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Textile History, 14 (I), 29-56, 1983

David Evans & Co.

The Last of the Old London Textile Printers

S. D. CHAPMAN

It is not widely appreciated that London was the original home of textile printing in Britain.
Cotton, silk and linen printing all took root there in the late 17th century as a result of
growing British trade with India and the Far East. The number of firms grew from around a
dozen at the first count in 1696 to 20 or so at the outset of the so-called 'golden age' of
London copper plate printing, the period 1760-1785.1 These numbers were modest indeed
compared with those soon to rise in the north of England and Clyde valley, but because they
were pioneers of technique and design, and because they operated on an unprecedented
scale, their contribution to the development of the textile industry has been out of all
proportion to their numbers. From the rise of Lancashire, the firms in London steadily
diminished until today there is only one remaining, the Crayford silk printers David Evans
&Co. In view of the long and distinguished ancestry of the firm, it is worth while attempting
to trace its history in a little detail The records held by the firm are unfortunately meagre,
but it is possible to piece together the story with the help of a variety of external sources.

1. THE ORIGINS OF TEXTILE PRINTING IN LONDON

Printed silks and cottons were first brought to London in the early 17th century in the ships
of the East India Company and auctioned for high prices at the quayside. English
manufacturers were of course familiar with the techniques of making silk and cotton fabrics
and of printing on paper, but they did not know how to fix colours in the fabric - i. e. they
had no knowledge of mordants. Oriental printed fabrics were not only seized on as
novelties, but also because the Indians were skilled in the preparation of dyes and because of
the characteristically extravagant hand-painted designs, with their 'wild' and 'monstrous'
flowers and plants. These quickly caught on in western Europe and soon became something
of a rage, presenting a challenge to merchants and manufacturers to find cheaper substitutes
to satisfy the craving of fashion-conscious women who could not afford the high-priced
originals. 2

The earliest response came from the East India Company itself. By 1669 the Directors
were sending out designs for the Indian craftsmen to interpret, and assembling native
workmen in 'factories' or compounds to make them. These were also of course places in
which Europeans could study and seek to emulate the Indian methods, and it was not long
before enterprising individuals were trying to manufacture in Europe. The first in London
is generally supposed to have been William Sherwin, who took out a patent in 1676 for a
formula which provided the right 'thickness' for the mordant to prevent it spreading
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beyond the printed areas. By the end of the 17th century there were already a dozen master
printers' factories in London. 3

Though the London textile printers had built up what were, for the period, very large
manufacturing enterprises, their technical achievement for the first two generations was
evidently limited. The frankest account is probably that in R. Campbell's London Trades-
man (1747). 'We have gathered of late some of the principles of this art', he wrote, 'but fall
short of the Indians in striking their colours. Ours come short of theirs both in their beauty,
life and durableness. They exceed in all dyes, but especially reds, greens and blues.' At this
time most of the London prints were made with carved wooden blocks about 10 x 12
inches, but a distinctly English technique of 'pencilling' indigo onto fabrics to make the
famous China Blue prints was just coming into·vogue.4

According to an oral tradition, the early London calico printers were all originally silk
printers. 5 This is at least plausible, for museum exhibits confirm that printing on silk was a
highly developed art before calico printing came in.6 Moreover, so late as 1756 it was said
that the work of the calico printers imitated 'the flowered silk-manufactury', and their
chintzes followed the styles of the richest silk brocades.7 However, it is difficult to find
confirmation of this theory from the careers of individual manufacturers of the first
generation, and it needs to be modified by acknowledging the heavy investment of a number
of London merchants in textile printing plants. It is known that Sir Thomas Lombe, the
best-known silk merchant of his day from the building of the famous Derby silk mill
(1719-21), had an earlier interest in imitating Indian goods including printed textiles.
Further research reveals that he was only the most familiar name in the first generation, and
it is not difficult to find examples of merchant investors right through the 18th century. 8

The large majority of the London printers were concentrated along the banks of three
tributaries of the Thames, the Lea from Waltham Abbey to Bow, the WandIe from Croydon
to Wandsworth, and the Cray at Crayford and Dartford, with a few on the south bank of the
Thames. The closely related trades of bleaching and dyeing had long been established in
Southwark and these same areas, and the first operation of the printers was to bleach the
linens and cottons that were to be printed. The local streams came to provide the motive
power for a variety of operations connected with the bleaching, preparation of dyestuffs,
and printing. Inventories of the period confirm that mechanical power was commonly
applied to grinding madder and indigo and for driving washing stocks, ,squeezes and
calenders. Other sources show that the power might also be used for such diverse operations
as grinding alum (for alum acetate mordant), polishing copper printi~g plates, and
accelerating the process of manufacturing iron acetate mordant by employing pumps to
circulate the 'acid' (often stale beer) through the rusty iron. The employment of a 'fire
engine' (i.e. steam pump) is recorded as early as 1760, 24 years before the earliest in an
Arkwright-type cotton spinning mill. However, a few larger as well as several smaller works
apparently did not feel justified in stretching their investment beyond manually operated
machines. 9

The most characteristic feature of the calico printing works in the early 18th century was
the accumulation of a sequence of specialized processes, originally in a mansion or large
farmhouse or in adapted or purpose-built sheds and workshops in the yards outside. The
favourite site appears to have been a country house close to town but with fresh running
water, a few acres of land (for bleaching by sunlight) and extensive outhouses that could be
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converted to workshops as and when convenient. One of the best-known works to the east
of London was housed in Bromley Hall, a Queen Anne mansion, while the first extensive
works near Manchester occupied Ainsworth Hall. 10 The famous works of Robert Jones at
Old Ford (east London) consisted of a 'commodious genteel dwelling house with con-
venient offices' and 25 acres of leasehold whitstering ground.11 Other well-known sites
included West Ham Abbey, Waltham Abbey and Merton Abbey, the latter occupied by two
firms in the second half of the 18th century. 12 The general impression is of a jumble of
buildings, erected or converted from some other use in an ad hoc manner, each of them
housing two, three or more processes according to the size of the concern. One London
firm, advertised for sale in 1781, was said to have as many as 15 workshops and warehouses
on the site.13 The buildings were nevertheless close enough together to integrate textile
design and production on which the British reputation in the field was built.

The impressive growth of calico printing in London during the century 1680-1780 owed
as much to the enterprise of City merchants as it did to the ingenuity of the printers.
Prohibition of the manufacture of printed cottons for the home market necessarily diverted
much of the selling effort to exporting, and particularly to the North American colonies.
Unfortunately, we do not know as much about the merchants who pioneered this trade as
we do about the manufacturers, but it is possible to glean something of the activities of a few
outstanding firms. David Barclay & Sons probably conducted the largest trade in printed
fabrics in the first half of the century, sending large quantities of prints from the Cheapside
warehouse to New England merchants. Many of their correspondents were fellow Quakers,
including Alexanders of New York, and Daniel Wister and S. R. Fisher of Philadelphia.
When the War of Independence severed trade connections Barclays turned to banking and
brewing and other firms took their place. From the 1760s to the 1790S, the most successful
exporters were said to be Harrison, Ansley & Co., another City house with strong
transatlantic Quaker connections. They supplied some of the best-known of the American
merchants of the colonial period, John Glover in New York, J. & J. Amory in Boston, and
Stephen Collins in Philadelphia, all on the usual 12 months' credit.14 The third leading
house in this trade was that of Thomas Nash, who imported linens and cottons from
Amsterdam and sent them to America after printing. His correspondence with a Dutch
supplier (Deneufville) throws some light on the enterprise of the London trade at that
period, and it is worth quoting briefly inasmuch as it reveals textile trade policies
maintained by David Evans (and no doubt other firms) two or three generations later.

