Brook
Motors

From its Barnsley factories Brook Motors kept the
wheels of industry turning for almost forty years.
Andrew Taylor looks back at the company’s journey.

B

orn in Pontefract in
1873, Ernest Brook
was working aboard
Hull trawlers by the
age of eleven but stepped
ashore after two years to take
a job as a printer’s apprentice.
His fascination for all things
electrical soon took him to
companies in Stoke and Cardiff
before landing him a post with
Leeds-based engineering firm
Greenwood & Batley, makers of
industrial machinery.
Mains electricity was being
introduced at the time (around
1895) and there were two
competing systems, namely
direct current (DC) and
alternating current (AC). This
competition became known as
‘The Battle of the Currents’.
Electric motors were replacing
steam power but AC motors
were scarce and had to be
imported. In this environment,
and having failed to persuade
his employers that there was a
future in AC machines, Ernest
Brook decided to start his own
business.
In May 1904, Brook and
two assistants took a small
room in Threadneedle Street,
Huddersfield, to manufacture
AC motors. A year later he
established E. Brook Limited,
in premises in Colne Road,
making single- and multi-phase
motors with a staff of 20. During
World War I, demand from
munitions factories pushed
the works to capacity, so in
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1916 the company found a site
in St Thomas Road for what
would become the Empress
Works. Branch offices were
established in Leeds, London
DATA SHEET, 1937. Grace’s Guide
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LEFT: ERNEST Brook, 1930s, with his
first motor, made in 1904.
Kirklees Image Archive

and Manchester, and sales
agents appointed in cities
across Britain, Canada and New
Zealand.
Output continued to rise
in the inter-war years, fuelled
by an innovative approach
to advertising and a strong
presence at events like the
Wembley Empire Exhibition.
The company changed its
name to Brook Motors Limited
in 1927, introduced a profit
sharing scheme and launched
The Brook magazine. It shipped
its 100,000th motor in 1933 and
caused a stir when it took over
the front page of the Daily Mail
for an advert in October 1936.
Brook’s two sons – Frank V and
John L – became joint managing
directors, with Ernest Brook
remaining as Chairman until
1951.
During World War II, demand
for motors (including the new
Cub) increased again. The
company was also contracted
to make parts for Rolls-Royce
Merlin aircraft engines,
generators for fighter radar
and target predictors for Bofors
guns. (Brook did not make air
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raid sirens until after the war).
Extra floor space appeared
in the shape of the Princess
Works (1939) and Duchess
Works (1941) but the loss of
skilled workers created an acute
problem. In the short term,
about 100 Huddersfield women

(former employees) wound
motors at home, on benches
supplied by the firm. Longer
term, the company knew it
would have to look elsewhere.
In November 1945 Brook
Motors secured premises in
Fenton Street, Barnsley (off Peel
Street). Originally built for flax
bleaching as part of Taylor’s
Mill, this L-shaped property
spent the war as a munitions
factory producing bomb fuzes.
Brook was able to engage the
fuze-makers after bussing them
to Huddersfield for two months’
retraining, and Barnsley offered
a ready supply of additional
labour. Floor space was initially
occupied in just one of the two
buildings. In 1949 the second
building was readied, providing
space for canteen, cotton
covering, coil production and
painting, allowing the original
building to be devoted entirely
to stator winding. (The stator
is the fixed outer part of an
electric motor).
While clearing out the second
building, several relics from the
original mill were discovered,
including the blacksmith’s
hearth, a flax winding wheel and
three hand looms. A ceremonial
cannon was found in a pile of

