plates and therefore 
furniture products with this type of plate would have been made prior to 1904. 
Consequently, well preserved items in this category will be valuable and rare garden 
furniture products (Plate 9). 
 
Many of these valuable artefacts have been reported to us by their owners.⁷ However, 
most of the seats and furniture items that have come to light in recent years, particularly in 
response to the history website, largely originate from the period following the end of 
World War I, in 1918. At that time the Company concentrated on this activity in a major 
way as the number of wooden ships available for breaking had fallen dramatically - see 
Chapter 10. 



 

 

 
As well as garden seating the firm produced pergolas, trellis arches, arbours, entrance 
gates, doors,  bird tables, sun dials, terrace tubs, palm stands, teak dinner and tea 
wagons, memorial crosses and curbs (Plate 10). 
 
The list of the famous ships from which the Men O’War teak built seats were made was 
extensive and included names such as the Colossus, Galatea, Albion, Alexandra, Ajax, 
Apollo and Arethusa (Plate 11).   
 
The variety of the products produced was enormous and is a tribute to the skills and 
craftsmanship of the many workers employed in the Castles establishments over the 
years.  For example the adaptation of the wood to specific requirements such as tree seats 
or long curved seats (Plate 12) in order to fit snugly into a particular location were quite 
breathtaking in their appearance.   
 
The Handy chair was an especially popular range over the years and many still survive to 
this day, often in back gardens where the present owners may be unaware of their 
historical origins (Plate 13). Canvas chairs and deck chairs were also made for normal 
garden use.  
 
Many of the Man O' War products were based on the patented designs and in addition the 
name was also a registered Trade Mark and shown on a castle, designed as a company 
logo, for use in brochures and other publicity (Plate 14).  
 
The Jacobean furniture range originates from the 1900s and, according to our archive 
records, this type of furniture was first made in a major way from the timbers of the 
Tenedos II (formerly Duncan) and was referred to in a 1911 brochure as being used for 
this purpose  (Plate 15).  It is not known how many items of this furniture range were made 
or if in fact they have survived as none have been reported back to the researchers at the 
present time. However, there were several pieces owned by Sidney Castle junior (Plate 
16). 
 

An interesting point is illustrated by the stamp shown above the photo of the Tenedos II 
arriving at Woolwich, as set out in the company’s 1912 brochure (Plate 17). The notice 
warning the reader that there were imitators of the Castle garden products almost certainly 
referred to the departure in 1911 of Sidney Castle junior from the Thames based operation 
to work as the General Manager at Hughes Bolckow.   
 
It is known that Sidney took with him several of the many skilled workers based in London. 
Almost identical products were manufactured in Blyth as they are prominently advertised in 
the Hughes Bolckow furniture brochures published from then onwards.⁸  However, there is 
no record of any dispute between the two businesses and Castles Shipbreaking continued 
to manufacture and sell the range of products they had so successfully created.  
Obviously, they still had the stocks of original timbers taken from the extensive number of 
wooden walls, which they had broken up.   
 
Many bespoke items were made as requested and these included headmasters’ chairs 
and gongs.  In particular, the most famous of these was the gong presented by Castles to 
the Duke of York on his marriage to the Princess May in 1893.⁹ The frame of the gong was 
made of wood remnants from the Temeraire. Gongs continued to be made to celebrate the 
memory of various ships and were still being made many years later as in the case of the 
Newcastle bought for breaking in 1929 (Plate 18). 
 
Certain bespoke items were really specialised, often surprising in their originality and of 
considerable beauty, as demonstrated by the curved flambeau standard designed for villa 
gardens in the South of France  (Plate 19). 
 
