
text  © the authors 1997

Ann Robey, ‘Floorcloth Manufacture in 
Knightsbridge’, The Georgian Group Jounal, 
Vol. VII, 1997, pp. 160–167



FLOORCLOTH MANUFACTURE
IN KNIGHTSBRIDGE

ANN ROBEY

Floorcloth originated in England in the first 
quarter of the eighteenth century, possibly 

evolving from the oiled groundsheets used in 
canvas tents by the army. For much of the eigh­
teenth and nineteenth centuries, it served as an 
inexpensive, long-lasting floor covering, and was 
to be found in homes throughout the British Isles 
and North America.

The foundation of a floorcloth was a broad 
width of canvas, thickly coated with oil paint on 
both sides. On the upper side a pattern was then 
impressed by wooden blocks. Before being printed, 
it was rubbed down with pumice to form a smooth 
flat surface. The paint was then laid on with a trowel, 
the painter working in a similar way to a plasterer. 
Several coats were required before the topside was 
once again pumiced and finally hand-painted with 
a brush. When made by a skilful manufacturer 
floorcloths could be both fashionable and artistic: 
a trade card of Morley’s manufactory in Chelsea 
dating from 1797 proudly boasted of‘floorcloths 
in imitation of the mosaic pavements discovered at 
Woodchester’.1 Indeed, a rare surviving floorcloth 
from Calke Abbey has a mosaic pattern.2

But its popularity ultimately was based on prac­
ticality; an asset still appreciated in the mid-nine­
teenth century, when floorcloth was praised for 
being hard-wearing, easily cleaned, for preventing 
draughts and, most prosaically, for being a material 
that ‘no insects will long continue in the vicinity 
of’.3 Not until the 1860s, with the invention of 
linoleum and its subsequent domination of the 

mass-market, did floorcloth vanish from the British 
home.

In the early days floorcloths were small in size, 
usually measuring two or three feet square, and it 
was therefore possible to paint and stencil them on 
large benches in almost any artisan’s workshop. 
Although not a highly skilled trade, some degree of 
specialisation had evidently taken place by 1747, 
when The London Tradesman stated that ‘floorcloths 
painted in oil colours ... is performed by a class 
of Painters who do little else. It requires no great 
ingenuity, and the wages of Journeymen is the 
same as other branches of Painting’.4 By 1761, 
when Rolt stated that floorcloths ‘are generally 
sold in the Turners Shops’ he also drew attention 
to the ‘considerable manufactory of floor-cloths at 
Knightsbridge’.5 But as late as 1809, Edward Edlin, 
a turner of34 New Bond Street, continued the earlier 
tradition, selling ‘every article in the Turning Line 
including Floorcloths and walling’.6

The first purpose-built manufactory in the 
country was established in Knightsbridge by Nathan 
Smith about 1754.7 He was credited with two major 
innovations which were to alter the design of floor­
cloth manufactories and lead to the construction of 
a fascinating but little-known industrial building 
type, which today has almost vanished. During the 
later eighteenth century floorcloths had become 
larger due to the widening of the canvas and the 
sewing together of several lengths in such a way as to 
appear seamless and thus not distort the pattern.8 
Trade cards of the eighteenth century made much
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Figure i. Letterhead of 
Robert Main, showing his 
manufactory in Southwark. 
British Museum.

of the ‘seamless’ nature of the floorcloths produced. 
Nathan Smith went further; by consulting the 
Scottish manufacturers of the canvas used for the 
base of the floorcloth, he was able to purchase 
woven canvas of sufficient width to allow huge 
cloths to be produced. His second innovation was 
to abandon stencilled patterns, and to substitute 
block-printed designs, using blocks most frequently 
carved from pear wood. This gave sharper outlines 
and allowed more complex designs to be devised. 
The printing table measured about 30ft long and 
4ft wide.9 Both of these improvements necessitated 
alterations in the premises where floorcloths were 
produced.

The new production processes demanded more 
spacious working and drying areas, and Smith 
recognised that a ‘business whose elements were a 
roomy ground plot’ could with the extension and 
alteration of a simple building ‘with a little ingenuity 
be made to assume regular architectural forms’.10 
Thus floorcloth manufactories were often sited in 
the less densely populated areas of the capital.

Indeed, the interiors had much in common with 
theatres; not only their size, but also their smell 
of paint, the huge printed canvases reminiscent 
of back-drops, and the structures like fly-towers 
where the floorcloths dried. Apart from church 
towers, floorcloth manufactories were often the 
tallest buildings in an area, and as late as 1824 were 
declared to be on a ‘large scale and to challenge 
curiosity’.11

Floorcloth production flourished throughout 
the capital: in 1788 nine floorcloth manufacturers 
were listed in the London Directory, and by 1822 at 
least 29 companies were manufacturing floorcloth 
in London (see Appendix).12 Some companies such 
as Richard Longford (Charing Cross and Deptford) 
and Henry Buckley (The Strand and Bridge Road, 
Lambeth) sold from central London addresses, 
while manufacturing in the suburbs. Others (John 
Hare and Smith and Baber) combined showroom 
and manufactory in fashionable locations, while two 
carpet and floorcloth warehouses were simply retail 
outlets.13 At the end of the eighteenth century, the
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Figure 2. Smith, Baber and 
Downing’s floorcloth manu­
factory, as rebuilt after 1795. 
Guildhall Library.

