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WRECCLESHAM POTTERY 

INTRODUCTION 

Wrecclesham Pottery, now somewhat inappropriately called the Farnham Pottery, is probably the most 

important of the historic buildings in the village.  The Pottery is said to be one of the best preserved 

examples of a working Victorian country pottery left in England and is a grade II listed building. 

The Pottery was first established by Absalom Harris in 1873 and was operated by the Harris family for 125 

years.  In 1998 it was acquired by the Farnham Building Preservation Trust with the intention of preserving 

its use as a Pottery and, following their considerable efforts in refurbishing what was a fairly derelict 

building, it was subsequently sold to its present owners, Guy and Elaine Hains, who have gathered tenants 

and have created a community based craft education experience inspired by Wrecclesham’s  historic ties 

with pottery. 

ABSALOM HARRIS 

Absalom Harris was born in Droxford, a small village in the Meon Valley, in Hampshire, in 1837, the son of 

Absalom and Martha Harris.  They had four children two boys and two girls. Sadly, the family was left 

without their mother, Martha, when she died in 1843, when young Absalom was only 6 years old.  His 

father died shortly after this, in 1847, when Absalom was only 10.   

At the age of 13 Absalom is recorded in the 1851 Census living with his uncle and aunt, James and Elizabeth 

Cobbett1 at Hill Pound, Droxford.  James Cobbett is shown as being a ‘Master Potter ‘employing 5 men.  

Also living with the Cobbett’s is Absalom’s brother, William, who is aged 16.  Both the Harris boys are 

shown as working as apprentices to George Cobbett at Shorley Pottery, Beauworth, a village near to 

Alresford, where they were to learn their craft. 

It should be appreciated that in the 16th/17th Century small country potteries were flourishing in many 

villages across the Hampshire/Surrey borders producing wares to satisfy local demand.  They were often 

small family concerns, often run in conjunction with a small holding. 

CHARLES HILL, ELSTEAD 

In 1858 Absalom, aged 21, took up the tenancy of a pottery at Charleshill Cottages, Charles Hill, Elstead. 

(NGR:SU 893 443). Charles Hill, is on the road from Elstead to Farnham, close to what is now the Fox Public 

House.  The pottery had fallen into disuse but Absalom took over and was soon running a successful small 

business producing chimney pots, flower pots and tiles which he supplied to local builders.  He used local 

gault clay.  The pottery was run in combination with a small holding which provided additional income. 

The 1861 Census shows Absalom to be living at Charles Hill with another aunt and uncle, Samuel and 

Harriet Harris.  Samuel is also working as a Potter.  Absalom now aged 23, is recorded as ‘a potter in clay’.  

An important event occurred in 1962 when Absalom was married to Maria Elizabeth Elye Freemantle, at St 

Andrews Church, Farnham.  

 Maria’s father, John Freemantle, a farmer, was a well-respected Farnham resident and he was living at Old 

Park farm. The Freemantle Farm was importantly the source of a special clay that was used in the 

production of off white pottery and Absalom had been a frequent visitor when he collected supplies by 

horse and cart from Droxford. 

                                                           
1
 Through marriage there was a close relationship between the Cobbett and Harris families.  Absalom was related to the famous 

Farnham author, writer and politician William Cobbett.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Listed_building
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It was at Charles Hill that the first of Absalom and Martha’s children were born.   William Freemantle in 

1865 and Arthur George in 1866.  Both were baptised at St James’ Church, Elstead, William on 12th Jan 

1865. and Arthur on 1st Jul 1866. 

 It is evident that even at this young age Absalom was making his mark as he was the Elstead Village 

overseer – the Parish Rate collector – and he was elected as a churchwarden at St James Church. It is 

understood that at the time of casting new bells for the church he had his name inscribed on one of them. 

Absalom’s success at Charles Hill was noticed by his landlord who raised the rent for the property.  This 

decided Absalom that it was time to move on in search of better facilities, both a source of suitable clay 

and a more substantial property for his growing family.  

