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Thomas Crapper, 1836-1910 
 

Thomas Crapper was probably born in 1836, the exact date being uncertain. One report gives the 
date as 1835, but it is known Thomas was baptised on the 28th September, 1836 in Waterside, 
Thorne, in Yorkshire. His father, Charles was a sailor, possibly a steamboat captain. His early 
years are also unclear. One story is at the age of eleven he walked to London and found 
employment with a plumber in Chelsea. It also claimed that in 1853 he was apprenticed to his 
brother George, who was a Master Plumber in Chelsea. Reyburn, in his book, states that the 
young Crapper came to London in 1848 and took a job with a Master Plumber in Robert Street 
in Chelsea.  



 
 
 
In 1861 Thomas Crapper, having completed his apprenticeship and served three years as a 
journeyman plumber, set himself up as a Sanitary Engineer “with his own brass foundry and 
workshops in nearby Marlborough Road.” He had married Maria Green in 1860 and they had 
one son, George. 

 
Although the name Crapper is now well known to the public and in the plumbing industry, it is 
generally agreed that he had little to do with the development of the water closet.  
 
Thomas Crapper may be considered as the inventor of the Bathroom Showroom by displaying 
his wares in the large plate glass windows at his Marlborough Works. “This caused quite a stir 
and it is said that ladies observing the china bowls in the windows became faint at this shocking 
sight.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Crapper’s Marlboro’ Works and Showrooms 
 



 
 
 

EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF THE WATER CLOSET 
 
 

The invention of the flushing toilet is attributed to John Harrington in 1596, in the reign of 
Queen Elizabeth I, while in 1775 a patent for a form of water closet was obtained by the 
watchmaker Alexander Cummings. A few years later, in 1778, Joseph Bramah patented what has 
been described as “the first practical water closet in England.” A patent for the flush-out toilet 
was secured by George Jennings in 1852. Other pioneers in the field set up as sanitary ware 
manufacturers, including Thomas Twyford (1849), Josiah Jennings (1854), John Shanks (1875), 
Frederick Humpherson (1876) and Henry Doulton (1890s). Many had started their careers as 
plumbers, Humpherson having been apprenticed to Crapper. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Harrington’s flushing toilet of 1596 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 

Cummings patented water closet of 1775 
 
 

 
 

Bramah’s patented valve water closet of 1777 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Thomas Crapper’s place in the history of sanitary engineering is not as an inventor but as a 
pioneer, alongside many other Victorian manufacturers, who sought to improve standards of 
public health, and particularly that of domestic sanitation. He did, however, patent at least nine 
inventions. He devised the Disconnecting Trap, an important development in fitting 
underground drains and produced a Spring-loaded Lavatory Seat designed to automatically flush 
the bowl after use. Others include the Floating Ballcock and the Valveless Water Waste 
Preventor (though it is said this was actually the work of one Albert Giblin). 
  
 
 
 

 
 

Crapper’s Patent Disconnecting Improved Kenyon stoneware trap 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Crapper’s patented Valveless Water Waste Preventer 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
Trade advertisement, 1889 

 
 

 
 
 
 

      Crapper produced a number of ceramic pedestal closets, including the Cadogan, Chelsea, 
     Culford, Lennox, Mannessa, Marlboro, Onslow, Ovington, Sloane & Walton models, the 
     names deriving from Chelsea street names. 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Crapper did many practical trials into the design and operation of cisterns, flushing actions, 
water waste prevention and invented a mains flushing valve, but its use was outlawed by  
the Metropolitan Water Board. 

 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 

In the 1880s, the reputation of Thos. Crapper & Co Ltd was such that they were invited to 
supply the Prince of Wales (later Edward VII) with equipment and services at Sandringham 
House in Norfolk. The plumbing contract included thirty lavatories with cedarwood seats and 
enclosures, giving Crapper his first Royal Warrant. This led to work at Windsor Castle and 
Buckingham Palace.  
 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Crapper and Co remained by Royal Appointment to Edward when he became King and was also 
warranted by George V, as Prince of Wales, and once again as King.  
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 

The Company also sold a Spray Bath with Enclosure and a Porcelain Enamelled Cast Iron 
Canopy Bath. 



 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
1902 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Crapper retired in 1904, passing the firm to his nephew George and his business partner Robert 
Marr Wharam, and went to live at his house in 12 Thornsett Road, Anerley. 
 
In 1966, the company was sold by the then owner Robert G Wharam to their rivals John Bolding 
& Sons, who went into liquidation in 1969. The company fell out of use until it was acquired by 
Robert Kirby (an historian and collector of antique bathroom fittings), who relaunched the 
company in Stratford-upon-Avon, producing authentic reproductions of Crapper’s original 
Victorian bathroom fittings.  
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Note: The publication dealing extensively with Thomas Crapper is Flushed with Pride  
 
General information and illustrations on water-closets is available in the following: 
 
1978 Temples of Convenience, Lucinda Lambton, Gordon Fraser, London 
 
1995 Temples of Convenience and Chambers of Delight, Lucinda Lambton, Pavilion Books, London 
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2009: The cover shows an early Twyford WC and a siphonic cistern 
(Crapper had a working relationship with Twyford)  
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EPILOGUE 
 

Thomas Crapper died on the 27th January, 1910 in Anerley and was buried in the Elmers End 
Cemetery (now Beckenham Cemetery). 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

New memorial grave of Thomas Crapper in Beckenham Cemetery 
 
 



 
 

 
 

Collected ledgers and booklets of Thomas Crapper 
 
 

 
 

Blue Plaque to Thomas Crapper in Thornsett Road 
(This gives his date of birth as 1837) 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Today, Westminster Abbey has three Crapper manhole covers, which are popular with brass 
rubbing enthusiasts. 


