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Sweet dreams are made of this
Think ‘Trebor’, think Black Jacks, Fruit Salad, Refreshers and Extra Strong Mints. STEVEN RUSSELL
looks back to a time when making sweets was a family affair and fun . . . and done in Colchester

W

HEN he was 10, Matthew
Crampton went away on a
weeklong school trip. In a
pocket deep within his
suitcase, his mum slipped
14 rolls of Refreshers – enough for
two rolls a day, on average. If he
didn’t give in to temptation.
“I still think sometimes of those
smooth, sweet cylinders,” he
admits. “Back then, the early 1970s,
my parents remained keen on
rationing: no fizzy drinks, no TV on
schooldays except Blue Peter and
one treat out of the sweet tin after
meals. So imagine my awe at A)
being granted two whole rolls of
Refreshers every day for a week and
B) being given them all at once.
Now I would have to manage my
own rationing.”
In The Trebor Story – his written
tribute to the firm
with
a

Trebor
trivia
Sweet makers have
always liked using
celebrities to sell their
products, points out Matthew
Crampton. Trebor used famous
names such as Ronnie Corbett, Bob
Monkhouse, Max Bygraves and the
Bay City Rollers. Matthew’s book
even has a picture of Suffolk
composer Benjamin Britten
conducting, a jar of Extra
Strong Mints next to his
table!

household name that made
Refreshers and a whole lot more –
he reflects how confectionery
usually represents children’s first
brush with conscious desire.
“Sweets shape their sense of
longing. And, let’s not forget, sweets
deliver. Unlike a lot of things for a
child, they provide what they
promise. They give the hit. While
later, much later, you learn the
sluggard cost of that early rush, as
a kid this means nothing. All that
counts is the hit, the buzz, the fizz,
the joy.
“No wonder, then, that people
revel in remembering their
childhood sweets. They relish a roll
call of Fruit Salad, Woppa Chews,
Topps and Curly Wurlies. Those old
enough will talk of visits to the
sweet shop, the wall of large jars,
the tough choices thrust upon tiny
shoulders, the twist on the paper
bags to contain the delights
decanted therein, the lovely lumps
those bags formed in your school
trouser pockets.”
Such thoughts are pure nostalgia,
he readily concedes, but also “a
rekindling of that flame of desire,
the lifeforce which adulthood is
dedicated to corralling”.
For Matthew, though, the feelings
run a little deeper than
most. Back then, his
uncle John ran a sweet
empire that
churned out

those fizzy Refreshers and
liquoricey Black Jack chews – and
even big Sharps Easter eggs. He
wasn’t quite Willy Wonka, but he
can’t have been far off.
He was John Marks, whose
grandfather – Sydney H Marks –
was one of the founders of
Robertson & Woodcock . . . which
would become Trebor.
“My parents weren’t of that
family, my mother’s sister had
married into it, but I had a
connection,” says Matthew.
It didn’t mean that childhood was
a daily sugar rush, but he did once
get to visit the Trebor factory at
Woodford in Essex, “a glorious day
of smells, haircaps and As Many
Sweets As I Wanted”.
And now, with his book, he’s
saying thank-you for all the joy
delivered by that family enterprise.
Its story began early in the 20th
Century when four men started a
small venture to boil sugar and
make sweets. Building an empire
was never part of their dream; they
simply wanted a cheaper way of
providing local shops with sweets.
They were master sugar-boiler
William
Woodcock, of