 

GLENBERVIE, ALICE HOLT 

In 1866 Absalom purchased a plot of land, (NGR SU 814 331) close to Lodge Pond, in the Alice Holt Forest, 

an area which had been attractive for pottery since Roman times.  It was here that he built a house which 

he called Glenbervie.  The new site seemed ideal for a pottery, situated on gault clay and close to the 

forest, which would provide fuel for the kiln.  While at Glenbervie, Absalom and Maria had two more children 

Ernest James who was born in August 1869 and Annie Elizabeth Mary three years later in 1872.   

 The 1871 Census records Absalom aged 33, living at Holt Pound with Maria aged 34 and 3 sons William, 6, 

Arthur, 4 and Ernest, 1.  Absalom is shown to be working as a Master Potter. During the short time that 

Absalom was living at Glenbervie he was elected to serve as churchwarden at St James Church, Rowledge.  

His first daughter Annie was baptised at St James in 1872.  However, for some reason Ernest was baptised 

at St Peter’s Church in Wrecclesham in 1869.  

 

Unfortunately, Absalom’s pottery at Holt Pound failed to live up to his expectations.  He found that the clay 

in this part of the Holt contained particles of lime which caused blistering on firing, making the finished 

pots almost unsaleable.  He decided that a new site had to be found.2 Absalom’s search for a new property 

led to his move to Wrecclesham. 

 

CLAY HILL, WRECCLESHAM. 

Absalom examined several possible sites in the Farnham area from which he took samples of clay to test.  

Eventually he found a satisfactory sample in Wrecclesham and he was able to buy a plot of land on which 

to build a new pottery on the flattish summit of Clay Hill. As will be seen from the map below, the pottery 

site was situated between what are now known as Quennells Hill and Pottery Lane (NGR:SU 829 446).  It 

was also close to Broadwells Copse and Hollises Copse, woodland areas, which were thought to have 

provided firing for the kiln. 

Based upon an existing house Absalom began to construct the adjacent Pottery buildings. At the time of 

Absalom’s arrival in Wrecclesham the Pottery site was somewhat removed from the main residential 

centre of the village in the Street.  Formerly a farm it had a decidedly rural appearance as is captured by 

the artist W.J Cook in the watercolour of the pottery which appears overleafelow. 

 

                                                           
2
 A house called Glenbervie exists at this location to this day moreover the name has been given to one of the enclosures of Alice 

Holt Forest 
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Wrecclesham Pottery. Water Colour by W.J. Cook. 

The Clay Pit to the south of the Property and, as is shown in the picture; a lightweight tramway connected 

the pits to the pottery, with tubs being pushed along temporary tracks to the pottery buildings. 

Except for the original house, and its outbuildings, the pottery buildings were built largely from the 

products of the pottery itself.  Bricks were fired and roofs, which are lightly timbered, were mostly clad 

with the pottery’s own tiles.  As well as the building, itself much of the machinery in the Pottery was ‘home 

grown’: constructed from whatever materials that could be easily and cheaply obtained.  ‘Heath Robinson 

but effective’ would describe some of these items. The drawing below shows the phasing of the building 

that was largely completed by 1895. 

On the home front Absalom and Martha’s family continued to grow with the arrival of two daughters, 

Gertrude in 1875 and Ellen in 1878.  Both were baptised at St Peter’s Church, Wrecclesham. 
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The 1881 Census shows Absalom, aged 43 and Maria, aged 44, living at Wrecclesham Pottery with six 

children, three sons, William, aged 15, Arthur, 14, and Ernest, 11, and three daughters Annie,19, Gertrude, 

14, and Ellen, 2. Absalom is recorded as a Potter employing 5 men. 

On the business front, from the outset, the Pottery produced mainly coarse red wares for domestic and 

horticultural use, as well as drain pipes and tiles. Domestic wares included the many and varied items used 

in home preparation of foods, including dairy, brewing and pickling vessels, while horticultural wares 

included flower pots of various kinds, rhubarb pots and edging tiles. 

