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AGA - Rayburn

Home to Home Heating

A heart-warming story

The tradition behind the new generation of heating products
from the manufacturers of the AGA cooker 
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BACKGROUND

Creating a warm welcome home has been the achievement of 
generations of heating products made by the maker of the AGA cooker 
and sold under the AGA, Rayburn and Stanley brands. 

Here is the story of the home-making products of timeless themes – 
of economy, efficiency and of design, as relevant today as they were in the 
post war years when they were launched.

The Australian Women’s Weekly, 
June 1954, p.15,  item 51389994
National Library of Australia
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Technical drawing of Rayburn 1 - AGA Archives
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FOREWORD

As energy costs and independence have become major issues once more AGA has 
again put together an outstanding engineering team to create a new generation    
of efficient contemporary products  -  following on from the established home 
heating heritage. The products are in an exciting and important tradition of social 
and design history. This is their heart-warming story. 

The same remarkable team that made the AGA 
into the iconic cooker was behind the Rayburn and 
Stanley cooker/boiler and woodburning stoves. The 
design and engineering was largely completed in the 
1930s resulting in the Otto stove being introduced 
in 1937. The team then reconvened in 1945 to finish 
the set and launch the Rayburn cooker. The famed   
designers of the Routemaster and Greyhound 
buses, as well as of the Coca-Cola bottle all worked 
on the creation of the Rayburn. They helped change 
the lives of many British householders and influence                  
the spread of the products throughout the 
Commonwealth. William McGrath, CEO 

AGA Rangemaster Group plc

William McGrath
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IN THE BEGINNING
Abraham Darby first smelted iron ore with coke in 1709 under a patent 
from Queen Anne to make cast iron cooking pots. 
The process he developed triggered the Industrial Revolution and his 
foundry in Coalbrookdale is now part of a World Heritage Site.  And it is 
where AGA and Rayburn cookers are made today.  Abraham Darby’s son 
and grandson who built the first iron bridge across the River Severn ran the 
Coalbrookdale Company which was a dominant 18th and 19th Century 
force in cast iron products.

Original Patent documents
UK National Archive
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Medals were won in 1851 and at subsequent Empire Jubilee events. The 1851 
certificate of merit signed by Prince Albert for the Kitchener stove is also part of 
the Group’s archive. Remarkably the now Group’s Rangemaster operation also 
won prizes at The Great Exhibition for the cookers it had invented. 

As the company expanded,  it became part of Allied Ironfounders Ltd, a group of 
manufacturing businesses including the Dobbie Forbes foundry in Falkirk in 
Central Scotland. In 1935 it acquired AGA Heat Ltd, a start up business selling a 
new type of radiant heat cooker which challenged its existing products and its own 
new product the ‘Thermecon’.  The acquisition brought W.T.Wren into the Group. 
Wren combined in-house and external engineering and design skills that not only 
made the AGA cooker into an iconic product but also created, from scratch, a 
complete new generation of cookers, water heaters and stoves - adding a new 
dimension to Allied Ironfounders’ woodburning traditions. 

Minutes from the 
meetings of AGA
Heat regarding the 
‘Thermecon’cooker 
patent infingement. 
This was only resolved 
when AGA Heat was 
acquired by Allied 
Ironfounders. 

Statues and gates of cast iron made in Coalbrookdale were features of 
the Great Exhibition of 1851 and are now in Kensington Gardens in London. 
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W.T.WREN AND HIS 
ENGINEERING TEAM

Thanks to our rich collection of primary sources – including the board minute 
books of ‘AGA Heat’ and ‘Allied Ironfounders’ - we appreciate the creative flair 
and dedication of the people behind the creation of the range of heating products.

W.T.Wren became director of Allied Ironfounders heating products in 1935 at 
the age of 35.  The acquisition of AGA Heat had been controversial – with two 
directors voting against it. Wren made clear he did not rate the technology of the 
‘Thermecon’, the rival line to the AGA made in Falkirk. He wanted higher design 
and engineering standards and this became a key business driver. A research and 
development department was set up in Smethwick to address ‘Hard fuel in the 
modern home’.

20 Oct 1936
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W.T.Wren set up one of the most 
formidable multi-disciplinary teams ever     
seen in British Industrial history to 
re-launch the ‘New Standard AGA’ in 
1935 and then to design a new product 
portfolio of heating products. 