The quickening tempo of trade in the 18th century was perceptibly changing commercial
habits by the 1750S. Nash explained to Deneufville: 'The real regard we have for your
worthy correspondence naturally tends to our giving you an absolute preference upon all
occasions, but we are exceedingly sorry to see that your charges are not modern, but
according to the old fashion, where little business was attended with great profits ... '. On
another occasion he pleaded: 'could you possibly, Sir, send only such goods [linens] as are at
a saleable market price, [as] it would tend greatly to your advantage and give us infinite
pleasure, as such goods will always command a quick sale, which is the very Life of Trade
. . . it would better please us to lose the opportunity of gaining a commission than to be
perplexed with the disagreeable [experience] of the goods remaining long on hand'. Quick
sales, he insisted, were 'infinitely most agreeable, tho' with small profits'. The system of
high turnover and low profit margins was inevitably communicated from commerce to

31



David Evans & Co

industry. The responsiveness of the manufacturers can be glimpsed in Nash's reply to an
order in 1755. He wrote: 'Sir, if you will favour us with your order, no-one shall be more
expeditious or will suit you on lower terms than ourselves at 46s. 8d. free on board per
p[ie]ce ... and should you be in a hurry we believe Mr. Watson would print them for us
ready to be shipped in abt 14 days from the receipt of your order' .15

Though there are no statistics to prove the point, it seems that the centre of gravity of the
British calico printing industry moved from London to Lancashire during the closing years
of the American War of Independence (1775-1783). London merchants not only lost one of
their most important markets but also, as major creditors of the American colonists, found a
large part of their liquid assets frozen in a hostile country. Thomas Nash's firm (now
Eddowes, Nash & Petrie), to take just one example, were owed over £50,000 by a leading
Anglo-American merchant house and found it difficult to recover their money, while
Harrison Ansley & Co. were still trying to collect pre-war debts in the 1790S.The number of
bankruptcies among London merchants mounted rapidly: 17 in 1781,25 in 1782, and 38 in
1783; the following year Lord Sheffield maintained that the liberal system of credit that they
had exercised had brought three-quarters of the American merchants to bankruptcy .16 The
catastrophic effect on London calico printing can be seen in the withdrawal of several of the
best-known firms from the industry, including Robert Jones's famous Old Ford Works in
1780, William Walker at Merton Bridge in 1781, and Thomas Nash at Lambeth in .1782.
The provincial trade also had its problems, for Pollockshaws (the first Glasgow printworks)
was sold in 1782, and two of the seven small firms at Blackburn, the rising north Lancashire
centre, went bankrupt at this time.!7 But the London printers, with their close contacts
with export merchants, took the main force of the gale, and suffered most. Nevertheless,
the metropolitan industry did not entirely capitulate to their upstart northern rivals, and a
few centres survived. The most important of these was Crayford.

2. THE EARLIEST WORKS AT CRAYFORD

The history of the Crayford textile industry begins at the end of the 17th century, when the
acres of fields used for bleaching by 'sunlight around the dyeworks of Southwark were
becoming spoiled by the dirty water and polluted atmosphere. Moreover, London was
growing rapidly and extending across the river in all directions so the bleachers could not
afford to occupy so much land in such an expensive central location.

The solution was explained in Andrew Yarranton's England's Improvement by Sea and
Land in 1681. He records that the Thames and its tributaries had been surveyed to find
locations suitable for the bleaching process to provide more effective competition for the
Dutch masters at Harlem. The search showed that the area around Crayford, 13 miles east
of London, would be most suitable and that some 120 acres of land had already been
prepared by cutting ditches to provide ready access to clear soft water. In Yarranton's
words, Crayford was recommended because
. . . it hath the command of two brave rivers of clear running water, both which are at the command
of the Whitsters . . . and those whitening grounds lie directly in the face of the morning sun; and
close joining into its back-side there is good and convenient dry land for the Whitster to dry his cloth
upon all occasions. In which place there is neither smoke or smut to offend, there being no houses or
inhabitants within a great distance of the whitening plats.
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There was moreover ample fuel available from the 'great wood lands of Kent, there being
many', while the nation's principal transport artery (the Thames) was close to hand, with
river ports at Dartford and Erith. The earliest bleachworks was evidently just being set up
as Yarranton wrote, for he added that 'here in these bleaches now preparing, there is already
a copper set up that is to be employed in boiling the yarn'. 18

Textile printing is a complementary process to bleaching because the pattern can be
applied only on a good clear surface, and both activities required plenty of water, land, and
power, which meant water-power for most of the 18th century. The precise date of the
appearance of the first Crayford printer is not on record, but it was probably in the early
18th century, though initially in a small way. The first master printers are recorded in the
1740S and 1750S and appear to have migrated from Mitcham, but otherwise the only
significant details refer to Stephen Marshall and his son, who occupied a site on the Cray
between Crayford and Dartford. They went bankrupt in 1756, but the site was occupied by
a succession of later calico printers. 19

However, the important date is that at which the first major works were established in
Crayford. It was not until 1757 that Crayford could boast anything comparable to the great
works of the suburbs at Lambeth and Old Ford, when Rupert Davids took over the vacant
Crayford mansion house and site vacated by the Marshalls to start a works. The develop-
ment is alluded to in a passage in Hasted's History and Topographical Survey oftke County of
Kent (1797) in which he relates the history of 'Old Place House', a popular name for the
original manor house used to distinguish it from Hall Place, which still stands on the west
side ofCrayford.
At the east end of it [Crayford] near the river, stood a large handsome seat, which seemed of the time
of Queen Elizabeth. . . formerly part of the estate in this parish belonging to Sir Cloudesley Shovel
... It was for many years made use of for carrying on a long lease to an eminent callico printer and
whitster, who pulled it down, and converted the materials into workhouses &c. for his manufac-
tuary.20

This development evidently took place between 1757, when Davids had a calender mill on a
leat of the old Crayford gunpowder mill (into which he diverted other streams), with a
printing room and warehouse,21 and 1774, when he occupied one of the biggest printworks
in the greater London area.22 The insurance policy which he took out with the Sun Fire
Office that year surveys the range of his activities:

Household goods and utensils in his dwelling house
Printing shops, lofts and counting house in one

building in the yard
Tenement printing shop and carthouse adjoining, near
Colour house and copper plate shop adjoining the

dwelling house
Cutting shop [for printing blocks]
Stable and madder house
Warehouse separate
Madder mill and kiln therein and going gears
Millhouse with all the going gears
Brickprint room and two tenements adjoining

Fixed capital Utensils
120

400 1000
200 19°

IS° 25°
4°
5° 200

160 1300
17°
200
100 80

£1520 £3160

33
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There were evidently three printrooms, a colour mixing room, premises specially built for
grinding and preparing madder, workshops for preparing and cutting the printing blocks,
and various storage rooms, all focused on the old yard of the Elizabethan house. This kind
of site is familiar to anyone who paused to examine the site of David Evans's printworks
before redevelopment of the site in 1937 and 1982 (see Figs 3 and 7). The insurance
valuation was much the same sort of value as those of three large works in Stratford (East
London), Merton Abbey, Wandsworth and Wimbledon, and only significantly exceeded
by those of Watson's old works at Lambeth and a vigorous new concern at Wallington (near
Carshalton) in Surrey. At this date there was only one Lancashire printer in this league,
William Wilson's works at Ainsworth Hall. As a further point of comparison, it may be
added that the early Arkwright spinning mills, built in Derbyshire in the 1770s, were
insured for £3000 each. 23