public visited the showrooms within the floorcloth 
manufactories in the suburbs, rather than visiting a 
warehouse or shop in the centre of town, as they 
did later. The stately and beautiful buildings erected 
by floorcloth manufacturers ‘by which the metro­
polis was soon adorned’ could be justified as mag­
nets to draw clientele to a particular firm (Fig. i).14

At Knightsbridge Nathan Smith saw that to 
promote his business and to attract large numbers 
of people to the showroom, he should develop the 
simple and coarse wooden buildings on his spacious 
plot which lay on the south side of Kensington Road 
into an impressive emporium with some architec­
tural merit. He was able to do this when the first 
manufactory burnt down in 1794. The Times 
described the ‘dreadful fire’ which broke out about 
10 o’clock at night; the building ‘despite the atten­
tions of the fire brigade was in a short time entirely 
consumed’, as were the stables of Mr Harris, the 
proprietor of Covent Garden Theatre, who lived 
next door. The fire raged ‘furiously for upwards of 
three hours ... The great variety of oil, turpentine, 
and paint of various kinds, as well as the Combustible 

nature of the other materials made use of in the 
manufactory rendered every effort to extinguish the 
flames fruitless until the whole was burned down’.15

The building was not insured and it was esti­
mated that stock and materials worth at least 
£20,000 were destroyed. Three-quarters of the 
goods manufactured (presumably tents) were 
intended for the cavalry, many of whom occupied 
the barracks erected opposite in 1792.16

Nathan Smith rebuilt the manufactory in 1795, 
possibly to the designs ofW.S. Newman, who gave 
his address as ‘At Mr Smith’s, Knightsbridge’ in 
1792, and exhibited at the Royal Academy a 
‘Design for the floor cloth manufactory building 
at Knightsbridge’ in 1794 (Fig. 2).17 It stood back 
from the road, with a grassy plot in front ‘in the 
midst of which was a pond supplied with gold and 
silver fish, and ornamented with a figure of old 
Time holding his scythe and hour glass’.18

In 1824 James Baber (who by this date had taken 
over the running of the business from his father-in- 
law, Nathan Smith) obtained a new 98 year lease 
from Viscount Dungannon, the ground landlord
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Figure 3. William Fuller Pocock’s design for Smith and Baber’s Floorcloth Manufactory, Knightsbridge, 1824. Riba.

of the Trevor Estate, of‘two messuages ... and all 
that large brick building or manufactory used as a 
floorcloth manufactory lately erected’, at a yearly 
rent of £180.19 The premises were rebuilt in that 
year to the designs ofWilliam Fuller Pocock (1779- 
1849), architect and surveyor to the Trevor Estate, 
but here working in a private capacity (Fig. 3).20

His design for Smith and Baber was later said 
to ‘form a prominent and well-known feature in the 
neighbourhood. The building is of considerable 
height and extent, and is not destitute of a certain 
amount of merit as regards its outward architectural 
design’.21 The classical nature of the building was 
somewhat reminiscent of some of Pocock’s unexe­
cuted designs for churches and chapels, and was 
considered by his son to be ‘evidence of his skill’.22

The entrance to the manufactory was through 
an elegant rotunda, which acted as a circular show­
room: ‘hanging on the walls of which are various 
patterns of floor-cloth, and ranged on either side 
of which are other similar patterns in rolls as large 
round as the mainmast of a frigate’.23

From the rotunda there was access to the 
different parts of the factory, which extended for 
over 250ft southwards towards Montpelier Square, 
presenting an eastern facade described by George 
Dodd as ‘more decorative than is often seen in 
factories of the kind’.24 Adjacent to the showroom 
was the largest room in the manufactory, the drying 
room, 70ft wide and 130ft long, the place where 
the floorcloths were exhibited when complete. 
From end to end, the room was hung with floor­
cloths in every state of finish. As turpentine was 
not used in the paint due to the fire risk, the 
painted floorcloths required a long drying time, 
often between four and six months. Above the 
drying room was the central tower, which domi­
nated the skyline of Knightsbridge. Dodd states 
that at the summit of the tower was a small, square 
room; a belvedere with windows on all four sides 
affording a magnificent view in all directions. 
This was a private apartment of the owners of the 
floorcloth manufactory, and was not connected 
with the manufacturing process.
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Behind the drying room lay the colour room, 
which had at its very centre a horse-powered cog­
wheel, where the pigments used in the paints were 
ground. In the yard behind were vats of linseed oil 
connected by pipes to the colour room, where the 
various paints were mixed.25 At the southern end 
of the site were the stables.

