
The Tallow Chandler's Son 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research notes relating to 
the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website for more information) 

 

 
 

Many people may associate the wonderful aroma of roasting coffee with Carwardines 

of Bristol.  They might not know that Edmund Carwardine who started the business in 

1866 was born in Thornbury in 1842 into a family that followed a very different trade 

with a very different smell.  

 

 

Edmund was the son of John Carwardine and his wife Charlotte.  John had moved to 

Thornbury about 1830 to take over the tallow chandlery business run by his uncle, 

also called John Carwardine, who had moved into Bristol, presumably to expand  his 

trade.  He ran a tallow chandler's business  in Thornbury for at least ten years. 

 

Tallow  was used to make soap and candles. It was made by rendering mutton fat by 

heating it in a boiler and it is not a pleasant item.  Thornbury must have smelled very 

strongly of it until well into the nineteenth century. We have records that show tallow 

and candle makers worked in Thornbury over a period of  at least three hundred years 

but the trade must have gone on much longer.  It was such an important business here 

that Thornbury even had one little street called after it - Soapers Lane.  Part of this 

lane remains today and it runs next to the Town Hall. 

 



The Carwardine family lived at what later became 45 High Street which is occupied 

now by Manns Opticians and La Mode Exchange. The tallow rendering seems to have 

taken place in a building at the back accessed from St Mary Street. 

 

 

In the seventeenth century and early eighteenth century making candles from tallow 

was a very profitable business and during that period some of Thornbury's wealthier 

tradespeople were tallow chandlers. As paraffin wax and other products replaced 

tallow that part of the trade declined. However tallow then became increasingly 

important for soap making.  In 1853 Palmerston  then Home Secretary, in an attempt 

to encourage public cleanliness, removed all duty payable on tallow. 

 

We have an idea of how unpleasant it was to live near a tallow chandler from a court 

case of 1852 against Edmund's father John Carwardine the younger who had in 1844 

also moved his business to Bristol.  John's business in Hotwells had been visited by a 

health inspector in response to complaints from people who lived nearby. The 

inspector described the 200 gallon fat boiler that issued steam and stench unchecked 

by any of the more usual precautions like a proper chimney flue.  He also found "two 

TONS weight of putrid fat waiting to be melted. It was spread about the place and not 

covered up. The effluvium reached the distance of more than 300 yards into the 

cottages and houses." 

 

John's defence was that he had been making tallow for 34 years and no one had 

complained before.  As at least ten of these years had been spent rendering tallow in 

Thornbury it would seem that Thornbury's inhabitants were a very uncomplaining lot.  

Perhaps they had lost their sense of smell after centuries of tallow making in the town. 

 

Although John's son Edmund started the business  of selling tea and coffee in Bristol 

we learn from the Carwardine website that it was his son Stephen Carwardine "who 

introduced the Tea Rooms for which Carwardine's became famous, notably at 18, 

Baldwin St, Bristol which accommodated 400 customers.  He was apprenticed to 

Phillip Lloyd, tea and coffee merchant, of Bristol, whose business had been started in 

1777, which he subsequently purchased."   

 

Martin Carwardine has continued the family tradition by roasting and selling coffee to 

this day. 

 

. 