However, the most significant detail in the inventory is the reference to the 'copper plate
shop' , which leaves no doubt that Ruperts had got hold of the new technique of copper plate
printing brought from Dublin to the Merton works about 1760. Copper plates were of
course already familiar in book illustrations and were used for printing on silk by the 1680s,
but the dyes were not fast and so could not be washed or employed for clothing. The essence
of the new process lay in the 'thickening' of the mordants so that the pattern did not blur;
indeed it was soon possible to obtain any degree of fineness, and to produce those pictorial
designs with figures, landscapes, architecture and commemorative motives characteristic of
the 18th century. The engravers were highly skilled and highly paid artisans, but this

FIG. I. Original design for block-printed textile for John Munns ofCrayford, about 1775 eV. & A.
Museum Collection, P 1679).
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FIG. 2. Handkerchief
printed by Joseph Ware
of Crayford for the
Brentford By-election
of 1769 (V. & A.
Museum Collection, G
441).

increased expense was partly compensated for by an increase of productivity, for the
traditional wooden blocks were only 12 x 8 inches (or thereabouts) while the copper plates
could be made up to a yard square. In practice, the new and the old techniques continued
side by side, at the same time increasing the general scale of calico works in the London
area.24

The success of Rupert Davids & Sons was the signal for other ventures in and about
Crayford, particularly in the 1760s. William Harker opened a small calico printing plant
'near the Waterworks' at Deptford, and was followed by linen printers Wynn & Evelegh.
The only other eligible site in Crayford itself was on the western edge of the village, where
the Cray divided through the meadows before flowing under the old London-Dover
turnpike road. It was at this point, precisely where David Evans's works now stands, that as
Hasted records, 'two large manufactories for the printing of calicoes' were launched. The
earlier one, started by John Ware, operated in sheds, stables, a summer house and other
outbuildings belonging to a large sashed farmhouse known as May Place. In 1763 it had two
printing shops and two colour houses which, with other property and stock, was valued at
£1500. There was also a small warehouse at Thatcher's Wharf at Erith, the nearest point on
the Thames. 25 The other concern was started by John Munns about 1768 or 1769 and was
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evidently bigger for in the latter year Munns' stocks in his old and new printing houses,
engraving rooms, workshops, warehouses and offices were insured for £43°0. Munns was
lodged in May Place itself, and his ambition for the concern is suggested by his 1775 lease of
over 100 acres for 'three lives' (63 years). Thomas Fisher of Rochester, the author of the
well-known Kentish Traveller's Companion, described Munns in his first edition (1776) as 'a
great callico printer', but unfortunately little is known of his activities, apart from a few
surviving designs (Fig. 1).26

During the American War of Independence, the textile trade was cut off from one of its
major markets, and several calico printers ran into trouble. Among them was a large firm at
Crayford that anonymously advertised its premises for sale in 1770. The advertisement
refers to 'about one hundred acres of land' , the area included in the 1775 lease. This was an
unusually large and probably uniquely large area for a calico printer in the London area at
the period, and clearly identifies John Munns. The layout of the factory, as described in the
sale notice, sounds very interesting:
The Works are established on a most valuable and unequalled Plan for Regularity in the progressive
arrangement of Business, a Circumstance highly favoured by the Situation, commanding a remark-
able fine Head of Water, perfectly secure from Failure, with a Wheel and Apparatus of ingenious
Construction for conducting without Horses those Branches that require the assistance of Mill work
. . . All the Buildings are in excellent condition, and the Bleach Ground adjoins.

Munns' assets on the site also included some 1500 blocks and 200 copper plates 'calculated
for a general course of foreign and internal trade'. The reference to the copper plates
confirms that he, like Davids, was engaged on the latest and best quality work; a London
pattern book preserved at the Musee de l'Impression sur Etoffes at Mulhouse shows 32
splendid and intricate designs prepared for Munns. The extent of foreign trade in printed
textiles at this time is indicated by a simultaneous advertisement of Arbuthnot's Works at
Ravensbury (Mitcham), where there was a 'large and valuable stock of blocks, adapted to
the Spanish, African, American, German, French and Home Trades (and distinctly lotted
according to their respective purposes).'27

Munns' advertisement also includes reference to the farmhouse of four rooms on a floor
with its gardens, orchard, farmyard with 'proper buildings', and 'horses, waggons, carts,
hay, implements of husbandry, &c.'. The last-named indicates that he was simultaneously
engaging in agriculture, no doubt because of the seasonal nature of textile printing. At this
time, and until the age of chemical bleaching, the printing season lasted from April to
September, when the weather was fine enough to leave the cloth on the tenters.28 For the
remainder of the year the printers were under-employed, and often went 'on the tramp'
looking for employment at other works.29 Farming too was highly seasonal, but at least
offered some additional income for wives and children as well as one of the essential raw
materials of printing, the cow dung used in clearing the 'grounds' (i.e. background on
which the patterns were printed) when the block printers' work was completed. We shall
see that this connection between industry and agriculture continued on the site until late in
the 19th century.

It seems that there was no buyer for John Munns' works, and in the early 1780s the calico
printing trade and industry went from bad to worse as the Americans repudiated their
debts. Several merchants, who provided the credit for customers and suppliers alike,
collapsed, and they were followed by a string of printers. 30 John Ware of Crayford went
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bankrupt in 1782 and Munns in 1784.31 However, Munns must have been respected and
had good connections, for almost immediately he entered a new partnership in a leading
printworks at Merton known as Fenning, Vaughan & Halfhide. The firm is said to have
'carried on an extensive and lucrative business' for 'many years' afterwards, very probably
with the aid of Munns' designs (blocks and copper plates) and notions of rational
production. 32

Rupert Davids, the other Crayford printer, survived the American crisis, very likely with
the support of a London drysalter called Waugh, who no doubt supplied him with his
'drugs' (dye-stuffs). He was not without his problems at Crayford, being twice involved in
legal disputes with the local parson over water rights, but maintained the works with the
help of his sons until his death in 1790.33 But for the next quarter-century the activity of this
and the other Crayford works is obscure. They were suffering from increasingly incisive
competition from the Lancashire manufacturers, especially leading northern printers like
Livesey, Hargreaves & Co. and the Peels, who were now opening warehouses in the textile
quarter of the City. From these bases they plagiarized the best London designers then
undercut them with the aid of the cheaper cottons from their mills. Moreover, the period of
the French Wars was one of the most erratic trading conditions during which every
manufacturing region saw an unprecedented turnover of firmS.34 The Universal British
Directory, volume II (1793), lists three calico printers, Charles Davids (son of Rupert),
Edward Vint (successor to Ware) and a new firm called Gilling, Hilliard & Rivers, but what
happened to them all during the war years was not recorded, except that Vint died 'in
harness' in 1812. We have to wait until the post-war revival in trade before Crayford again
raised its head in the textile world.