Gates and doors of all types, in teak or oak, were made not only for domestic use but also 
for the trade. This was a major manufacturing activity and separate brochures were 
designed and printed for that particular market.¹⁰ 
 



 

 

Specialist projects were also undertaken and the most worthy of note was the supply of 
Castledene seating to Wimbledon in 1922. The Centre Court and Number One Court were 
opened that year after construction.  The seating remained there to a reduced extent to 
late in the twentieth century and proved its worth for nearly eighty years.  Some of the 
seating in the Centre Court was destroyed by a bomb in 1941 but the damage was not 
irreparable and much of the remaining seating survived to serve its purpose for years 
afterwards.¹¹ 
 
Castledene seating was a patented design, the object of which was the ready removal of 
seats for storage under cover during the close season.  It was therefore particularly suited 
to locations where seats had only a seasonal use such as spectator sports.  The design 
involved the use of one bolt only for each line of seating that could then be more easily 
dismantled and stored. The picture and diagrams (Plate 20) give more detailed information 
about this system of seating and its specific advantages. 
 
The depth of the company’s expertise was not solely confined to the design and supply of 
seating as agricultural products were also produced and exhibited by Castles at many of 
the leading agricultural shows throughout the United Kingdom (Plate 21). One of their 
specialities was the supply of wooden fencing for widespread use in the farming business. 
 
Furthermore, gates and doors could be made according to any design and size required 
for homes and gardens (Plate 22). A separate brochure was usually produced for these 
products. 
 
An interesting insight into the inner workings of the furniture business at Castles is 
provided by access to the official costings book of the company, dated 1908, which is one 
of the few accounting books that have survived and gives us a detailed breakdown, not 
only of the garden furniture but of the jacobean furniture as well.  The prices all relate to 
the use of teak unless otherwise stated (Plate 23).  An analysis dated 1914 also sets out 
the various weights of the individual items, which make interesting reading (Plate 24). It is a 
unique and unparalleled record.   
 
The use of advertising was extensive as a means of marketing the furniture range of 
products in newspapers, magazines (Plate 25) and furniture directories published by the 
major stores. It is therefore considered that the Castles brand of garden furniture and other 
furniture products was well known and respected across a wide geographical area within 
the United Kingdom.  
 
By 1939, the Castle garden and furniture products were being distributed and sold 
throughout the UK and stockists were appointed to hold many of the free standing items 
either for immediate sale or for manufacture to order. An example of two of the 1939 
stockists’ brochures is shown in the illustrations (Plate 26).  We also show a sample of the 
1939 products and price list leaflet for the same year as an indication of the retail prices 
prevalent at that time (Plate 27). 
 
The manufacture of all these products virtually ceased with the advent of World War II and 
by that time the company had relocated its entire manufacturing business to Plymouth.  
However, it is noted that shortly after the end of the war the successor company to Castles 
Shipbreaking Limited, was making furniture, demonstrating the survival of the many skills 
existing in the pre-war period, and dating all the way back to the 1880s.¹²  
 
An interesting story is also noted in connection with a company called Barlow Tyrie, which 
currently makes seasoned teak garden furniture of high and lasting quality.  It is noted that 
immediately after the First World War in 1919 Mr Victor Tyrie undertook a government 
sponsored training programme in cabinet making.  He then joined Castles Shipbreaking 
and after a year of sponsored work experience with Castles he started making teakwood 
garden furniture, which business survives to the present time.¹³ A Barlow Tyrie tree seat, 
recently discovered in the gardens at Hampton Court, illustrates the similarity to the 
Castles product (Plate 28). 
 

         

         



 

 

The Plymouth business of Castles Kitchens also survives to the present day as 
manufacturers of kitchen cabinets and other built-in units for a wide variety of trade and 
retail customers utilising many of the old wood working skills developed by the Castles 
businesses all those years ago.  In particular they still major in the manufacture of non-
standard and specialised units to suit the needs of their clients; a traditional Castles 
attribute.¹⁴  
 
The magic of the story in this part of the chapter lies in its recycling history and how the 
hulks of the famous last sailing ships of the line not only passed into history at the 
breakers yard but how the material of which they were built was utilised to create new and 
long lasting products.    
 