W.T.Wren became Allied Ironfounders            
sales director in 1937 as well as a 
managing director of AGA Heat. He asked 
his trusted associates Francis and David 
Ogilvy, marketing and sales experts, to 
write an analysis of the sales strategies 
of the Group. Reviewing the critique in 
1962 when he ran Ogilvy and Mather 
and was King of Madison Avenue, David 
Ogilvy concluded it showed two things:  
“At 25 I was remarkably clever and I have 
learnt nothing new in the last 27 years.”
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“Between two products equal in price, function and quality,     
the better looking will outsell the other.” - Raymond Loewy

Wren’s key industrial contact was with 
the designer, Raymond Loewy. Loewy was 
a Frenchman who had emigrated to the 
USA in 1919 and by the 1930s was an 
established industrial designer. He set up 
a London office with Allied Ironfounders 
as the key account, employing Douglas 
Scott and Carl Otto.  They were 
commissioned to work with AGA Heat 
on the product range alongside in-house 
engineer Charles Scott. It took time to 
gain the exacting standards expected for 
the cookers. 

The Otto stove, however, was ready in 
1937.  The cooker launches were then 
delayed by the war but when the team 
came back together,  the Rayburn was a 
massive success.

Raymond Loewy’s design flair was seen as crucial by Wren. The Rayburn could not 
be finished until Loewy had returned to the UK in 1945. Loewy became the single 
most significant figure in industrial design in the USA in the 20th Century being 
responsible for the Greyhound bus, Shell, Exxon and BP logos and the interiors of 
the Saturn rocket. 

20 Jan 1937
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Douglas Scott was devoted to 
his work on the Rayburn where 
he showed his design and 
manufacturing skills. 
He then went on to design the 
Routemaster bus. 

Carl Otto specialised in the 
stoves – the Otto stove 
being named after him. He later 
worked on cars for Standard 
Auto,  the renowned Coca-
Cola bottle, the Schick electric                             
razor and the Edison 
Typewriter. 

18 Feb 1948

29 June 1948
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LAUNCH OF THE RAYBURN
The Board meetings of 
AGA Heat in the late 1930s 
frequently discussed the 
new ‘X’ Cooker then under 
development. It provided a 
different line to the ever 
more successful AGA cooker, 
offering a cooker / boiler 
workhorse product. Work 
was largely finished by the 
start of the war and was 
then put on hold as  Allied 
Ironfounders’ factories were 
needed for munitions work. 
In 1945 the product was 
ready and a launch plan was 
needed. This new cooker had 
no name - indeed, naming it  
‘AGA’ was considered.  Mather 
and Crowther, Ogilvy’s 
advertising agency, were 
reappointed.

There had been a backlash against their trenchant views in  ‘Critical Survey’ and in 
1938 they were dropped as agents bacause of a dispute over authorising invoices                        
and David moved to the USA. He and Francis Ogilvy had dominated the 
marketing of the AGA cooker with David producing ‘The Theory and Practice of 
Selling the AGA Cooker’. Led in UK by Francis the plan was to tap into the themes 
of careful use of resources, food quality and healthy living. 

Francis Ogilvy had been working for Winston Churchill as a memo and speech 
writer. He had also worked pre-war with Ambrose Heath, the AGA food writer 
and gastronomical adviser had who anchored the radio programme ‘The Home 
Front’.  This programme majored on the Government’s ‘Dig For Victory’ campaign.
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Dr. John Raeburn was a high profile figure behind the “Dig for Victory” campaign 
during the war in Whitehall and beyond. His life and work embodied the values 
of the Rayburn. Calling products after individuals had already been seen with the 
Otto stove.

DIG FOR VICTORY!

‘Dig for Victory’ was an inspirational 
national movement which, apart from its 
contribution to the war effort, led to many 
people being better fed than ever before.
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THE ARCHIVES SPEAK...

Today we can follow the whole process from the concept through 
to the testing and design of the Rayburn cooker development.  
AGA Rangemaster Group’s archives reveal primary sources never 
published before.

The Rayburn once launched quickly gained momentum – it was made not just in 
Coalbrookdale, but also in Allied Ironfounders’ foundry in Falkirk, Manchester and 
in Waterford. By 1950 sales peaked and the company had an advertising budget of 
£60,000 a year. 

The key features of the Rayburn were that it had a highly efficient fire box burning 
slowly. It could be relied on to provide food, hot water, and more importantly it 
could  be built into a central heating system in the 1980s. In the post war boom in 
housing the idea of having a multi-purpose Rayburn was highly attractive to both 
private and local authority developers. The design and operation was refined in the 
models II, III and IV and by the 1950s it had become a staple product in the Allied 
Ironfounders’ portfolio. 
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THE AGA HEATING TRADITION

AGA Heat and Allied Ironfounders were long time specialists in the production 
of high quality heating appliances. The thermal properties of cast iron in retaining 
heat make it ideal for cooking and keeping homes warm with cast iron stoves and 
cookers. The 1930s saw W.T.Wren and his team make a determined push into the 
home heating market.