3. THE FOUNDATION OF DAVID EVANS & Co., 1825-1860

The unsettled period of the Napoleonic War was followed by a period of post-war
depression, and trade did not revive again until the early I820S. In 1824 an entrepreneur of
ability called Charles Swaithland started up on the Davids' old site at Barnes Cray, to the
east of the town, and during the course of the next few years built up a very flourishing
enterprise. He evidently specialized in the new Indian market, where the native craftsmen
had been ousted by cheap Lancashire cottons and mechanized printing techniques. The
most successful lines appear to have been printed cottons for sarees, Oriental praying mats
printed with a curious dragon pattern, and imitations of cashmere shawls. Patterns were
brought from Parisian designers and (we may guess) plain cottons from the North of
England, and the product sold in the old textile quarter of the City of London known as CSt
Paul's Churchyard'. At the height of its success at mid-century, the Swaisland concern was
employing as many as 500 people.3s

This success was all the more remarkable in view of the devastating competition from
Lancashire, and evidendy encouraged others to respond. The second Crayford site, still on
lease to John Munns, for textile printing, invited new enterprise. A new lease was taken in
1825 by Charles Collins, about whom nothing has been found except that he employed or
sublet it to a remarkable inventor called Augustus Applegath (1788-1871) from Lambeth. 36
Applegath was a printer in partnership with his brother-in-law William Cowper. In 1815
Cowper had patented a technique of printing with stereotyped curved plates, which for the
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time being was used for wallpapers and book illustrations, while Applegath tried to
persuade the Bank of England to use it for printing banknotes in colour. Then in 18I8
Cowper and Applegath perfected a new printing machine which, among other benefits,
distributed the ink more evenly so as to give a clearer impression. The potential of this work
was recognized by John Walter, the proprietor of The Times, who invited the two men to
enter Printing House Square. During the course of the next decade they dramatically
increased the productivity of newspaper production; the old Stanhope press 'had printed
250 sheets an hour but Applegath and Cowper's mechanical presses reached 4000 an hour
on both sides of the paper.37 Applegath's ultimate triumph came in 1848, when his great
eight-cylinder printing press produced 10,000 copies an hour.

Applegath had one of those fertile minds that could not stop inventing, and during the
course of his lifetime he took out 18 patents. Following his early success at The Times, he
turned his attention to textile printing. By this time, the cylinder printing machine,
invented by a Scotsman called Thomas Bell about 1785, was widely employed in Lancashire
for the cheaper productions. Twenty years later it was calculated that whereas the block
printer could produce eight pieces (224 yards) a day and the copper plate printer 12 pieces
(336 yards), the cylinder printing machine could produce 200 pieces (5600 yards), 25 times
as much as the original craftsman method. 38 A generation later, Edward Baines's History of
the Cotton Manufacture (1835), which was written from the Lancashire angle, was almost
contemptuous of the old technique. 'The grand improvement' in the art of calico printing,
he declared, 'was the invention of cylinder printing, which bears nearly the same relation in
point of despatch to block printing by hand, as throstle or mule spinning bears to spinning
by the one-thread wheel.' One of the cylinder printing machines attended by a man and a
boy, he added, was capable of producing as much work as could be turned out by 100 block
printers and their assistants, and three-quarters of all the textiles printed in Britain came
from these machines. Nothing daunted, Applegath occupied the Crayford site and after a
period of experiment registered a patent for printing the borders of handkerchiefs in the
Indian style, the centres or 'filling' being added by block. By this means he evidently hoped
to unite the economy of the machine technique with the originality and quality of the old
block printers. 39

The new machines were technically sound and Applegath built a new factory across the
road to house 10 of them, a building subsequently known as the 'New Side' to distinguish it
from the 18th-century buildings or 'Old Side'. The old farmhouse and outbuildings at May
Place were now substantially reorganized and a large block-printing room built in the centre
of what was the old farmyard. It was characteristic of Applegath to bring in the latest
building technology, that of iron-framed structures; his 'omnibus room' was a single
building 120 X 110 feet with a skylight~oof supported by iron columns. This not only
admitted the maximum amount of light to the work but also discouraged industrial spying,
an important matter in. a trade in which severe losses were suffered from plagiarism of
designs. Steam power was installed to drive the new presses, and workshops built to cut the
machine blocks and hand blocks. Mr Applegath moved into a house built in the Swiss
cottage style on the hillside above, from which he could contemplate his wonder child with
all the satisfaction of consummated genius. The whole enterprise was now called 'The
Bandana Factory' , after the Hindi name fOfthe multi-coloured silk or cotton handkerchiefs
or heads carves in which Applegath specialize'd. ~o
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FIG. 3. Aerial view of David Evans & CO.'s Crayford Works about 1935, showing (bottom left) the
RiverCray, (top right) the old London-Canterbury turnpike, (centre) May Place mansion, and (to its
right) the old farmyard containing the various calico printing workshops. Applegath's 'New Side'
Factory stands across the main road.

Reading the History a/The Times, it appears that Applegath was a clever mechanic with an
inventive turn of mind who was fortunate to be patronized by the proprietor of that august
paper. In fact it is clear that, at the time of his Crayford venture, he was already a substantial
entrepreneur and capitalist in his own right. When he suddenly fell into bankruptcy at the
beginning of 1826, it was revealed that he had property conservatively valued at £51,000,
money due to him (mainly for printing) at over £30,000, and debts of over £105,000. His
property included a steam printing works in Lambeth, the building and engine alone worth
£15,800, and several new printing machines at £8000 each. It appears that at this time his
textile printing venture was only just starting, for his losses included 'the Dyeing and
Printing Company £1213' and his recent expenses 'Wages, materials etc. in experiments in
Calico Printing £636', a very small part of his total outlay. The creditors were keen for
Applegath to continue his business, and it looks as ifhe attempted to rebuild his reputation
by concentrating on Crayford. 41
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David Evans & Co. have no business records relating to this period but it is possible to

discern the outline of Applegath's career at Crayford from his candid evidence to a
government inquiry of 1840, the Select Committee on Copyright of Designs. By this date
Lancashire had annihilated the London calico printing industry but silk had taken a new
lease of life. Applegath said that in 1825, when he had started printing pocket handker-
chiefs, the traditional London craft was in 'a very low state' but that since his works and
those of Swaisland had started it had 'improved to so great an extent that now very beautiful
things are produced'. Despite 'close competition' he was producing 50,000 to 60,000
bandanas a year, with seven handkerchiefs in each piece. He sold a considerable part of his
output in France, often taking ideas from French designs, but the greater part appears to
have gone to the London market. In 1833 or 1834 he started in dress fabrics and was
printing about 10,000 pieces of challis (a fine non-gloss silk and worsted fabric used for
ladies' dresses), and insisted that the best garment fabrics at Swaislands' and his own works
were as good as the French designs. Applegath also tried to break in to the trade in quality
printed hangings but was producing only about 700 pieces a year. The official registers used
to record the designs docketed under the Designs Act of 1842 (now housed at the Public
Record Office, Kew) both confirm and extend this picture. In the 1840S Evans and
Swaisland maintained their leadership in bandanas, with endless variety of so-called
'Paisley' designs. They also produced some dress fabrics but registered nothing in the class
of furnishing fabrics.

Applegath employed a designer outside the factory (probably based in the City or West
End) and half-a-dozen others at the works who were low-paid copyists that spent most of
their time translating designs onto the blocks for the engravers. But he also bought a lot of
his designs from 'French artists', possibly itinerant freelance men, or perhaps one of the
Parisian 'houses' to which some British manufacturers subscribed for regular dispatches. In
1840 he was producing over 500 new patterns a year for bandanas, shawls, scarfs, tippets
(Le. capes} and mousseline-de-laines (a dress material of wool and cotton), but the latter was a
last vestige of the old trade almost absorbed by the northern manufacturers.

