AN IMmPRINT OF COLOUR

The oldest printer in town

It is not widely appreciated that the British textile printing
industry started in London. Cotton, silk and linen printing all
took root in the capital in the late seventeenth century as aresult
of growing trade with India and the Far East. Matthew Castle
traces a brief history of the only surviving printing firm from
these early days, David Evans & Co., based in the Kentish town

of Crayford.

The so-called ‘Golden Age’ of London
copper plate printing lasted from 1760
to 1785 after which time Lancashire
gradually superceded London as the
printing centre of Britain. During this
period, there had been several printing
companies active on the river Cray
between Crayford and Dartford in
Kent just as there were on two other
tributaries of the Thames: on the Lea in
Essex at Waltham Abbey, and on the
Wandle which runs from Croydon to
Wandsworth. Crayford was an ideal
site since there is abundant water and
space and yet it is within easy distance
of both central London - the main
market of course — and the Thames
ports of North Kent.

The first significant print works in
Crayford was Rupert Davids and Sons,
established in 1757. The success of his
venture gave rise to a number of other
companies in the area, including the
precursor to David Evans, John Munns,
who operated his print works at May
Place which is the site of David Evans
& Co. today. By 1775 John Munns had
achieved a remarkably broad business
as he was trading with Spain, Africa,
America, Germany and France as well
as in Britain. Unfortunately, the
American War of Independence took
its toll on the English printers and John
Munn went into liquidation in 1784.

Further disruption to the English
textile printing industry took place
during the Napoleonic wars and the
economic depression that followed.
However, in 1825 printing recom-
menced at the May Place site, this time
under the management of an extraordi-
nary man called Augustus Applegath
who not only brought new technology
to textile printing, but also invented a
multi-cylinder newspaper printing
press which was utilised by The Times.
Unfortunately, Applegath’s business
acumen did not match his powers of
invention and, despite the success of
his technology, he became bankrupt.

The business was bought by a London
silk merchant, David Evans, in 1843 —
the company was already involved in
printing silk bandanas in considerable
quantity (between 50 000 and 60 000 a
year) and was also involved in the
priniing of silk dress fabrics.

Design became a major pre-occupa-
tion of the London printers and David
Evans & Co. became actively involved
in this movement. Freelance designers
were employed and designs were
bought in, particularly from France,
with period paisleys and their deriva-
tives being particularly popular. The
Lancashire printers proved to be a
thorn in the side of the London
printers during this period as they
freely copied and adapted their
designs. David Evans and his counter-
parts could do nothing to stem this and
could only compete by producing a
greater variety of designs and working
to relatively short print runs.

Although David Evans had previ-
ously been a merchant only, he threw
himself wholeheartedly into the
industry and the printworks he created
from the old Munns/Applegath
inheritence continued largely un-
changed for nearly a century. After his
death he was succeeded by his two
sons, Thomas (1830-84) and David II
(1839-1901), and then by his grandson
George (1850-1934). Under George’s
chairmanship between 1901 and 1934
the commercial side of the business
was conducted entirely from the
company’s Wood Street office in
London, whilst the printworks in
Crayford continued virtually autono-
mously and largely unmodernised.
During these early decades of the
twentieth century business was mainly
with merchant converters and agents
in Northern Europe, especially in Paris,
Hamburg, Brussels and Cologne. There
was also a considerable trade directly

Aerial view of David Evans & Co.’s Crayford works about 1935

428 JSDC VorumE 108 Ocroser 1992

f



with mercers and drapers both in
London and the provinces.

When George Evans died without
issue in 1934, the company faced a
crisis and shareholders (principally the
descendants of David Evans II) called
in a firm of management consultants to
advise on future strategy. This resulted
in sweeping changes to the overail
structure and direction of the company.
The Wood Street operation was
slimmed right down - from a staff of 50
to 15 - and the concentration put into
the Crayford printworks. Since virtu-
ally no changes had taken place for a
century or so the site resembled an
eighteenth century rather than a
twentieth century works. Rejuvenation
began in 1936 when a new building
was erected to house the print tables
and a dyeworks, and the site was
generally overhauled.

But the most dramatic development
occurred in 1963 when Brocklehurst
Whiston - by now the only other

closed its doors in an asset stripping
operation. This immediately brought a
quantum leap in custom and design
archives and confirmed the pre-
eminent status of David Evans & Co. in
Europe. During the 1960s, 1970s and
1980s, the company focused its busi-
ness on the printing of tie fabric,
increased its export markets, and began
commission printing for Liberty’s of
London. Ownership of the company
took some dramatic turns during this
period. In 1980 the company faced a
similar crisis to that of 1934, with
shareholders effectively estranged
from the management of the business
and not particularly happy with it. This
scenario resulted in the sale of the
business (together with Vanners Silks,
the silk weavers acquired in 1968) to
Sekers International plc. Ownership
finally returned to the management in
1989 when a management buy-out
succeeded, led by senior personnel of
both David Evans and Vanners.

AN IMPRINT OF COLOUR

approximately 160 employees. Process-
ing 100% pure silk, it is a totally vertical
business with the sole exception of
weaving, although its sister company,
Vanners, based in Suffolk, provides
some of the woven cloth. In addition,
silk is obtained from overseas, particu-
larly from China. The main focus of its
operations today is on menswear
products such as silk tie fabric, dressing
gowns, hankerchiefs and waist-coats,
but it is also commissioned to print a
selection of products for the woman'’s
market, including silk scarves.

The result is a unified and compre-
hensive operation covering both prints
and yarn-dyed wovens, with a highly
developed vertical structure. The
management is centred on developing
its core business and keeping abreast of
technology. It has also developed a
young and effective technical sales
force well able to continue the business
into the twenty-first century.
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