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It is over 40 years since the Gillows archive was secured 
for the nation at the instigation of members of the 
Furniture History Society and deposited tn Westminster 
City Archives. Its importance has long been recognised but 
the sheer quantity of material has demanded an 
extraordinary degree of determination and patience as well 
as scholarship in order to convey its riches to publication. 
Susan Stuart has applied herself to this daunting task over 
the past 10 years, following the premature death of the 
previous Gillow scholar, Lindsay Boynton, whose 
fieldwork resulted in an extensive photographic record of 
Gillow furniture now at Southampton University and his 
publication in 1995 of Gillow Furniture Designs 1760-1800. 
She has also benefited from the archival research and 
preparatory chapters for an intended book on Gillows by 
the late Mrs Davy How. Stuart acknowledges the work of 
both these historians and fittingly has dedicated her own 
book to them.

Robert Gillow completed his apprenticeship as a joiner 
in Lancaster in 1728 and set up his own business in the 
town as a builder, joiner and cabinetmaker. He also 
engaged in overseas trading ventures, particularly with the 
West Indies. His two sons, Richard and Robert, joined the 
firm in the 1750s and 60s and set about expanding the 
firm’s premises in Lancaster and opening a London shop in 
Oxford Street, run initially by their cousin Thomas. From 
the 1770s the firms success was built on the twin » 
ingredients of relatively cheap manufacturing costs in 
Lancaster and proximity to both new styles and influential 
customers in London, while their trading activities with 
the West Indies ensured they were supplied with 
mahogany at the quality and value required and provided 
them with a further market for their furniture. Gillows 
prided themselves on the quality of their products and 
priced them accordingly, as Richard wrote to a customer in 
1797, ‘Our wood & and our workmen we flatter ourselves 
are as good if not superior to any in the kingdom and 
presumes you will think it reasonable that a comparison 
should be made of the quality as well as price in which 
case we are confident our goods will stand the test.’

Richard Gillow was the mainstay of the firm for over 50 
years, and by the time he died in 1811 the family had 
acquired gentry status, gradually withdrawing from active 
involvement in the firm. By 1814 it had been transferred to 
new owners, trading as Redmayne, Whiteside & Ferguson 
(late Gillows). The Lancaster side of the business declined 
during the course of the 19th century but the London shop 
continued as Gillow and later Waring and Gillow.

The archive comprises mainly the records of the 
Lancaster business, with only a very few items relating to 
the London operation having survived, and covers the 
period 1728-1931. It is the most comprehensive and 
extensive record of any furniture manufacturer of the 
period and includes letter books, accounts and, most 
importantly, the ‘Lancaster estimate sketch books’ from 
1784-1899, which set out in detail furniture for particular 
customers, with the cost of materials and labour itemised 
often alongside a sketch or description of the piece. Since 
Gillows were also in the habit of marking much of their 
furniture with stamps, and since much of it is still extant 
and in use, or in public collections, it is frequently possible 
to match the original correspondence and estimate with an 
actual piece of furniture. Thus the archive provides 
definitive provenance for a significant amount of English 
furniture of the 18th and 19th centuries and allows precise 
dating of when the firm introduced new forms, materials 
and decorative styles. It is particularly appropriate, 
therefore, that the most part of this two-volume 
publication is a survey of Gillow furniture produced 
between 1730 and 1850, identified and described with 
reference to these estimate books and other documents. 
Quite to what extent Gillows were innovators or followers 
of fashion is open to question, and hard to prove in the 
absence of equivalent records from other firms, but it is 
enough to recognise that Gillows understood the 
commercial imperative of keeping abreast of changes in 
fashion and taste and wherever possible sought to gain 
advantage over their competitors by being first in the field.

The records provide a wealth of detail about how the 
firm operated, who they employed and under what terms, 
who their suppliers were for materials ranging from timber 
to gold leaf, how they overcame the difficulties of packing 
and transporting their furniture, the advice they gave to 
their customers about the suitability of certain pieces or 
styles, how they used the London connection to keep their 
designs up to date and how the Lancaster manufactory 
helped them to undercut London prices without 
compromising on quality. A large proportion of the 
clientele of the Lancaster branch were in the north-west of 
England, some of them gentry but many of the merchant 
and professional classes as well, and in this respect the 
archive is an important resource for studies of 
consumption in the middle ranks of society.

These two volumes, each over 400 pages and lavishly 
illustrated throughout, are the fruits of a Herculean task to 
extract and order information from a massive archive and 
match it where possible to hundreds of pieces of furniture. 
The volumes include chapters on the Gillow family, their 
business operation and their overseas trading interests, 
while the appendices provide indexes of the estimate



sketch books from 1800-1850, directories of workmen, 
customers and suppliers of the firm, a glossary of woods 
and a chapter on metalwork. We are promised a further 
volume on the upholstery side of business, which for 
reasons of space had to be omitted on this occasion. As she 
says in the Introduction, Stuart has chosen to present the 
information direct from the records with little 
interpretation or intervention, and this was surely the right 
approach. This book is a veritable goldmine of information 
for historians and the service provided by Stuart in 
unlocking the Gillows archive cannot be underestimated. It 
will now be for others to make detailed, comparative 
studies of the material, placing it more firmly in the 
context of furniture history, but also in relation to social 
and economic history.
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