The competition of the low-cost Lancashire and Leeds printers was evidently a con-
tinuous threat to Applegath's very survival. Some of the biggest Lancashire producers were
self-confessed plagiarists, copying Applegath's most successful designs to reproduce on
cotton with roller-printing machines. He tried to meet this competition with a wide variety
of short runs to minimize losses from the northern pirates; 'we endeavour to make a trade by
variety', he explained. Nevertheless, the future obviously worried him:
How we manage to get a trade I hardly know; it is only by means of exertion. I speak more feelingly
upon the subject because I have the management of our patterns ... it is a trade of the most intense
anxiety ... The London trade is confined now to the best and most expensive articles. It is rather a
singular anomaly that the bandana trade should remain here as it does. . .

The position may have been improved by the Design Act, which gave some protection to
the quality producers, but before the benefit could be felt poor Applegath had succumbed
to the incessant northern onslaught.

While Applegath's technical ability was justly admired, not unusual among his kind, he
proved to be an inadequate entrepreneur. According to a local historian, writing early this
century when there were still people who could remember Applegath, 'he was a real genius
and could invent almost anything, but was entirely lacking in the prudence or business
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capacity necessary to make his great inventions a financial success ... like many other
great inventors, absorbed only in the success of his invention, [he] lost sight of the paying
side of it' .42 The 1830S were his most prolific period, as he experimented in several
directions at once - improvements in silk, newspaper, and banknote printing, and road
locomotion - but neglected the commercial development of his Crayford enterprise. He
may already have been in financial difficulties when the works and surrounding meadows
were advertised for sale in September 1832. He certainly was in 1843 because the works
were readvertised by order of the Court of Bankruptcy. When the Crayford works were
again advertised, in July 1848, it was stated that 'David Evans Esq.' had taken a lease of the
property 10 months after the previous advertisement, and Applegath's name was not
recorded.43 There is no further evidence to throw light on this sequence of abortive
auctions, and we can only suppose that Applegath's financial problems finally overwhelmed
him.

FIG. 4. David Evans
(1791-1874) founder of
David Evans & Co.
(P hotograph: Michael S.
Dale by kind permission
of Mark Bevan).
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This calamity does not however begin to explain why a twice-bankrupt enterprise should
be bought up by David Evans, a City silk merchant with no previous connections, so far as is
known, with the manufacturing process. He had come to the City as a youth from Oswestry
and had been trained in buying and selling imported fabrics but not in factory work.
Moreover, he could not be in two places - his City warehouse and the Crayford works - at
the same time: clearly some far-reaching change persuaded him that it was necessary to
adjust his course. In the absence of any relevant records we must examine the circumstantial
evidence. The first clue to David Evans's motivation for entering manufacturing is
contained in his early entries in the London directories. He made his first appearance there
in 1828, when he was described as 'Silk Agent' in Cheapside. During subsequent years he is
variously listed as 'Merchant' or 'Warehouseman', but the reference to 'Agent' recurs. In
the light of later connections, it seems that he was in fact the consignee of Far Eastern
merchants who shipped silk fabrics to London.44 The second lead appears in Reports of the
Juries on the various classes of exhibits shown in the Great Exhibition of 1851. The report
on printed and dyed goods explains that printed silk handkerchiefs were still a 'considerable
import' from the East 'both in the Corah cloth (the grey for printing upon), and in the
finished printed Choppah and dyed Bandanna'. But, it continues,

Great changes have taken place in the relative imports: that of the printed handerchief having
gradually decreased in the last sixteen years [1835-1851] to about one-fifth, whilst the import of the
Corah has nearly trebled, an equal quality of the same description of cloth, and also an inferior one,
being largely made in England

It was evidently this change that persuadedt>avid Evans, while still a relatively young man,
to extend his operations. One of the team that wrote the report was Charles Swaisland, the
other Crayford manufacturer, who was evidently recording his and Evans's personal
experience.45 Meanwhile the northern centres had emerged strongly as popularizers of the
London and Paris printers, and from the period that the former declined towards the end of
the 18th century, all too often betrayed a lamentable want of taste and design sense. The
solution was partly found in a modest revival of the London silk printing industry, now
taking advantage of the low-cost silk fabrics from the East.

The earliest of the surviving records at David Evans & Co.'s present works is for 1843,
and consists of an insurance inventory which nicely indicates the value and extent of the
concern at this time. To afford comparison with earlier valuations, the details are best
summarized in the following form:
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Bandana factory ('old side')
Dress factory ('new side')
Old Saw Mills
Barnes Cray buildings, etc.
'Shenstone' (D. Evans's house)
9 Cottages (1851 valuation)

Buildings
£ 4500

2800
1200

3000
1700
900

£14,100

Utensils
and

machinery
£6000

2400
600

1300
300

£10,600

Stock
£ 800

6300

£8500

Total
£11,300

11,500
1800
3700
2000
900

£13,200
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The two factories of course correspond to those originally set up by Munns and Applegath.
The word 'Dress' in the name of the second factory refers to the finishing or 'dressing'
processes that were largely carried on there. In 1843 there was still some block-printing and
shawl-printing work in this second building (the latter presumably on Applegath's
machines), but in 185I Evans's rationalization was completed so that the finishing work was
all concentrated on the 'New side'. At this period the 'Old side' still featured some copper
plate printing, and there was some overflow of this work into the buildings of the old
sawmills. The Barnes Cray estate, adjacent Charles Swaisland's works on the east side of the
town, had the advantage of a waterwheel and here amid the bleach fields David Evans II
supervised the calendering and other preparatory processes. However it seems that this
property was given up in 1851 so that everything was concentrated on the one site.46

During the remainder of the 1840S David Evans was busy improving his new property.
'Shenstone' was much enlarged, raising its insured value from £2000 to £5000. A new steam
engine, boiler and heating apparatus were erected, the former a fine beam engine, built by
Fairbairn of Manchester, that lasted until the reconstruction of 1936-1937. It replaced 26
old boilers and flues which consumed vast quantities of 'seaborne' coal carted from the
Thames. A 'loom house' and dyewood grinding shop also appear in various inventories. It
seems that the Crayford works was being fed with the capital that it had lacked for so long. 47

This re-equipping was not, however, the limit of David Evans's ambitions for the site. An
anonymous document of about 1855 in the present firm's records refers to a silk mill-i.e. a
mill for throwing imported raw silk - worked by David Evans & Co. on the site, or possibly
on the Barnes Cray site, where since the 1790S there had been 'a very large water wheel'.
The'document explains that:

The silk is imported from Italy, China and Bengal in the skein, and undergoes in the mill the various
operations called winding, doubling, spinning, etc., which are all performed by the agency of
machinery. There is a steam engine of 25 h. p. which is one of so beautiful a construction and is fitted
so elegantly and taken so much care of as to elicit from anyone who sees it the warmest expressions of
admiration. The engine is appropriately named 'Venus' and was constructed at the manufactory of
Peel, Williams & Peel, Manchester.
The fact that this engine was obviously quite different from the Fairbairn one on the
printing site adds to the belief that it was built at Barnes Cray.

The anonymous chronicler adds that the silk mill, started by a Mr Kay in 1825, was 'now
capable of employing 500 pairs of hands, consisting of 40 men, 140 women, and 320
children', though he does not add precisely how many were actually on the pay-roll.
However, Bagshaw's Directory of Kent, published in 1847, refers to the 'extensive silk and
calico print works of Charles Swaisland, Esq. employing about 500 people, and those of
David Evans employing upwards of 350'. The earliest surviving wage books, which are for
various periods in the 1860s, shows the printworks employing about 50 people, so we may
calculate that the silk mill was employing about 300, mostly women and juveniles. This last
point is an important one, for the family economy of the working classes at this period
depended on regular employment opportunities for its less-skilled members. The print-
works largely employed skilled men, while the silk mill offered employment for their wives
and children.