FENTON STREET factory
from Peel Street, 1945.
Kirklees Image Archive.
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REAR OF Fenton
Street factory, late
1940s. Brook Crompton

scrap metal, said to have been
fired in the mill yard on festive
occasions including Queen
Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee
(1897) and the relief of Mafeking
(1900).
Fenton Street was always
something of an experiment, the
long term plan being to build a
new factory. The search for land
was already under way by March
1947 but suitable sites were
hard to find, most out-of-town
sites being plagued by mining
subsidence. By November the
company had identified a ten
acre site at Barugh Green. To

cope with ground movement,
architects designed the factory
as two buildings side-by-side,
each having its own foundations
arranged as a grid of concrete
blocks. Flexible joints were
installed in the walls and roof.
Planning moved slowly, during
which time Brook Motors
became a public company (while
keeping its ‘family’ ethos) and
celebrated the sale of its one
millionth motor. Construction at
Barugh Green eventually started
in May 1951 and the shell was
completed by September 1952.
Over the following months,

one half of the factory was
equipped with the necessary
conveyors and machinery (plus
offices, canteen, first-aid and
washrooms) to accommodate
the Fenton Street workforce, and
production started in 1953. The
official opening ceremony took
place on 28 May 1954, when 400
guests sat down to lunch and
heard Barugh Green described
as ‘the most modern factory of
its kind’. The remaining half
of the factory was developed
for the manufacture of control
gear and push-button starters,
with a planned workforce of 110
(including 30 in the drawing
office).
Although the company made
motors as large as 600 horsepower, Barugh Green tended to
specialise in smaller motors and
was able to design and install
its own production lines to suit.
The new lines used conveyors
and electronic controls to
deliver materials to each
winding station ‘on demand’
and take away the finished
stators. Technical journals of
the time devoted many column
inches to this innovative system,
LEFT: STATOR winding lines at Barugh
Green, soon after opening in 1954.
KIA: Huddersfield Examiner

BELOW: CONTROL panel assembly,
Barugh Green, 1954. Brook Crompton
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Cath Bennett

BROOK FRACTIONAL HORSE power motors. Above: Cub (1940s). Below: Gryphon (1951
onwards). Kirklees Image Archive

described in a Daily Mirror
article of June 1955 entitled ‘The
Robot Revolution’. It was also
the subject of a documentary
film (now held by the Yorkshire
Film Archive) entitled ‘Winding
Journey’. The system allowed
Barugh Green to wind 30
different stator types, in 500
variations, with a choice of 10
different motor speeds.
Welfare was high on the
agenda. There was a fully
equipped ambulance room and
a canteen capable of serving
up to 1000 hot meals. Tea and
cakes were served during the
ten minute morning break
and there was a five minute
break for girl workers in the
afternoon. There were cash
rewards for workers with six
SUMMER 2017

months unbroken attendance
and for ideas accepted through
the suggestion scheme. Staff
were entitled to holiday pay and
sickness benefit, and there were
retirement and death benefit
schemes. Apprenticeships were
available for boys aged between
16 and 21, with Brook paying for
attendance at Technical College.
(See Memories of Barnsley issue
14 for more on working life at
Barugh Green).
Brook opened facilities in
Canada and the USA (Chicago)
between 1953 and 1961,
Frankfurt in 1963 and Milan in
the late 1960s. Barugh Green
continued to focus on small
(fractional horse-power) motors
including the Gryphon, Merlin
and BS42 range, completing

I STARTED WORKING at
Brook Motors in 1964,
when I was 19. The work
was very repetitive but
it was well paid and
gave me and my then
fiancé Jeff a chance to
save for a deposit on
our house.
Brook was a very
large concern. I worked
at Barugh Green but
the company also had
factories in Horbury and
Huddersfield. I worked
as a connector on the
Gryphon range – a small At my bench, in August 1969.
motor used in both
industrial settings and domestic appliances. There were many
different departments at Barugh Green.
The factory could be hot in summer, so the roof lights were
painted green every year to try to reduce the effect of the sun.
One unusual custom happened whenever anyone got
married. A collection was taken for wedding presents which
were hung on the ‘bridge’ that went over the conveyor belts.
At an agreed time, everyone in the factory would bang on
their work benches with any metal object that came to hand.
Imagine the noise! The bride-to-be had to go to the bridge and
the clatter wouldn’t stop until she had cut down her presents.
A typical gift would be a set of plastic kitchenware.
Each department had a supervisor; ours was Doreen Jagger.
Supervisors wore white coats as a kind of ‘badge of office’.