Queen’s Road, East London – not far
from the Henry Tate refinery in
Silvertown; wholesaler Thomas
King; ambitious grocer Robert
Robertson, and Sydney Marks.
Marks was the grandson of a
Dorset rope merchant, but his
father became a salesman in
London. Sydney also had what it
took, and rose to become a top
salesman for the established
confectionery manufacturer
Chappel, based in Bow.
King it was who introduced the
other three to each other in 1906.
Within months they’d agreed terms
and incorporated their business.
Amazingly, Marks managed the
sales side while also retaining his
full-time job selling sweets for
Chappel – an arrangement that
continued until 1913 without
anyone being any the wiser!
The new firm rented premises in
Forest Gate for an initial £1 a week,
sub-letting some of the space for
five shillings.
A small
building

known as Trebor works enclosed a
stable-yard and was fronted by
Trebor House – built in 1891,
records Matthew – and a line of
seven two-storey villas called
Trebor Terrace.
Trebor might well have been part
of Robertson spelled backwards, but
that was purely coincidental.
“The name Trebor actually came
from the site’s builder, a Robert
Cooper . . . That said, the
coincidence may have helped seal
the deal. Eleven years later, the
name was adopted as the company
trademark.”
If the founders were young and
starting out today, Matthew muses,
they probably wouldn’t be drawn to
the confectionery industry. “They
might rather work in digital media
or some other field where there’s
still scope for enterprise and style.
But back in the bustle of Edwardian
London, it was an easy, exciting
thing to boil some sugar, handwrap
some sweets and then hustle them
to local shops.”
That entrepreneurial foursome

Continued on Page 32
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Continued from Page 31
“lived in an economic wild west, a
young city which had recently
arisen on the marshland across the
River Lee from the old East End of
London.
“This new East End, around the
boroughs of East Ham and West
Ham, was ripe turf for plucky
venturers. The young firm of
Robertson & Woodcock pulled
ahead of its many competitors by
doing clever things: buying
machinery from Germany, ditching
horses for motorised delivery vans”
– one of the first businesses in
London to do so – “and grabbing the
opportunities of wartime.
“It expanded constantly, first by
building more factories, then by
acquiring other firms. By the late
forties it was a major confectioner.
By the seventies it was Britain’s
biggest maker of sugar sweets.”
Between 1919 and 1945 it was able
to sell good sweets at lower prices,
thanks to new machinery. The next
generation, Marks’s son Sydney,
looked beyond the capital and
Trebor became known nationwide.
He’d spend 53 years with the firm,
retiring in 1971! When he joined,

there was no electricity and
everything was made by hand.
The 1930s brought the launches of
Refreshers and Extra Strong Mints,
and the first foreign sales. The
workforce was now in its hundreds.
An innovative move in 1938 saw
the firm buy a one-year licence
from Walt Disney Mickey Mouse
Ltd for £150, which allowed it to use
the characters of Snow White and
the Seven Dwarfs on packaging.
During the Second World War
Trebor opened a factory in
Chesterfield, in a disused brewery.
Then, for a decade after the
conflict, it traded at full throttle,
despite rationing. It grew fast by
being agile, building new plant and
buying other businesses – about 50
smaller brands between 1945 (such
as Bristol Sweets Ltd) and 1960.
In 1949 it opened a new factory in
Ilford – the first British factory
devoted to compressed sugar
products such as Refreshers. In the
spring of 1956 the management and
administrative staff moved into a
new HQ, Trebor House, built next to
the Ilford factory.
As 1957 dawned, and the firm
celebrated its golden jubilee, Trebor
could look at its products being sold
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in countries such as Italy, America
and Sweden, and even in Baghdad,
Kuala Lumpur and Hong Kong.
In 1961 it bought the famous
Kent-based Sharps Toffees firm for
£750,000, followed by Hackney
Wick’s Clarnico in 1969, an outfit
best known for its Mint Creams.
Its site now lies under the Olympic
Park.
Selling around the world –
strongly in North America,
Europe, Asia and Australasia –
Trebor won one of the first Queen’s
Awards for Industry.
In 1976, needing to modernise
and grow to stay ahead of
competitors such as Bassett, and
Barker & Dobson, the firm
revealed it was investing £15
million over three years. It was a
bold move: the amount being
invested each year equated to a
sum one and a half times greater
than its most recent annual
profits.
It was good news for north
Essex.
May, 1977, brought an
announcement about the
centrepiece of this blueprint: a new
£3 million factory on a greenfield
site at Colchester to replace the one