To give perspective to the Evans story, it would be useful to compare the scale of their
enterprise with their northern rivals. This is a difficult thing to do as there is still no
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adequate history of textile printing, but it is possible to make a couple of points. One is that
a search of the columns of the Manchester Mercury from 1800-1830 confirms that the great
number of northern printers were still remarkably small through this period, 30 to 50 tables
being the most usual. 48 Secondly, the largest (or perhaps second largest) northern printer at
this period, the Peels at Church Bank (Accrington), had 224 tables which, with the
buildings, were valued at £10,797 in 1835. Other satellite concerns in the locality brought
the total valuation up to £16,000, a figure remarkably close to Evans's insurance valuation-of
1843.49 Clearly it would be wrong to draw too much from this comparison, but it seems fair
to surmise that at this period the Crayford enterprise was on a comparable scale to the
largest northern printworks at this period, though it must be added that Lancashire was
now gathering rapid momentum and the representative firm growing very fast. 50

4. THE TRADEANDORGANIZATIONOFDAVIDEVANS& Co., 1860-1935

Between about 1860 and 1935, David Evans & Co. settled down into a routine largely based
on the energetic period of reorganization in the 1840S and early 1850s. The only major
change was that the silk mill was shortly closed down, probably in the early 1860s, when the
Cobden free trade treaty introduced incisive competition from France and made silk-
throwing uneconomic. In any case, supplies of woven silks from the Far East were getting
cheaper all the time, a development that Evans, as silk merchants, would be in close contact
with.

Throughout this period the business continued to be owned and directed by David Evans
personally, and then by his sons and successors. The various members of the family are best
indentified in the adjacent family pedigree.

THE EVANS FAMILY OF CRAYFORD in DAVID EVANS & CO.

David Evans (1791-1874)
founder of David Evans & Co.

2 other sons
8 daughters

l George (1830-1934),
Chairman 1901-34

several major
shareholders

David II (1830-1901),
Partner then Chairman,

1885-19°1

~
Molly,

Thomas (1830-84)
Partner 1874-84

Robert Carrie (d. 1948)
Director 19°1-48

Judith = H. W. Backhouse
Chairman 1934-62

David Evans had a large family, five sons and three daughters, but only three of them were
brought into the business. For a quarter of a century after the founder's death the business
was run by his twin sons, Thomas and David II, then after their deaths by George, who was
20 years younger. George entered the business at Wood Street when he was 18 (in 1868) and
remained there until his death in 1934 aged 84. He was succeeded by H. W. Backhouse, a
non-executive chairman who represented the family shareholders in an enterprise now
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concentrated at Crayford. The shareholding of the firm became dispersed around the
descendents of David Evans. 51

Throughout the period down to 1935 the Crayford works was a satellite of the Evans
major interest, their Wood Street warehouse. David II seems to have begun his career at the
Crayford works, but the founder's sons spent most of their careers in Wood Street as
merchants, their main personal contact with Crayford being through local residence.
'Shenstone' was the house of David I then George, while David II lived at 'Stoneyhurst' and
Thomas at 'Halcot' in Bourne Road, then a country lane leading from Bexley to the
works.52

The Wood Street warehouse, which was a modest enterprise by City standards,
specialized in silk fabrics and prints. There were departments known as 'Silks' , 'Bandanas',
and 'Crapes', with ancillary Entering Room and Counting House. The Crayford Works
effectively functioned as an extra detached department. The warehouse employed a staff of
40 to 50 men, all clerks except for a few porters, while (as mentioned above) the total
Crayford payroll fluctuated around the 50 mark for most of the 19th century, then reached
65 in the early war years (1915). The various departments were headed by managers who
were a well-paid elite, having the benefit of both a good salary (£200-£300 p.a.) as well as an
annual bonus which might exceptionally reach £200. As the organization of the business fell
into a well-regulated routine, the main functions of the directors seem to have been to fix the
dividends, salary increases and bonuses, and appoint agents abroad. 53

Down to the 1930S, office routine at Wood Street continued very traditional. The clerks
entered all transactions by hand in huge leather-bound ledgers, perched on high stools, but
under the eye of the departmental managers. There were no girls or typewriters in the
office, and even in the 1930Sonly one central telephone. The partners, managers and clerks
all wore black jackets and striped trousers, with butterfly collars; only the sweating porters
were distinguishable by their dress.

Until World War II the textile trade still pivoted on the merchant converter. In the case of
the silk business, this involved him in purchasing the fabric from foreign sources or
domestic weavers and sending it with his orders to the printworks or dyeworks. Receiving
the finished fabrics, he would send them to the making-up firms for manufacture into ties,
cravats, dressing gowns, etc., and then send on the goods to the retailers of foreign agents. A
good deal of silk fabric continued to be imported from China and Japan, but Evans also had
a close connection in the later 19th century with the Aylesbury Silk Co. and Norwich Crape
Company, to whom they extended credit for supplies. Subsequent to this Evans turned to
various Scottish firms (Winterthur, Fife Silk Mills and the Dunfermline Co.), Grotes of
Yarmouth, Francis Hine of Norwich and John Hind & Co. of Bradford. 54

A record of daily production for 1858-1859 conveys some impression of Evans's
customers. Summarily we may say that there were four main categories at this time. Small
quantities of goods were sent to foreign agents or representatives, principally in Paris,
Hamburg, Brussels and Cologne. Larger quantities went to London and provincial
wholesalers, especially in Manchester, Glasgow, Liverpool and Nottingham. Then there
was direct trade with large numbers of mercers and drapers both in London and the
provinces. The names of some of these are still familiar through having since evolved into
departmental stores - Swan & Edgar, Marshall & Snelgrove, and Debenhams among
others. Finally, there was a small but no doubt pampered group of private customers who
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ordered their 'specials' direct from Evans. For a large country house it was worthwhile
doing a special order. 55

The pattern of sales does not seem to have changed very much down to the early 1930S. A
bill heading of the turn of the century reads 'David Evans & Co. Ltd, I Wood Street,



FIG. 5. A set of six printing blocks (A-E) of the
type used by David Evans & Co. A-D are carved
out of wood; E includes copper strip inserts; and
F is made of brass pins, or picotage. (Nottingham
Costume Museum).

F
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FIG. 6 (below). Close-
up of the picotage block
shown in Fig. 5F.
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Cheapside, London EC and at Glasgow, Manchester, Lyons, Paris, Brussels, Vienna,
Berlin, New York, Montreal, Cape Town and Yokohama'. This list of I I locations outside
London refers to the places in which the firm had contracts with overseas agents to sell their
goods, characteristically on a 2% or 3% commission basis. These agents were not always
satisfactory and were often being changed. The wholesale connection was now concentrated
on about 10 old friends, prominent among whom were Welch, Margetson & Co. in Moor
Lane in the City and Virgoe, Middleton & Co. in the West End. The large retailers were
served by representatives in London and the North of England, men who were paid as
much as £250 p.a. plus sales commission even before the First World War. The customers
included some of the best -known names, Harrods, D. H. Evans, Dickins & Jones and Swan
& Edgar in London, Affleck & Brown in Manchester, and Lewis's and Owen Owen in
Liverpool. 56