The Otto stove was a great innovation.  Its revolutionary design and 
functionality has contributed to its popularity – “The world’s best looking heating 
stove”, “Improved design... None of the Otto’s heat is wasted”. It was not only a 
beautiful and more efficient product but was also simple to operate and maintain 
– “beauty plus performance”. 

The stove technology of W.T. Wren’s team was used across the Group - leading                   
production facilities being established in Australia and South Africa. The key 
connection was to the Allied Ironfounders’ site in Waterford where the Stanley 
plant was the sister site to the Livingston facility in Scotland. It is Stanley today that 
has become the Group’s centre  of excellence for stoves and which has produced 
the new generation of products that are the linear descendents of the Otto.
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The traditions continue with traditional fuel sources and most particularly with 
wood. Managing the warm air generated has long been a key feature of the 
products and  the ambience created has attracted generations of craftsmen seen 
in the revival of the product ranges today.

The heyday of the Waterford Stanley business was in the 1940s and 1950s when 
it was producing stoves and heating appliances under the Rayburn, Stanley and 
Truburn brands. Sold by Allied Ironfounders in the 1960s it was reacquired by 
AGA Rangemaster Group in 2005. By then its own foundry had shut. Moving to a 
modern facility in Waterford and now having castings and boilers made for it by 
AGA in Coalbrookdale and Telford, it has a strong development ethos. 

The recent difficult years for Ireland drove it and consumers to reassess the
economics of home heating.  This has led to a tremendous revival in solid fuel. 
Products like the Cara insert stove and the new ranges of boiler stoves. have won 
new audiences.  These are now ready for export and will provide another chapter 
in the cycle of innovation and outreach to new markets that has characterised the 
Group since Abraham Darby first epoch-changing breakthrough. 
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THE LAUNCH OF THE OTTO

In both design and operation, the Otto was a breakthrough. Introduced in 
1937 it traded off the involvement of Raymond Loewy already a major figure 
internationally. In ‘Critical Survey’ by Francis and David Ogilvy for Allied 
Ironfounders, the Otto stove is used as a worked example of what goes into a 
product launch. The Otto stove advertising campaign includes a clear strategy for 
taking on the existing competition and positioning the product as a number one 
choice for the modern household.
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Extracts from  
‘Critical Survey’ 
by David Ogilvy 
regarding the 
Otto stove 
advertising 
campaign
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THE AGAHEAT TRADITION
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The branding relaionship between AGA and Rayburn has always been close and it has 
also been so for the stove operations. ‘Agaheat’ became the established approach. 



24 AGA-Rayburn : A heart-warming story

THE INTERNATIONAL REACH
W.T.Wren provided Allied Ironfounders with greater international perspective. 
For AGA Heat he travelled to Sweden first to convince the makers of the AGA 
to settle patent disputes with Allied Ironfounders to enable AGA Heat to sell 
the business to Allied Ironfounders. Then he negotiated with them to win wider 
distribution rights for the AGA cooker. Canada was a pre-war focus. Post-war he 
was in Iraq winning a contract to put the AGA cooker on Iraqi trains. He travelled 
to South Africa to build up Defy Industries – ‘The Durban – Falkirk Ironworks’ – a 
stove operation now part of the Turkish Group Arçelik. 

For Rayburn, Stanley and the stove operations it was his links into Ireland and 
Australia that had the biggest impact. With restrictions on exports of British goods 
to Ireland before the war,  Allied Ironfounders set up a sister foundry to that in 
Livingstone in Waterford and called the products Stanley.  Stanley quickly built a 
reputation for stoves and cookers. In the 1940s and 1950s it was also producing 
Rayburn cookers. 

AGA Archives, 
The foundry in Waterford



25AGA-Rayburn : A heart-warming story

In Australia Allied Ironfounders set up a factory 
in the early 1950s and put tremendous work 
into creating the brand. The marketing materials 
produced were of an exceptional standard and 
today provide an insight into social norms of the 
time – the operational themes and focus on the                  
quality of life is neatly balanced with the 
message of frugality. The Australian factory 
received attention from a contact of W.T.Wren 
– Sir John Storey – one of the leading  Australian 
industrialists of the period who also had close 
Australian and UK government links.