500 motors per day, but the
manual winding process itself
was increasingly seen as a
production bottleneck, the
average stator taking about 30
minutes to wind. The problem
was solved in the 1960s by the
introduction of automatic stator
winding machines, able to wind
motors in a fraction of the
time taken by manual methods
and well suited to motors sold
in volume. For small batches
it remained economical to
wind stators by hand. Winders
(usually female) were trained
in the Barugh Green factory’s
on-site ‘school’.
By the end of the 1960s Brook
Motors had acquired the Victor
Electric Company and won the
Queen’s Award to Industry
for export achievement. It
had premises in Huddersfield,
Barnsley, Honley and Rochdale,
a stator winding factory under
construction at Rossington,
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AUTOMATIC STATOR
winding machines,
Barnsley, 1965.
Kirklees Image Archive

Manual stator
winding, 1960s.

Kirklees Image Archive
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seven sales offices, overseas
subsidiaries, and sales reps
in 80 countries. Customers
included Vauxhall, Jaguar and
BMC, Fylingdales Early Warning
Station, the UK Atomic Energy
Authority, textile machinery
makers and major players in the
mining, civil engineering and
brick-making industries.
A famous aircraft maker’s
name appeared on the Barugh
Green factory wall in 1970 when
Brook Motors was acquired by
Hawker Siddeley. Hawker was
expanding its industrial division
at the time and had recently
acquired Crompton Parkinson,
makers of DC motors and light
fittings. All of Hawker’s motor
makers – including parts of
AEI and English Electric – were
AUTUMN 2017

Carole Ellis

THE BARUGH GREEN factory around 1970, with piggyback Hawker Siddeley name
board and large dummy motor on annexe roof. Brook Crompton

merged in 1974 to form Brook
Crompton Parkinson Motors.
Brook Motors had supplied
70% of the world’s industrial
motors at its height, but
throughout the seventies
the group faced rising costs
and increased competition
in a shrinking home market.
In 1980 Barugh Green went
over to a 4-day week, with
redundancies first mentioned
in September. On 3 Feb 1981,
company secretary Wallace Kaye
announced that Brook Motors
would be closing the winding
section at Barugh Green with the
loss of 60 jobs. The remaining
employees in that section were

offered transfer to Huddersfield
and a further 77 employees in
the control gear section were
warned to expect change. Events
moved rapidly, employees
dispersed, and the factory fell
silent in the spring of 1981.
Hawker Siddeley was broken
up in 1990 and its motors
division acquired by industrial
conglomerate BTR, after which
there were further disposals and
closures. The Brook Crompton
brand is currently owned by
Austrian electrical manufacturer
ATB Antriebstechnik and
its Chinese parent company
Wolong Electric. The ATB Group
has manufacturing and admin

WE HAD A canteen and a
medical room on site where
you could go if you needed
help. There was a company
magazine, but I never saw a
copy. We were given Premium
Bonds at some point, according
to years of service.
There was a bridge that
went over the factory floor.
Whenever anyone was getting
married a plastic bucket was
tied to the bridge and the
bride-to-be had to go and cut
it down. Shop floor workers
banged on their benches until
it was cut down.
Every year there was a dinner dance and a beauty contest
to choose ‘Miss Brook Motors’, held at the Arcadian Hall.
Buses for different destinations came to pick up workers
at the end of each day. My aunt also worked there. She was
disabled and was allowed to leave five minutes early to avoid
the rush.
I still have a Brook Motors drinking glass commemorating
the Queen’s coronation.

sites across the world, including
sites at Morley and Huddersfield
in Yorkshire.
The site at Barugh Green
remained unused for some years
before being repurposed as
business units to create what is
now the Metro Trading Centre. n
TECHNICAL AND promotional literature from
Brook Motors, 1952-70.
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