Crayford of course had its own hierarchy of skill and authority. Apart from two or three
foremen, the block printers were undoubtedly the elite, a proud group of artisans tightly
bound together in an old craft union that had been a thorn in the flesh of the masters as far
back as the 1780s.57 The remnant of the machine printers disappeared in the late 1860s
according to the wage books, and for the next two generations the ancient technique ruled at
Evans without challenge. The number of block printers fluctuated between 25 and 35 from
the 1860s down to the early 1930S, peaking at 56 in 1938-1939. Every craftsman was
assisted by a tierer (an Anglicized version of tireur, the French name for the boy who had
been employed to draw out the fabric), but more latterly these were women who brushed
the dye on the blocks, following the craftsmen along the table pushing the trolley with a
dray of colour. However, down to World War I, the system by which the printer paid his
own tierer was maintained, and he retained a personal authority over her. As we have seen,
when David Evans took over the Crayford works, he maintained the traditional practice of
having his own blocks cut and copper plates engraved, but this practice declined and
probably disappeared in the 1870s. Evans increasingly bought their blocks from ·small
independent makers, notably Larking of Hackney, Knight of Bethnal Green, and Law-
rence of Merton in the mid -19th century, and Barrett and McCulloch later. Another factor
was that they steadily accumulated a large stock of the best sets of blocks, having some
20,000 patterns 'on call' by the end of last century, so that in an age of conservative fashion
and design there was less and less need for new blocks. Moreover, as rival firms disappeared
for one reason or another, Evans bought up their blocks. Thus when the old Lyons shawl-
printing trade collapsed about the time of the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), many of
the fine blocks cut by Olivier of Rouen and Maillaut of Paris were bought up. Others were
acquired when Charles Swaisland's old works were closed in 1893, and then when the
famous Merton printworks shut down in 1940. Others again were taken from such old
connections as Welch Margetson, Virgoe Middleton & Co., Charles H. Churchill and Hugh
Parsons, who had in turn collected them from various sources. By the inter-war years the
old craft of block cutter had largely disappeared, and Evans had to buy most of their new
blocks from three small specialist firms in Voralberg in Austria, though retaining two or
three of their own craftsmen mostly to replace or repair broken blocks. Interestingly
enough, Evans retained blocks made by the three traditional techniques, those of carved
wood, picolage (or pin-work), and zinc-casting. Sometimes all three techniques are used in
one set of blocks.
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The Crayford works was originally not only ancillary to the Evanses' selling organization

but also to their family rural life. Part of the labour force of 50 or so was devoted to farming
and threshing, or weeding the river, diversions encouraged by the irregularity of employ-
ment in textile printing. When the Evanses still had their silk mill it was said that the
'number of hands in the mill is much less in summer than in winter owing to the agricultural
employment that is then afforded; this does not result from any superiority of wages but
from the natural desire to be in the open fields and the aversion to monotonous and
sedentary occupations'. Something of this irregularity of employment lingered well into the
20th century in Crayford. The block printers were well paid when in full employment, but
down to the late 1930Ssuffered a lot of seasonal short-time working, when they would go 'on
the tramp' to other printworks looking for more regular work.

For most of the second half of the 19th century the bandanas and shawls that were the
original staple of Crayford seem to have largely maintained their popularity, but towards
the end of the century Evans diversified into other varieties of silks, along with chiffons,
muslins, gauzes, broches, crepes, cravats, scarves, trimmings, flags, upholstery and striped
flannels for college blazers, according to the ever-changing fashions and public fancy. 58 It is
easy to suppose that machine printing was dropped because of intensifying competition
from the North of England and Scotland, but this was only part of the problem. The
Cobden treaty allowed the French - or more exactly Alsatian - printers to gain a foothold
in the London market as their work was often better designed and more meticulous than
Lancashire products, and by 1869 a dozen Wood Street wholesalers were buying direct
from them.59 Unable to compete with cheap Lancashire and Glasgow machine prints and
Mulhouse cottons, Evans moved further 'up market' to concentrate on the highest quality
block work on silk, and more particularly on the so-called Paisley designs. Actually Evans
were producing 'Paisley' shawls a long time before they were made at Paisley. The original
design was from a Kashmir shawl introduced by the East India Company and imitated at
both Crayford and Lyons with printing blocks. This initiative was lost when Norwich,
Lyons and Paisley learned how to weave the pattern into the shawl, but the 'pine' pattern
took root in Crayford and inspired hosts of designs for prints, chintzes, muslins, silks and
velvets for ~both dress and upholstery. Evans's accomplishments in this design were
demonstrated at their stand at the Great Exhibition of 1851.60 The other speciality in which
the firm won distinction was that of the celebrated 'madder style', an oriental technique
introduced in the 18th century, and still employed at Crayford. It was a laborious process in
which the reds, lilacs and blacks were produced by printing with varying strengths of the
old alum and iron mordants, followed by madder dyeing. Yellows were obtained by using
the same mordants at the printing stage followed by a weld dye, and blues by hand painting
in with indigo. The modern'technique is based on this traditional system, but using the
synthetic madder dye known as alizarine.

5. THE DEVELOPMENTOFDAVIDEVANS& Co. SINCE1935

During the early 1930Sthe organization just described came under increasing pressure from
two directions at once. On the one side, the old St Paul's Churchyard textile trade began to
decline because of the growth of scale of both textile manufacturers and retailers. The
leading manufacturers increasingly branded and advertised their goods, enabling them to
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sell direct to retailers, while the rapid advance of departmental and chain stores gave their
buyers direct access to manufacturers. This development can be traced back to the end of
the 19th century and was not complete when Hitler's bombs destroyed the old Wood Street,
but it was becoming clear to everyone in the textile trade that the traditional organization
was being bypassed and had little future. Evans's business suffered particularly heavily
because of the precipitate decline of natural silk in the 1930S,displaced, so far as the popular
end of the market was concerned, by the success of rayon, particularly for women's
stockings. Evans were of course an 'up-market' concern, but as merchants in silk fabrics
they could not distance themselves from the overall decline in trade and prices. 61

The consequences of these scissor pressures can be read all too clearly in Evans's accounts
of the period. From a short post-war boom in which the firm made over £100,000 profit in
one year they found themselves struggling in a period of collapse in 1920-1921. The Silk
Department initially did better than either the Bandana Department or Crayford, but from
1926 went into a steady period of decline from which it never recovered; from 1930 to 1936
heavy losses were recorded every year. Profits of the Bandana Department were also
squeezed, but actual losses were only suffered in 1930 and 1934, and both of them small.
After a shaky post-war start, Crayford gathered ground through the 1920S, its share of the
profit rising from 6% (1923) to 56% (1929) and then, after a period of losses in all
departments, to 620/0.In vain did the directors press Arthur Bonner, the head of the Silk
Department, to operate on a 120/0mark-up; the old ways of conducting business at No. 1
Wood Street would not grant a profit with less than 15%, and it was impossible to clear the
huge stocks that had been accumulated. 62

Nevertheless, little was done while the octogenarian 'Mr George' (Evans) remained in the
Chair. When he died, in January 1934 after 66 years' service with his family business, a firm
of management consultants was called in to spell out the obvious. The report of Josolyne
Miles Page & Co. recommended the closure of the Silk Department and the slimming down
of the whole warehousing operation from 40 or 50 staff to 14 or 20, concentrating Evans's
business on Crayford production and its distribution. The Wood Street warehouse was sold
to Spencer Gates as David Evans Silks Ltd, and he took on the staff that had not already
been retired, while much smaller premises in Wood Street concentrated on selling printed
silks. This office was soon to be razed to the ground in the City of London blitz in 1940.

