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Vispring
Mattress engineering

A craftsman hand teases 
horse hair and Shetland
fl eece wool (above left), 
while a worker nests 
springs into a honeycomb 
pattern (above). Coir 
(coconut fi bre) is stuffed 
into the border edge of 
the mattress (left), then 
a waxed cotton sheet is 
added to prevent any 
horse hair from poking 
through (right). Finally, 
the mattress is sealed 
(centre right) in a process 
called tape edging

      Even by Edwardian standards, 
the Marshall Sanitary Mattress 
Company (founded in Queens 
Park in 1901, by John Nolon and 
Frederick James) wasn’t a catchy 
piece of branding. If nothing else, 
though, the fi rm delivered what its 
name promised; a novel mattress 
design, devised and patented 
by Canadian engineer James 
Marshall two years earlier. His 
innovation, a honeycomb structure 
with metal coils wrapped in muslin 
and quilted with horsehair, offered 
customers unparalleled softness 
and support. Before long, his 
British licensee was reinvented as 
the altogether catchier Vi-Spring 
– the name drawn from the fact 
that each coil had six turns – and 
had become a favourite among  
the demanding clientele who 
frequented the era’s liners and 
grand hotels. 

Fifty years ago, the fi rm traded  
London for Devon, and a factory by 
the River Tamar,  near Plymouth. 
But apart from the address, little 
has changed since the early days. 
Though the J Marshall by Vispring 
range launched this year offering 
a younger, design-led take on the 
traditional pocket-sprung mattress,  
Vispring products are still mainly 
produced to order and made largely 
by hand, using sustainably sourced, 
biodegradable materials, from 
cotton to horsehair and Shetland 
fl eece. “On the subject of beds,” the 
Guardian asked in 1961, “surely 
the Vi-Spring is king?” (Although 
the fi rm is discreet about famous 
clientele, Vi-Spring owners  such 
as David Beckham and the Queen 
would presumably agree).