Advertisement in The Australian 
Women’s Weekly, April 1955, National 
Library of Australia, item 46946786

Stanley Cookers awaiting transport 
from Bilberry, Waterford circa 1940, 
Photo with thanks to the Poole 
Photographic collection and 
reproduced with the kind 
permission of the National Library

The West Australian 
(Perth), Oct 1952, p.11, 

National Library of 
Australia, 

item 49055828

The Canberra Times, 
Sept 1952, p.1, 
National Library of 
Australia, 
item 2865253
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Image courtesy of: The Australian Women’s Weekly, Jan 1957, p.44, National Library of Australia, item 46938894

 AUSTRALIA’S MOST POPULAR
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COOKING RANGE AND WATER HEATER

Image courtesy of: The Australian Women’s Weekly, June 1955, p.59, National Library of Australia, item 52621441
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W.T.WREN: KNOWN AND UNKNOWN

During the war W.T.Wren was a spy 
master working in British Security 
Coordination(BSC), led by Sir William 
Stephenson,  a Canadian, he is believed to 
have met on his business trips to Canada in                        
the 1930s. The BSC was a source of 
information before the war for Winston 
Churchill.  When the war started the BSC 
role was to work on American public 
operation towards joining the Allies.  Wren’s 
mission centred on protecting supply chains 
and undermining those of the enemy.  
For example, he organised the purchase of a
neutral Swedish steel mill supplying German 
factories to stop it exporting to Germany. 

Of the members of BSC which included Ian Fleming, David Ogilvy and  Roald Dahl, 
W.T.Wren stands out for his senior management experience and leadership skills. 
The records are sketchy as they were deliberately destroyed.  

Whether W.T.Wren had a 
continuing post-war role is 
not known but his extensive 
travel to the Middle East and 
Australia during the period                   
of the Korean War is 
noteworthy. He never 
received any UK honours 
in spite of his industrial and 
war records. 

Every now and then someone captures the zeitgeist so 
perfectly they become the centre of something truly 
extraordinary. W.T.Wren – or “Freckles” as he was known 
– was one such man...
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THE GLORY YEARS 
AND AFTERWARDS

The glory years for the Group’s solid 
fuel appliances were the 1950s and 
1960s. Rayburn and Stanley were 
often chosen by local authorities as 
they built up their council housing 
stock providing cheap efficient central 
heating. However, ready energy 
availability of oil and then gas changed 
household expectations and Rayburn 
and Stanley added new lines fuelled by 
oil and gas. The solid fuel lines slowly 
retreated to become niche markets.



30 AGA-Rayburn : A heart-warming story

THE REMERGENCE
As relevant as ever...

From the early years of the 21st century attitudes evolved once more. Availability 
of cheap energy started to be questioned and control of carbon levels became 
major subjects. 

Allied Ironfounders had by then been through many changes – becoming part of 
Glynwed International Ltd in 1969. That conglomerate expanded and then was 
broken up  in the 1990s to refocus on ovens and refrigerators for commercial and 
consumer markets. The commercial side was sold in 2007 to create a consumer 
focused group  -  AGA Rangemaster Group - with cooking and home heating lines 
central to the offering. 
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THE STANLEY TRADITION
In 2005 Waterford Stanley – sold off by Allied Ironfounders in the 1960s - was 
reacquired.  Part of the plan was to reactivate the solid fuel tradition. The old 
Waterford Bilbury foundry had already closed, the site was then sold and 
operations moved to a new facility in Waterford.

The AGA Coalbrookdale facility became an increasing source of castings and boiler              
components.  Waterford Stanley became the centre of excellence for stove 
production. As the Irish(Celtic) tiger disappeared, households had to cut costs 
and suddenly the idea of efficient, cheap to run, locally made products seemed 
absolutely the right thing. The Irish stove market boomed as the economic 
recession hit. The Group set about once more creating a new product offering 
attuned to the times.  

The technology of woodburning efficiency with low emission levels was refined. 
As it had in the 1930s a specialist engineering resource was set up to produce 
products able to meet ever more stringent EU regulations and have the design 
style that has always been a feature of the brands.  
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Now, as in the post war years, the aim is to take these products to new 
international markets including France, North America and Australia – often 
reactivating memories of a former style of life now reset to be relevant to life 
today.  The warm welcome home is timeless. 
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STANLEY : IRELAND’S №1 STOVE BRAND

The Stanley brand inspires instinctive loyalty and appeals strongly to Irish 
consumers. The sense of family, cosiness and relaxed lifestyle are values to which 
Stanley owners aspire. Stanley meets these aspirations with its collection of 
expertly crafted, cast iron range cookers and stoves. Designed, developed and 
manufactured in Ireland, Stanley employs over 100 people in Waterford city. 