The 1891 Census shows Absalom aged 53 and Maria aged 54, with a growing family, William, aged 26, 

Annie, aged 19, Gertrude, aged 14, and Ellen, aged 12.  Both Absalom and William are shown to be Potters 

and Annie to be working as a teacher at the National School nearby, where both Gertrude and Ellen were 

pupils. 

The two younger boys, Arthur and Ernest, both in their early 20’s, had emigrated to America, where they 

established potteries.  William by contrast was increasingly taking responsibility for the work in the 

Pottery, leaving his father, Absalom, to spread his wings in other directions.  He was at this time beginning 

to make an increasingly valuable contribution to the Wrecclesham community.  He was a Churchwarden, a 

School Governor and served for 12 years as a member of Farnham’s Rural Parish Council.  He also took a 

considerable interest in the Wrecclesham Institute, of which he was Chairman for some years. 

 The 1890’s witnessed two significant changes for the Harris family, particularly in its relationship with the 

Freemantle family.  Firstly, in 1893, William Freemantle Harris, aged 28, married Edith Mary Freemantle, aged 

24.  The marriage took place at St Bartholomew’s Church, Burstow.  

 More sadly, however, in 1894, Absalom’s wife, Maria, whose maiden name it will be recalled was 

Freemantle, died at the relatively young age of 60. 
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The balance of the 19th Century witnessed further family changes.  William and Edith were blessed with 

two sons, Arthur Leslie, born in 1895, and Reginald Freemantle, born in 1899.  Both were baptised at St 

Peter’s Church, Wrecclesham.   

 

Absalom in later life with one of his Owl Jugs. 

In 1901, at the age of 64, Absalom is married again to Caroline Dye, aged 37.  Caroline was daughter of 

William Dye, a farmer from Sundridge in Kent.  Their marriage took place in St James Church, Rowledge. 

The 1901 Census records these changes with Absalom and his new wife Caroline living at the Pottery with 

two of Absalom’s daughters, Gertrude, aged 25, and Ellen aged 22.   William and Edith are also living at the 

Potteries with their two sons, Arthur Leslie, aged 6, and Reginald Freemantle, aged 2. Ten years on, the 

1911 Census reveals similar records, with Ellen now shown as working in her father’s business as a clerk.  

William and Edith have however now moved into Oakfield where they are living with their 12-year-old son 

Reginald.  Their other son Arthur Leslie, now 16, has left home. 

Towards the end of the 19th Century, as competition for the standard pottery items grew, Absalom turned 

to the more rewarding ‘Art Nouveau’ products including the green glazed art wares for which the Pottery 

became famous.  This was significantly helped by the fruitful cooperation that was developed by Absalom 

with an Art Master from the Farnham School of Art, W.H. Allen.  Allen and his students were responsible 

for several of the Pottery’s designs. Many of the designs were taken from pots in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum in Kensington.  Absalom taught at the Art School and students were given practical instruction at 

the Pottery. 

In 1898 Ernest James Harris, now returned from America, was married to a local girl, Ada Emma Andrews 

at St Peter’s Church.  In the marriage licence Ernest is shown as a Potter, although it is understood that 

while William was now managing the Pottery, Ernest managed the accounts.  At this time, Ernest and Ada 

are shown as living at Oakmont, 8 Pottery Lane. 
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The period up to the declaration of World War 1, in 1914, was the Potteries busiest and most prosperous 

period.  The firm was now, after E.D. Abbotts the motor manufacturer, one of the biggest employers in 

Wrecclesham.  The photograph below of the Pottery taken in 1914 shows some 15 employees together 

with a range of their products. At its height the pottery operated its own clay pits, had four working kilns 

and employed up to thirty men. 

By this time Wrecclesham’s fine art pottery had established itself in the major markets in the fashionable 

London department stores.  Liberty’s of Regent Street, Heals and Harrods.  Supplies of these goods were 

despatched regularly by horse and cart to Farnham Station from where they would be conveyed to 

London.  