in Ilford. The new complex on the
corner of Wyncolls Road and
Severalls Lane would be Trebor’s
chance to create a plant from
scratch and develop ideas it had for
group working and devolved
responsibility.
Staff would be organised in
small groups which were given
considerable power to manage
themselves. An expert in
industrial psychology involved
Ilford staff in designing the best
layout for Colchester.
Building work started in 1978
and was swift. Colchester began
producing Trebor Mints in 1980
and Refreshers the following year.
In 1982, the production of Extra
Strong Mints was transferred from
Maidstone to a state-of-the-art
automated line at the new Essex
plant.
“By 1981,” writes Matthew,
“Trebor claimed to be a leader in
micro-processing within the
confectionery industry; the
Refresher plant within the new
Colchester factory was totally
automated.”
According to company technical
director Peter Antonelli, one of the
aims of all this was to “eliminate

many tedious and repetitive tasks,
releasing people for more
interesting work”.
With Extra Strong Mints
metaphorically racing out of the
new Essex factory, Trebor was now
selling more than half the mints
bought in Britain.
Trouble was, competition from
chocolate and crisps was
shrinking the market. Britain was
also coming out of a recession,
VAT had nearly doubled to 15%
and the number of UK children
had fallen. “Margins tightened and
there was a risk the new capacity
at Colchester might be
superfluous,” Matthew says.
To increase their market share,
the directors upped their
marketing efforts. It targeted
adults. Happily, the formula
worked.
But, sadly, the good times of the
1980s wouldn’t last: towards the
end of the decade, private family
concerns were finding it harder
than ever to compete with global
competitors.
Nestlé bought Rowntree for £2.5
billion in the summer of 1988, the
book points out. Cadbury
Schweppes bought Bassett Foods
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Colchester: a formula
for industrial success

SWEET SPOT
In the spring of 1943
Trebor bought a farm
near Stevenage. It
supplied milk for making
toffee and vegetables for
the factory canteen. The
firm took on a production
manager at Forest Gate
called Peter Kenyon, who
with his wife lived in a flat
in the farmhouse. He
commuted daily to the
factory – in a company
van that carried the milk
and veg.
In 1946, cattle from the
farm won prizes at the
agricultural show at
Chelmsford.

in 1989, which gave it jewels such as Jelly
Babies and Liquorice Allsorts. The
industry was getting tight for
independent outfits squeezed by
behemoths.
The fourth generation of the Marks
family – known as G4 in internal company
shorthand-speak – were convinced early
in 1989 of the need to sell. Their parents –
G3 – agreed.
Some people picked up on the vibes.
Matthew quotes Niall Christie, works
manager at the Colchester factory:
“Odd things happened, like we’d be asked
to do a stock check on all our machinery
spare parts – something we’d never done
before . . .”
Trebor was sold to Cadbury Schweppes
for £146 million. Matthew says £26m paid
off debt, £99m went to shareholders –
mainly family – and £21m was shared
among past and present employees.
Niall Christie, in Colchester,
remembered the afternoon of the
announcement.
“Someone who had been there only ten
months got a thousand quid, a huge sum
in those days. Those who’d worked longer
got much more.
“Everyone sat around speechless. It was
beyond their wildest dreams. They were
thinking ‘This’ll pay for a holiday, buy a
car, pay off the mortgage, settle my debts.

visionary: Staff at Colchester,
above, drew up their own work
schedules, monitored
production and even undertook
the basic maintenance of
machines. Left, Colchester staff
planning job allocations for the
following week

were you there?
Did you work at the Colchester
Trebor factory? Send your
memories (and even pictures!) to
Steven Russell at 30 Lower
Brook Street, Ipswich, IP4 1AN
or email features@eadt.co.uk

