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The coming of the railways in Britain transformed work and leisure time. For the first time, 
working class families could take the train for a day by the sea or rambling in the countryside. This 
leisure revolution had an equally transformative effect on ceramic collecting.  

W. H. Goss of Stoke-on-Trent became the first to realise the potential market in these new 
tourists. From the 1880s, Goss made small, white-glazed porcelain models that were decorated with the 
coat-of-arms of the town where they would be sold. The models covered many subjects: animals, 
household items, museum artefacts, buildings, comical figures, transport and many more. The concept 
of heraldic porcelain was far from original, but the way Goss applied this to a new mass market was 
transformative. Other companies – Carlton, Arcadian, Shelly, Grafton – began copying his designs and 
German factories produced English crested china for export. By the early 1900s, 95% of English homes 
contained at least one crested china souvenir, demonstrating their new-found mobility through the 
crests of the places they had visited. Thanks to W. H. Goss, almost everyone had become a ceramic 
collector.  

The First World War threatened to destroy this lucrative market. German ceramics exports 
ceased, and instead German bombs rained down on English cities. Yet the crested china manufacturers 
turned this situation to their advantage and produced new, increasingly detailed models of military 
themes. Wartime crested china included tanks, submarines, zeppelins, soldiers, nurses, weapons, busts 
of generals, depictions of popular songs and even one model of a British spy. German air raids were 
contained to strategic towns, and in many parts of the country, people still holidayed as normal. Only 
now they came home with a porcelain grenade model.  

This talk will explore the English crested china craze of the 1880s-1930s, shedding light on the 
social history of mass-market porcelain collecting. We will see how the porcelain manufacturers learned 
about new military technologies and adapted these for ceramic models, competing to offer consumers 
the most exciting and authentic representation of the terrible war which their family and friends were 
currently fighting. We will consider why the crested china industry collapsed in the 1930s. Finally, our 
speaker will delve into his own experience as a wartime crested china collector to suggest why collectors 
today will bid thousands of pounds for what was originally cheap mass-market porcelain.  
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The talk will be via ZOOM. SEACS members will be sent log-in details one week prior to the 
event. For any log-in difficulties, please contact: admin@seaceramic.org.sg 