The popularity of Stanley stoves is down to them being three times more efficient 
than an open fire and acting as a stunning focal point in any room. Up to 70% of the 
heat from an open fire goes straight up the chimney. Stanley stoves retain as much 
as 80% of the heat in the room.

The team now are ready to follow the tradition of the Group and take their 
product back where they have been before and to new international markets. 
Stanley stoves are now to be found in the UK. 

Here today’s Stanley team are with major figures from the 
Irish sporting world at the 2013 Stanley Dealer Evening



35AGA-Rayburn : A heart-warming story

WARM WELCOME HOME

Oisin Stove
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RAYBURN  TODAY

Since 2000 Rayburn has seen 
tremendous innovation. The 
Rayburn XT was designed in 
conjuction with the Design Council                
to produce revolutionary gas 
models aimed at a growing urban 
audience. The oil models were 
redesigned with the 600 series 
having highly efficient condensing 
boilers and larger ovens. 

Keeping up its cutting edge 
image Rayburn produced                                      
the Eco-Connect 
package which links all the 
fuel sources in the home 
together and assures that 
the most energy efficient 
and eco-friendly source is 
used first. 
Still seen as futuristic, the 
award-winning technology        
is expected to provide 
renewed impetus to the idea 
of having multifunctional 
appliances in the home. 
Being made of cast iron the 
Rayburn is largely recyclable. 
Old products are returned, 
melted down and reused at 
the Coalbrookdale foundry 
where all AGA and Rayburn 
cookers are made.
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Rayburn has had long designer tradition. It was therefore appropriate 
to have the designer and TV presenter, Oliver Heath, create a 
patchwork wood-burning Rayburn to celebrate the 300th 
anniversary of the Coalbrookdale foundry.

“Patchwork is synonymous 
with much loved, hand crafted 
items. Each element being 
carefully picked and worked 
together to create a piece of 
beauty, warmth, and familiarity 
- think patchwork quilts or 
fabric patches sewn onto the 
arms of a much loved jumper. 
So I felt this concept was a 
perfect fit for Rayburn 
cookers whose presence is 
both much loved and the focal 
point of the home for many 
who own one.”
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ULTRA MODERN

Rayburn is a master of all culinary styles and simply makes any food tastier. 
The food cooked with radiant heat where the cast iron walls surround food all 
at the same conistent tempeartaure. It does not dry out the food and locks in 
the nutrients. It is easier and better no matter which cooking style you choose. 

The modern Rayburn is with slam-shut doors for extra comfort and the power                
flue models even have a small warming plate on the face of the flue box. 
In keeping with the latest home heating and hot water systems, all modern 
Rayburn cookers are fully programmable and fitted with thermostats. Some 
even benefit from digital controls. 

The oil models feature highly efficient sector-leading boilers. The 600 series  in 
oil also have larger ovens. Now, with the introduction of the Rapid Response 
function, Rayburn is a completely modern cooker. 
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DICK STRAWBRIDGE
Today’s Rayburn and AGA stove owners often pride themselves on thinking 
beyond the everyday and the currently controversial. One such ambassador 
is Dick Strawbridge, the TV personality and chef who has made a series of 
explanatory videos for Rayburn glorifying the engineering and life-style 
traditions of the Rayburn. 

“When I was given the opportunity to be an ambassador for Rayburn I didn’t hesitate, 
I have always been proud of being British, and our heritage, and, not surprisingly, as 
an engineer I know the value of owning and using quality tools.  Having a Rayburn 
just makes sense to me; who wouldn’t choose British engineering that is designed and 
built to last?”
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AGA, RAYBURN, STANLEY

The AGA cooker became an icon in the 1930s because it was attuned to the 
needs of more affluent households and has a remarkable team of marketers and 
engineers behind it. That time also saw the need to have products fulfilling 
needs of a wider customer base for food quality and for economy in keeping                    
the house warm. The cooker and stoves they created represented leaps 
forward in engineering and design bringing real style to the most practical 
product offerings.

Today the AGA, Rayburn and Stanley brands have picked up the same themes.  
The engineering teams in Telford and Waterford have created products for the 
baby boomer generation, their children and grandchildren. 

The heart-warming story continues....
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To create a warm welcome home, visit
www.agarangemaster.com
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