The positive side of the Page report was that it drew attention to the need for
redevelopment at Crayford. The works had produced only 10 or 20% of Evans's profits in
the old days and consequently had been badly neglected for years. The manager, G. R.
Morton, had pressed the board for re-equipment after the First World War but the
directors had merely 'resolved to leave the matter over for the present'; they were merchants
who knew little and cared less about manufacturing. In 1924 Crayford's problem was
belatedly recognized by opening a machinery depreciation account with £561 that had been
received from the Ministry of Munitions in 1917 for scrap copper! The next year David
Evans Ltd bought the Crayford works from the executors of David Evans I for £8200, a
figure that must be compared with the written-down shareholding of the firm (1934) of
£79,650 to form a notion of the directors' assessment of the relative importance of its
Crayford holding. Until the end of 1934 there was still no electric lighting, no typewriter
and no van, and the site looked -more like a derelict farmyard surmounted by an old beam
engine; in method and appearance it was closer to the 18th century than the 20th.63
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The rejuvenation ofCrayford began in January 1936 when Roy Hind was appointed from
Brocklehurst Whiston & Co. (a rival silk printing firm at Macclesfield) to take over the
management. Within a few weeks he initiated a programme for the reconstruction of the
factory, allowing for an increase of output of 330,000 yards a year to half a million, and
additional accommodation for screen printing. A new building was erected on a vacant site
across the river, housing the lot room, dyehouse, laboratory, drying equipment, new screen
plant, and finishing room. The old buildings were installed with new dyeing laboratory and
drug-room equipment, and the steam-raising plant substantially renovated, taking out the
old beam engines. The offices were modernized and connected by telephone with the new
works, while Hind inaugurated a system of cost analysis both for weekly production and
customer quotations.

Screen printing was a new technique to the Evans works so Dan Walker was brought in
from the Barracks Printing Co. (Macclesfield) in 1937 to inject new expertise. Hind was
ambitious for the new process, planning to print more by screen than by hand, but for the
next 20 years only two screen tables were used. At this period screen printing was not nearly
so accurate as block printing, and could not be fixed better than one-eighth of an inch,
which was inadequate for the best quality work on which Evans had always fixed their
sights. A roller printing machine installed about this time was shortly abandoned for similar
reasons. 64

In fact the main increase in productivity during the 20 years of Roy Hind's management
(1936-1956) was largely worked out at Crayford. 'Impact printing' was a technique
introduced during the wartime period of labour shortage to enable the works to maintain
some output with women dilutees. The machine was built by Bernard Wykes, then foreman

FIG. 7. Aerial view of David Evans & CO.'s Crayford Works after new workshops were built in
1937· The old cowsheds fronting the Bourne Road continued to serve the rejuvenated works.
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printer, to simulate the basic motions of the block printer. It moved along the table pressing
the blocks into place in turn, and could be operated by two girls. Its main limitation was that
the older blocks were often not quite flat, and while craftsmen could accommodate
themselves to this, the machine could not. Nevertheless, 20-300/0of the works' output was
produced on this machine by the end of the war. After the war, screen printing steadily
increased its role on the women's wear side, where the designs were less exacting and where
Evans built up close connections with Jacqmar, Liberty and Richard Allen.

In the early post-war years Evans's luxury silks enjoyed an apparently insatiable demand
in the USA and Canada, and indeed some 56% of the Company's output is still exported
there. American customers include such prestige shops as Brooks Brothers, Harken, and
Gloria Sachs, and Evans maintain an office on Fifth Avenue, New York. After the blitz on
the City, Evans occupied various offices in the City until 1963 when they opened a sales
office in the West End. It was no longer necessary to maintain a large selling organization
because for over 25 years after the war demand was higher than the firm could supply.

Meanwhile, Evans's management made a bold bid to win closer connections with other
customers. Hind was orientated to manufacturing rather than merchanting and though he
brought new customers with him (especially on the men's wear side), he did not attempt to
change the existing selling organization. When he retired in 1956 some 60% of the business
on the men's side was still commission printing, the wholesalers buying the silk and sending
it to Crayford to be printed. This of course saved on working capital, but the wholesalers
took a large slice of the profit. When Walker succeeded Hind he was pressed by Ted
Bowyer, now Company Secretary, to announce that Evans would manufacture only on their
own account. They were dependent on half a dozen or so main wholesalers, so the decision
was evidently a risky one. The wholesalers initially responded by offering their business to
Brocklehurst Whiston, but the bid ultimately failed as their only rivals did not have the
blocks to satisfy the new demand, and had full order books of their own. After a nerve-
racking period in which orders dropped to two or three weeks' production, trade gradually
returned to Evans on the new basis.

Then in January 1963 Evans enjoyed an unexpected windfall. Brocklehurst Whiston,
which had become a component of a conglomerate in the Slater Walker empire, was
suddenly closed down as part of an asset-stripping operation. The Macclesfield and Langley
firm had 60% of the silk printing trade, which it now offered gratis to Evans so that its
customers would not sue them for loss of contracts. Lorry-loads of printing blocks were sent
to Crayford, while Evans happily took over the sales staff and US agency along with the
orders. There was an immediate challenge to increase Evans's output by 150%, which was
achieved over the next three years, not least because of Hind's inheritance of physical
capacity for expansion. Evans were left as virtually the only specialists in the field.

The main problem at the Crayford works was how to maintain sufficient productivity to
meet constantly rising labour costs. When Crayford began its long course as a centre of
textile printing, it was on the basis of abundant land, unlimited clear water, low-cost fuel,
easy transport and cheap labour, but now all these resources were restricted one way or
another, and there were no substitutes for the old kind of craftsmanship for the best work. A
skilled block printer engaged on the kind of meticulous work produced by Evans could
produce no more than four yards an hour. Working with the traditional 10-inch square
blocks, it required as many as 16 exact impressions on the fabric to cover a square yard, and
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the ~ame area had to be printed as many as seven further times with other blocks in the set to
apply the other colours. After Roy Hind became manager priority was given to getting
volume through the works and the work was rationalized to provide more help for the
printers, bqt this only compensated for the growing use of more tight and intricate designs.
The old system also entailed a good deal of friction between the block printers and their
union and management, for all the men were on piece rates but the different grades of work
were, with the best will in the world, difficult to standardize. The best craftsmen were given
the most difficult work and had to be compensated with higher rates, but there was
inevitably much squabbling over what was defined as the most difficult, more difficult, and
relatively easier sets, for all the work was exacting. The number of block printers employed
at Evans reached a peak of 56 just before World War II. The war took many away, and the
process of recruiting and training after the war was a slow one. Even in the conditions of
post-war boom, the process was becoming uneconomic, and from 1955 had to be run down.
Meanwhile, screen printing was becoming more accurate, and the stock of printing blocks
maintained their value as a reservoir of 'classic' designs that was regularly tapped, and is
indeed still being drawn on. By this means, the finest part of the old tradition, the designs of

FIG. 8. An example of the Paisley design prints produced by David Evans & Co. today.
(Photograph: Tony Othen)
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generations of the best English and French textile printers, can be united with the higher
productivity and easier working conditions of modern methods. 65

The printing process is currently carried on by three distinct methods, hand screen
printing, hand carriage printing, and electric carriage printing, all of which involve the dyes
being drawn along the screen by 'squeegees' to push the colour through the screen onto the
fabric. Every design calls for several colours each of which has its own screen; some designs
require as many as 14 screens. David Evans's design studio produces the very intricate
designs for printing. These methods enable the Company to maintain its place as the very
pinnacle of the home trade market, proudly serving such famous names as Harrods,
Liberty, Michelsons, Richard Allen and Jacqmar, and retaining its standing on Fifth
Avenue and other fashion centres overseas.
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