They thought Christmas had come ten
times over.
“It was a wonderful, wonderful
afternoon. We didn’t get a lot of work done,
but I’ll never forget it. I wasn’t surprised
the family did it, but I was surprised at the
scale of what they gave.”
It was a good job they enjoyed the
bountiful times while they could.
The new owner merged its prize with its
other recent buy to form Trebor Bassett
Ltd. Over a decade, Cadbury’s made its
sugar division leaner and more profitable,
pruning severely minor brands whose
sales didn’t justify the marketing cost.
This month in 1999, Cadbury announced
that two plants would close over the next
18 months: Maidstone . . . and Colchester,
which supported 202 jobs in the town.
Production would be heading north: to
Sheffield, Pontefract and York, mainly.
“Then in 2003 the last remaining Trebor
factory, at Chesterfield, was earmarked for
closure,” writes Matthew. “Cadbury
announced that consumers no longer
wanted the Black Jacks and Fruit Salads
made there.”
Fourteen years after buying the
company, Cadbury had closed every
Trebor factory.
It didn’t end there. Cadbury became the
world’s largest confectionery business . . .
but three years ago was swallowed by

COLCHESTER can be proud
of its important chapter in the
Trebor story.
The new sweet factory
– opened by Employment
Minister Jim Prior at the end
of June, 1981, though it had
already been churning out
Trebor Mints and Refreshers
for a while – was the result of
an enlightened vision.
Traditional industrial
practices such as clockingin were not part of the scene.
There was just one communal
entrance. Management and
workers ate in the same
restaurant, parked in the same
car park, worked the same
hours and had the same sick
leave arrangements.
“Colchester reflected a
strand of thinking that had long
run through the firm, but had
been championed most energetically by John Marks during
the 1970s – how to promote
individuality and quality of life
at work through greater
participation and better
industrial relations,” writes
Matthew Crampton. The goal
was “an environment of mutual
respect”.
Design-wise, Trebor wanted
to get away from “an inhuman
hangar concept”.
Matthew’s book says the
new Colchester factory “was
applauded for its humanity. Its
redbrick construction,
connecting smaller connected
spaces – mostly one-storey
– contrasted with the vast
windowless facilities typical of
the day.
“Architects Arup Associates
thought hard how to

Kraft Foods – which a week later shut the
old Frys factory near Bristol.
Just as Matthew’s book went to press,
Kraft Foods Inc rebranded itself Mondelez
International. It doesn’t quite have the
romantic resonance of “Trebor” . . .
Less than a year ago, there were just
seven products left bearing the Trebor
name. In 1936 there were 452 lines.
“No longer does the word Trebor stand
for any people, places or notions beyond
profit,” laments Matthew. “Trebor, today,
is simply a marketing formula, marshalled
by a brand team.”
He argues that the Marks family had a
powerful sense of loyalty to people and
place. “Their new Colchester plant did not
feature night shifts because the directors,
ignoring the scorn of some business
advisers, felt such practices were inimical
to family life.”
He adds: “One might argue such
paternalism was like the better sort of
colonialism; it treated the natives
decently, but didn’t give them the vote. But
at least it treated them well.
“And given the powerlessness of most
workers within the flexible, global
markets of today, there is something to be
said for a time when jobs typically lasted
for decades.”
n The Trebor Story is published by
Muddler Books at £18

maximise daylight and provide
warm social spaces within the
building.”
Staff were encouraged to
take responsibility – operators,
for instance, were trained to
carry out basic maintenance on
their machines.
“Each work group monitored
its production and drew up its
own work schedules; it also
organised sending finished stock
to the warehouse, maintained
quality standards and trained
new recruits.
“Rather than layers of line
managers, there was only one
product house-manager on each
production line, with teams left
to solve as many problems as
they could.”
Did it work?
Well, a special report in the
company magazine in 1984
addressed worries from around
the group that the “anarchic”
ways of working at Colchester
fostered a lack of discipline.
General works manager Niall
Christie said that, after 36 months
of operation, they were recording
more verbal warnings than other
factories, but that was because
“with the absence of first-hand
supervision we rely on the verbal
warning to set people back on
course”.
Matthew explains that Sheffield
University spent three years
monitoring the plant “and found
that job satisfaction and
commitment to the company
were higher than ever recorded
in British industry; absenteeism and labour turnover were
among the lowest recorded.
“The experiment was
succeeding.”