 
Timber merchanting and specialist uses 
 
From the very outset the abundant supply of old timber from shipbreaking logically enabled 
the Castles business to become involved in a wide range of wood based products for sale 
to a variety of customers. The opportunity was ripe for exploitation. Furthermore, new 
timber was in short supply¹⁵ for shipbuilding and the price of wood began to rise quite 
steadily. This was particularly the case towards the end of the 1850s and into the 1860s, 
owing to the demands for Naval construction driven by the threat of war against France. In 
addition, the nature of the construction of the new ironclads after 1860, which were longer 
and fitted with stronger gundecks required more wood than the earlier warships.¹⁶ 
 
Much of the wood from the ships broken up however was rotten, as we have seen from the 
letter to the Seely Select Committee in 1868 - see Chapter 5, and there was also a great 
deal of wood that would have been of an inferior quality and therefore of less value.  This 
wood was cut up into logs and this activity surprisingly developed into a very large 
business.  The brochures indicate that the company had thousands of customers including 
the House of Commons and Buckingham Palace.¹⁷ The number of logs sold per annum 
has been estimated at one and a half million. The logs were renowned for their colourful 
flames caused by the previous presence in the wood of the copper bolts, utilised in the 
original construction process¹⁸ (Plate 29). The advertisement shows the prices and bundle 
sizes which prevailed in the mid -1930s. 
 
Without much doubt, large quantities of wood were used in the house building industry and 
in the cladding applied to commercial buildings, the most famous of which was the 
construction of the Liberty’s building by Higgs & Hill in 1922-24 – see below.  In addition, 
during the 20th century in particular, much wood was also utilised for the cladding of 
building frontages such as those of public houses (Plate 30). 
 
Advertisements and business cards also indicate that internal cladding and roof timbers 
were supplied to measure and the furniture skills of the company were often applied to the 
application of ornate and panelled wood fittings such as fitted in a London pub (Plate 31). 
 
No contracts from the timber and garden furniture activities seem to have survived, but it is 
clear from photographs of Baltic Wharf that timber abounded in quantity (Plate 32).  
Furthermore, the memoirs of Gladys Bromley recall the extent of the timber stocks that 
existed in the 1890s at Long’s Wharf where her father Charles Perry was the manager for 
over twenty years (Plate 33). 
 
However, without doubt, one of the most interesting connections with this recycling story 
relates to the use of wood from two ships broken up by Castles and used in the 
construction of the Liberty’s building, the famous central London store.  Teak and oak from 
the two sailing ships of the line the Hindustan and Impregnable were used in the 
construction of the internal flooring of the store, which is laid out in galleries on different 
floors. Other wood from these two ships was used as cladding on the exterior of the 
building. Both the external and internal wood fittings can still be viewed to this day (Plate 
34). 
    



 

 

Whilst the record shows that the ships were sold in 1921 to the firm of J. B. Garnham at 
Castles, Charlton, we have previously explained the complex business relationship 
between the Garnham family and Castles. Undoubtedly, therefore, these ships were 
broken up by Castles and the wood supplied to the Liberty building contractors, Higgs & 
Hill.¹⁹ Pictures of the Impregnable (Plate 35) in particular, figure in many of the Castle 
Company's brochures, letter headings and business cards, amply demonstrating the 
association with this famous training and sailing ship of the line.   
 
Based on our records the timber from the planking of the gun decks of the Hindustan 
(sometimes spelt Hindostan) were used for the floors and the timber for the galleries came 
from the ribs and stanchions.  Unfortunately, the original documents were destroyed by 
enemy action and we can only guess at the contract conditions.  As shown above, Castles 
were expert at processing and designing the shape of wood cladding for buildings in 
London and also internally as well, consequently it is not unreasonable to assume that the 
wood preparation work required for the Liberty building may have been done by Castles. 
Certainly, a specialist in wood machining and finishing would have had to be involved as 
work of this quality would be unlikely to be carried out on site.  
 
However, it is known that Higgs and Hill also possessed substantial joinery and carpentry 
sections at their premises in Vauxhall, not far from Baltic Wharf, so they were certainly 
capable of undertaking the workmanship involved. It is interesting that a drawing of the 
Liberty building is shown in the inside cover of Castles 1938 centenary brochure (Plate 36).  
Earlier brochures mention that 324,000 cubic feet of timber were supplied for this contract. 
 
