‘SKETCHES TAKEN IN WARWICKSHIRE DURING HOLIDAY TRIP AUGUST 1867’
Mr William Colliss, an amateur artist, made this portfolio of drawings when he came to stay with relatives in Royal Leamington Spa in August 1867.  The portfolio, which contains 41 pages of sketches and watercolour paintings, was bought by the Art Gallery & Museum at an auction held in Stratford-on-Avon on 28 February 2008.  Some of the pages have more than one image, so the portfolio contains a total of 55 drawings, all but nine showing Warwickshire.  The remainder comprise eight featuring Surrey and a coastal scene.
A preface to the portfolio by Colliss shows that he and his wife stayed with her cousin at 30 Clarendon Street, Leamington.  The portfolio includes a drawing of the house made on Saturday 10th August 1867.  In the preface, which appears to have been written many years after the visit, Colliss explains that the drawings are ‘my first attempt of the kind’, although he clearly enjoyed the experience as he states that they were followed by later volumes of sketches and watercolour drawings.  He writes that the drawings were at the suggestion of his wife, who ‘objected to my wasting time in Angling from the River bank’.  As a result of his wife’s intervention he ‘resigned the rod as a drawer of Fish – to be a drawer of Nature.’  
In the preface Colliss explains his approach to drawing.  The pictures were ‘original drawings done on the spot’ in pencil and then, to avoid fading or rubbing out, gone over in ink. In the case of the drawings of Warwick Castle, though, most of these were done from memory because ‘upon entering the Castle gates, the attendant an antient [sic] Lady seized my portfolio from under my arm, petulantly remarking “No sketching allowed here”.  This blank book was returned to me on leaving the lodge after looking over the castle, and examining “Guy’s” Porridge Pot.’  Colliss includes an amusing, cartoon-like drawing of this confrontation.  
The portfolio contains two maps - a sketch map and part of an Ordnance Survey map - locating some of the places he visited around Leamington.  These include some of the leading tourist sights of the time:  Warwick Castle (shown in four scenes, including the one showing his sketch book being confiscated), Kenilworth Castle (three) and Stratford-on-Avon (two).  These remain major tourist destinations today, but there are also drawings taken of sights which are no longer so popular:  Guy’s Cliffe house and mill (six scenes) and a sketch of the old oak tree on the outskirts of Leamington said to mark the centre of England (drawn 14th August 1867 in ‘very hot weather’).  There are also a number of views of the town of Warwick, as well as ones taken in Leamington and surrounding villages such as Lillington, Milverton, Offchurch, Radford Semele and Whitnash.  
Colliss does not say how he got from 30 Clarendon Street to these neighbouring places but many are within about an hour’s walking distance from Leamington.  The fact that he includes a ‘Sketch of an Old Oak Tree in footpath to Guy’s Cliffe’ tends to support the suggestion that, at a period before personal transport was widely available (even the safety bicycle was not mass produced until the mid-1880s) most of the journeys would have been on foot.  The exceptions may have been his trips to Stratford-on-Avon and Kenilworth, both of which had been recently connected to Leamington by railway and were also accessible by coach using the good quality roads.
It is possible to piece together a little personal information about Colliss by drawing on the portfolio and on details supplied by West Sussex Record Office.  The latter’s records show that William Colliss was christened at the parish church of South Bersted , which then included Bognor, where the family home was located.  At the time of the 1861 and 1871 census returns he is shown as living in Lambeth and working as a ‘Commercial Clerk to East India Agents’.  By 1901 he is recorded as a ‘Retired Bankers Clerk’ living at Strood in Kent.  This fits with a handwritten caption on the inside front cover of the portfolio, apparently for a picture now missing, stating that ‘The old Smudger stands at the door - - of his Villa – in Strood - - - -‘.  This connection is reinforced by a typed label on the Portfolio stating ‘Mr. W.Colliss / 119, Bryant Road, / Strood, / Rochester, / Kent.’  According to the National Probate Index Colliss died in January 1926 at Freshwater, Isle of Wight.  He was married at least twice:  the preface to the portfolio refers to the Mrs Colliss who accompanied him to Leamington as his ‘first Wife’.  His will grants probate to his widow, Emma Maria Colliss, who was presumably his second wife.

In the preface Colliss says that his aim was to create a durable ‘record of my journey round about these parts’.  Forty years later a fairly well-off tourist like Colliss might have recorded his holiday using one of the newly introduced box cameras, but in the 1860s photography was still a cumbersome, slow and expensive process largely carried out in professional studios.  As a result Colliss’ drawings, while exhibiting a rather modest skill (as he recognised in signing the portfolio ‘Smudger’) are a rare and valuable record of the explorations of a mid-Victorian tourist in an area already becoming widely known as ‘Shakespeare Country’. 
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