POST WAR DEVELOPMENT 

In 1918, William’s son, Arthur Leslie, married a lady called Florence Elizabeth Whitbread, in Lincolnshire.  

Florence had a son from a previous relationship called Frederick William Whitworth who was in later years 

to work alongside the Harris brothers as one of the main players in the Wrecclesham Pottery.  Frederick 

Whitworth, who in 1943 married Elsie Freemantle, was yet another to marry into the Freemantle family.  

In the late 1930’s Frederick and Elsie lived in Oakfield. Pottery Lane. Frederick and Elsie are the parents of 

our Wrecclesham History Project’s treasurer Pam Pay. 

The 1920’s led to major changes in the Harris household.  In 1925, Absalom’s second wife passed away at 

the relatively young age of 62. An event of more significance, however, was the death, in 1928, of 

Absalom, the head of the family, who passed away at the advanced age of 91.  Both were buried in the 

Wrecclesham Cemetery. 
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William was now in sole charge of the pottery. However, the pattern of the business was significantly 

changing.   There was a tightening of the legislation relating to the production of the lead based coloured 

glazing, used in the production of the Harris’s Greenware pottery, and this led to a slowdown in the 

rewarding London based market.  With local rural potteries all struggling to survive, Harris’s solution was 

to revert to basics with a concentration on horticultural and architectural ware, mainly flower pots, bread 

pans, mixing bowls, teapots, drain pipes, jugs, tiles and many other domestic wares.  The emphasis was put 

on high output.  

Wrecclesham potteries were fortunate to have experienced potters who were capable of maintaining a 

high volume of work.  Apart from the family members, all of whom were capable of producing quality 

products, some of the workers were renowned for their skill and output.  Harry Corrigan, who had spent 

most of his working life in the pottery, was known to have made 1,200 3 ½ “pots in one day. Evidence of 

the high volume can be seen in the pictures such as the one reproduced below. 
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Trade did suffer throughout the 1930’s and it proved necessary to lay off many of the staff.  The pottery 

began to shrink to its former workforce and William’s two sons Arthur Leslie and Reginald Freemantle 

began to help in running the workshops.   

The Second World War made conditions for trade even more difficult, but production continued.  

However, the shortage of skilled potters meant that expansion, or even returning to the pre-war levels, 

was not possible.   On William Freemantle Harris’ death, in 1945, the responsibility for the pottery passed 

to his sons Reginald Freemantle and Arthur Leslie. On the deaths of these two brothers in 1958 and 1960 

Reginald’s son, Reginald Edgar, took responsibility.  On Reginald’s death, in 1983, his two sons, Philip and 

David were pressed into continuing the family business.  As both had established careers, Philip in Air 

Traffic Control and David in Journalism, the pottery business needed to be scaled back.  It remained active 

until 1998 by which time a commercial scale production had virtually ceased. 

 By this time the area containing the clay pits was sold and redeveloped for housing. Pottery Court to the 

South, opening off Pottery Lane and Terracotta Court to the South West, opening off Quennells Hill. 

Concerned that the main Pottery buildings might also be sold the property was purchased by the Farnham 

Historic Buildings Preservation Trust and they began a programme of restoration.  While for a short period 

the pottery was leased back to the Harris brothers, the Trust began to put the building back into a safe 

condition so that it could be possible for other potters to work there in the future, and to keep up the 

Harris tradition of producing excellent pottery.  The Pottery was granted Listed status. 

 One of the objectives of the Farnham Trust is to save historic buildings from closure and, having secured 

the future by gaining listed building status, the refurbished buildings, now in an acceptably safe condition, 

were put on the market and were sold to Guy and Elaine Hains who have developed a lively pottery centre, 

combining both the production and teaching of pottery. 

This article has been greatly assisted by information provided by Philip Harris, and especially a study 

undertaken of The Farnham Potteries by Sally Root and a report on the Farnham Pottery, undertaken in 

1999, by RCHM England on behalf of the Farnham Trust and Surrey Industrial History Group.  

Acknowledgement is also due to Chris Shepherd for the picture on page 7   

 

 

 


