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(1929 to 2021)
giant of the glass industry

It all began in 1958 when 
Robert Brown had his 
first experience with 

screen printing - produc-
ing advertising signs, cards 
and posters.  This busi-
ness grew to be the largest 
screen printing business 
in Adelaide (South Aus-
tralia) by 1962.

From humble beginnings as a self-

employed and self-taught display 

artist, ROBERT BROWN would soon 

become a global force in the glass 

industry. A creative and artistic man 

from a young age, he had the drive 

and determination to succeed from 

very early on in his career.
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GLASS PIONEER
In 1963 Robert was ap-
proached by a local do-
mestic appliance manu-
facturer who wanted 
a glass control panel 
printed with ceramic col-
ours.  They gave Robert 
a production piece from 
the USA. Robert had no 
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experience of  printing 
on glass or of ceramic 
colours but he set about 
producing a sample.  It 
was approved for produc-
tion and Robert only had 
a few months to tool-up.  
He had a small box-fur-
nace designed and built 
and initially had to buy 
in the glass - pre-cut and 
drilled.  Robert then set 
about printing and an-
nealing the first ceramic 

glass panels ever pro-
duced in Australia.
From his memoirs, Rob-
ert recalls advice given to 
him many years earlier: 
‘There are many opportu-
nities that will come your 
way in life. The trick is 
to choose the right ones.’ 
From that point on, he 
was to concentrate on 
decorative glass manu-
facture. To do this, he 
launched a new company 

that he named Seraph-
ic. Robert soon needed 
continuous-furnaces and 
more production lines 
to meet public demand 
for electric stoves. Their 
popularity was driven by 
the fact that it was now 
possible to see inside the 
cooker through the large 
decorated glass door. He 
employed talented people 
for specific roles and this 
was always a key to his 
business successes.

SUSTAINED 
GROWTH
There was to be a pattern 
of innovation over Rob-
ert’s career, and this con-
tinued in 1965 when his 
engineers designed and 
built a multi-stage tough-
ening furnace.  From this 
point the business grew 
rapidly. Seraphic quickly 
grew to supply glass pan-
els to white goods manu-
facturers Chef, Frigidaire, 
Vulcan, Everhot, Malleys, 
Westinghouse, and Whirl-
pool in Australia. In 1967 
he developed a toughened 
glass warming tray that 
was printed and fired with 
a unique silver-ceramic 
circuit.  This technology 
was to be used years later 
to produce automotive de-
mister windows, at a much 
lower cost than his rival 
using plating technology.
After developing an early 
version of a roller hearth 
furnace, Robert found it 
was a little ahead of its 
time and it was converted 
to drop-moulding to pro-
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duce glass giftware. His 
creative mind then per-
ceived a unique way to 
print architectural glass 
with fine lines for heat re-
flection, however domes-
tic appliances remained 
his primary focus.

A PASSION FOR 
DESIGN
Other innovations contin-
ued; equipment was de-
signed and built in-house, 
including automated glass 
cutting, drilling machines, 
and improved furnaces. 
By this time Robert’s 
business had grown to 
cover several locations 
and was the market leader 
in decorative toughened 
glass in Australia.  Part of 
the business was sold and 
rebranded
Pilkington-Seraphic.

HITTING THE 
GLOBAL MARKET
In 1974 a brief period of 
semi-retirement followed. 

from Sunbeam-Talbot for 
one of their models led to 
the innovation of printed 
black edges with a gradu-
ated pattern of dots on the 
rear window. Robert ex-
hibited this at the Geneva 
Motor Show and there 
was much excitement in 
the industry. The Japa-
nese car manufacturers 
and others, made repeat-
ed visits to the
Thermax stand. This fea-
ture was subsequently 
adopted the world over 
and now appears on most 
modern vehicles.
Ever-inventive, Robert 
extended his product 
range in the automotive 
industry, capitalising on 
the emerging fashion of 
sunroofs and heated rear 
windows.  The business 
grew in scale and turno-
ver, adopting a can-do 
attitude.  On one occa-
sion a phone call from 
Italy resulted in an order 
for many thousands of 
black printed sunroofs, 
for urgent delivery.  The 
answer was an emphatic 
‘yes - we can supply’ and 
after the phone call, the 
staff then pulled out all 
the stops to satisfy the 
surprise order.  Deco-
rated sunroofs were also 
exported to the USA and 
Australia.
Robert’s simplified pro-
cess of producing vehicle 
rear heater-demisters with 
a single print process, de-
veloped years before in 
Australia, was effectively 
applied to mass  produc-
tion.  He then pioneered 

THERMAX
His new company, Ther-
max, was established in 
1974/5 and the knowl-
edgeable-team approach 
paid off, with a success-
ful foray into the local 
UK domestic appliance 
industry.  Quality of the 
product, printing and ce-
ramic colours drove the 
expansion of the business 
and increased orders and 
higher volumes followed.
The business also grew to 
be prominent in the sup-
ply of glass for London 
Cabs, telephone booths, 
hot-trays, trucks, trac-
tors and glass hob tops. 
Robert travelled widely, 
displaying the Thermax 
brand -and reaping or-
ders- at major trade fairs.

AUTOMOTIVE
Robert’s talent for inno-
vation changed forever 
the standard features of 
automobiles. An approach 

However, convinced that 
Britain and the Common 
Market could become a 
global centre for appli-
ance glass, Robert set 
about planning the estab-
lishment of a company in 
the UK. That bold move 
would secure his reputa-
tion as an international 
leader in this highly-spe-
cialised field. He set up a 
factory at Bishop Auck-
land, in north-eastern 
England, choosing the 
location because it of-
fered a willing workforce 
within an economically 
depressed region- espe-
cially after coal mine clo-
sures- as well as proximity 
to Teesside  International 
Airport and Darlington’s 
intercity rail link. Once 
again, Robert used his 
ability to recognise talent.  
He took with him to Eng-
land a glass toughening 
furnace plus five skilled 
men and their families.
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and sold technology li-
cences for a new printing 
application with thermo-
plastic ceramic ink.
Fiat and Peugeot were 
early customers of auto-
motive products.  Ther-
max grew to be the larg-

est sunroof supplier in 
Europe, adopting the new 
name of Interglass.
Some years later, the busi-
ness supplied the spectac-
ular glass atrium at King’s 
Cross railway station in 
London.
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ing, ballroom dancing, 
cooking, and family.  He 
loved framing in his own 
studio, and he glazed 
pictures, artworks and 
photos for his family. 
He had a great, sarcas-
tic sense of humour and 
drew many cartoons and 
caricatures - leaving 
a lasting legacy of his 
comic words for friends 
and family.

PUTTING HIS 
PEOPLE FIRST
Robert proved to be a 
trend-setter as well, 
in equality for female 
employees.  He had 
always ensured equal 
opportunities for men 
and women in all roles 
in the factory and paid 
them the same wages. 
The Bishop Auckland 

RETIREMENT
In September 1985 
Robert retired from the 
UK business and the 
family returned to their 
home base in Adelaide, 
Australia. In retirement 
he enjoyed his small col-
lection of classic cars 
and joined the Sporting 
Car Club.  Other pas-
sions included cruis-

factory had a workforce 
of more than 300 at one 
stage - a triumph in an 
area otherwise known 
for its significant unem-
ployment. The magni-
tude of this achievement 
won Mr and Mrs Robert 
Brown an invitation to 
the Royal Garden Party, 
Buckingham Palace in 
July 1979.