Another very large, high room was required to 
stretch the canvases before they were printed; this 
was known as the straining-frame room. Here the 
canvases were stretched on vertical wooden frames, 
measuring between 6oft and 70ft long and 24ft and 
30ft high. On occasion they could be 90ft long. 
Other parts of the building were taken up with the 
painting and printing process. The painted floor­
cloth remained hanging in the painting shop until 
dry (two to three months) before being taken to the 
printing room to have the elaborate designs block 
printed in different colours on the painted surface. 
The printing room was situated within the tower, 
and when the roll ofpainted canvas was carried 
there, ‘the ends of the roller are put in iron sockets, 
so that the canvas can be unrolled and placed on the 
table to be printed; and as each yard receives the 

impressions of the printing blocks, it is lowered 
through a slit in the floor over rollers and horizontal 
poles into the drying-room below, where it remains 
till it is perfectly seasoned and ready for sale’.26 
The square tower, like a theatre fly-tower, was also 
used to hang particularly long pieces of floorcloth.

A remarkable variety of designs for floorcloths 
was produced, especially during the eighteenth 
century. Charles Eastlake, writing in the 1860s, was 
somewhat scathing: ‘its design began with an imita­
tion of marble pavements and parquetry floors; I 
have even seen a pattern which was intended to rep­
resent the spots on a leopard’s skin’. He added that 
he felt ‘these conceits were thoroughly false in 
principle’.27 Those purchasing floorcloths during 
the eighteenth century were evidently more 
adventurous than the Victorians.

Floorcloths were used in country houses, espe­
cially in those areas subjected to hard wear, such as 
entrance halls, passages and stairways. A price list 
of designs produced by Smith and Baber in 1821 
included Yellow Mat, Claremont and Hampton 
at 55.6d per sq yard; Palmyra Marble and Octagon 
Marble at 65.3d and Tessellated Marble and Fancy

Figure 4. Early nineteenth-century 
trade card for Morley’s Manufactory. 
British Museum.
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Figure 5. Smith and Baber’s floorcloth 
manufactory just before demolition in the 
1970s. London Metropolitan Archives.

Flower at 65.6d. More expensive designs were Oak 
Leaf, Foliage, Imperial and Turkey at 75.104/, with 
the most costly being Persian at Js.^d per sq yard. A 
plain red cloth was available at 55 and old floorcloths 
could be repainted at a cost of 25.Qd per sq yard.28

As well as floorcloths, the manufactories of 
Georgian London produced other goods, includ­
ing awnings and tents (Fig. 4). In 1808 Smith, 
Baber and Downing in Knightsbridge were making 
portable rooms and awnings.29 In 1790 S. Roberts’ 
warehouse at 91 Fleet Market sold the floorcloths, 
varnished table covers and heraldry painting 
carried out at his manufactory in Blackfriars Road. 
John Samuel Hayward of Newington Causeway 
and Leadenhall Street also specialised in ‘Pavilions 
and Temples’, a speciality no doubt useful in his 
role as ‘Floor cloth maker to Her Royal Highness 
the Princess ofWales’.30

In August 1788 Nathan Smith was invited to 
the Isle of Wight to holiday with John Wilkes, and 
to design and prepare plans for a series of canvas 
rooms for Sandham Cottage, or, as Wilkes liked to 
call it, his ‘villakin’. In November of the following 
year Wilkes’s builder explained further ‘I shall have 
the canvas from Mr Smith some time this week... 
we shall have nothing more to do than put it up 

which will take us I think about 3 weeks as I think of 
being particularly nice in so elegant a room as your 
Tuscan Room, will be’.31 The room measured 23ft 
qins by 13ft 8ins and over 1,300 prints were to be 
found on the walls.32 Other canvas rooms prepared 
at Knightsbridge for Sandham cottage included 
dressing-rooms, bedrooms and a room known as 
the Pavilion.33

T oday very few examples of floorcloths survive 
and even fewer manufactories. The Knightsbridge 
manufactory of Smith and Baber (Fig. 5) stopped 
production in 1888, but the building survived in a 
variety of guises until the early 1970s.34 At different 
times it was a skating rink, exhibition hall, car-hire 
garage and car park. One rare survival is to be 
found in Essex Road, Islington. Ridley’s Floorcloth 
Factory opened in 1819, an engraving of 1830 show­
ing the original elaborate fagiade (Fig. 6). Today 
the building, although altered, retains some of its 
Palladian elegance; rising to four storeys, it is pedi- 
mented and balustraded above an Ionic pilastered 
front. Originally there were no window openings 
above the ground floor, but when altered by Islington 
Housing Department in the 1970s, Georgian-style 
windows were inserted at first- and second-floor 
level (Fig. 7).
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Figure 6. Ridley’s floorcloth manufactory, 
Essex Road, c.1830. Islington Central 
Library.

I thank my colleagues within rc h m e for 
comments on this text, particularly the 
General Editor of the Survey of London 
for permission to publish extracts which 
will appear in Volume 45.

Figure 7. The former 
Ridley’s floorcloth 
manufactory, Essex 
Road. Ann Robey.
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