Much more could be said about the wonderful recycling story at Castles and it may well be 
possible to elaborate further on this aspect of the history project in future, as the many 
contacts we have from around the world are testimony to the long lasting quality of the 
Castles products, some of which survive to this day. 
 
We have included with this chapter a remarkable collection of pictures and photographs 
taken almost exclusively from the Company's archives that illustrate graphically the range 
and extent of the products on offer over the years.  It is well stated that a "picture is worth 
a thousand words". 
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See Plates 1 – 36 below 
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Plate 1.  BALTIC WHARF SAWMILLS 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 2. PATENT APPLICATION - 

GARDEN FURNITURE SEAT DESIGN 
Castles Archives 

 Plate 3. SIDNEY N. CASTLE - ROYAL WARRANT 

Castles Archives 



 

 

                         
 

 

  

 

 

 

                                    
 

 

 

    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 

 

Plate 4. TATE GALLERY SEAT 

Castles Archives 
Plate 5.  PRESENTATION SEAT 

Castles Archives 

Plate 6. JACOBEAN FURNITURE 

Castles Archives 
Plate 7. MOTTOES. 

Castles Archives 

 



 

 

            

 

 

 

 

                                                             
 

 

 

 

 

 

             

Plate 8. CASTLES SHIPBREAKING - IVORY DISC 

Castles Archives 

Plate 9. H. CASTLE  & SONS - METAL DISC. 

Castles Archives 

Plate 10. VARIOUS PRODUCTS 

Castles Archives 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

          
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                
 

 

 

 

Plate 11. SELECTION OF SEATS 

Castles Archives 

Plate 12. CURVED SEATS 

Castles Archives 

Plate 13.  HANDY CHAIR 

Castles Archives 

Plate 14. LOGO 

Castles Archives 
 



 

 

 

                                                             

 

 

 

                  

                          
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                             
 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 17. CATALOGUE IMITATORS 

Castles Archives 

 

 

Plate 16. SIDNEY CASTLE'S LIVING ROOM   

Dodds FamilyCollection 

 

Plate 18. HMS NEWCASTLE GONG 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 15. HMS DUNCAN/TENEDOS II 

Castles Archives 

 



 

 

 

            

                       
 

 

                                

         

                                

     
 

                                                                                                                                       
 

Plate 19.  FLAMBEAU 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 20. CASTLEDENE SEATING 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 21. AGRICULTURAL SHOW 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 22. FARM FENCING 

Castles Archives 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 23. 1908 COSTINGS BOOK 

Castles Archives 

 



 

 

 

              
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                               
 

 

 

 

Plate 24.  1914 WEIGHTS LIST 

Castles Archives 

 

 

Plate 25. MAGAZINE ADVERTISING 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 26. STOCKISTS LEAFLETS 

Castles Archives 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

                                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         
Plate 27. GARDEN FURNITURE PRICE LIST 1939 

Castles Archives 

 

 



 

 

 

 

             
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    
 

      

Plate 28. BARLOW TYRIE TREE SEAT - HAMPTON COURT 2012 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 29. LOGS ADVERTISEMENT 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 30. EXTERNAL TIMBER CLADDING 

Castles Archives 

 



 

 

                                                                               

                
 

                             

 

 

                 

   
 

   

 

Plate 31. INTERNAL TIMBER CLADDING 

Castles Archives 

 

Plate 32. TIMBER STOCKS BALTIC WHARF 

Richard Hunter Collection 

 

Plate 33. TIMBER STOCKS LONGS WHARF 

Richard Hunter Collection 

Plate 34 - LIBERTY'S FRONTAGE 2012 

Castles Archives 



 

 

                                     
 

 
Plate 36. LIBERTY'S CASTLES BROCHURE 

Castles Archives 
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Plate 35. THE  IMPREGNABLE 
Castles Archives 


