
 

 

 

 

Oil Cloth 

Just what is oil cloth?  Good question to ask.  Oil cloth is made from natural fiber fabrics 

that are shrunk to tighten the weave and treated with a boiled linseed oil based coating.  

The boiled linseed oil based coating makes the fabric water repellant. 

Genuine oil cloth was made from natural fiber fabrics such as cotton, cotton duck, cotton 

canvas or linen.  Today, I would recommend three options.  There may be more but these 

are the three I recommend.  Use a cotton or linen sheet with a high thread count, a 10 oz 

painter’s drop cloth, and lastly, a cotton fabric from a fabric shop.  Cotton or linen sheets 

with a high thread count can be on the expensive side but are lightweight.  You can 

purchase a cheap painter’s cloth from Lowes or Home Depot. Not as expensive but heaver 

weight wise. The cheapest would be to purchase a cotton fabric that is sold at a fabric shop 

or that can be found at some Wal-Mart stores.  The fabric can be plain or with stripes as in 

pillow tick material. 

You can find different “recipes” for making oil cloth.  Most use some form of boiled linseed 

oil, and color pigment.  I will present a few of them in this writing.  These “recipes” may or 

may not be period correct procedures…it is the finished product we are after. 

One thing you must keep in mind, this is not an overnight process.  You have to have 

patience.  If you put your oil cloth away too soon as being done you may have a case of 

spontaneous combustion. It needs to dry for a few weeks. 

First step in making a good water repellant oil cloth is to wash the natural fiber fabric you 

have chosen to shrink it and tighten up the fibers.  You want the fibers to be as tight as you 

can get them. 

Recipe 1:  Stretch your natural fiber fabric out in a shaded spot with good air circulation.  

Use oil based deck stain and paint one side.  Make sure you force the stain into the fabric.  

Let the first side dry completely and turn the fabric over and paint the second side.  Let dry 

completely.  You can soften the oil cloth by rubbing it with a smooth round stone.  Use a 

deck stain that will dry to a reddish brown or a cross between orange/light brown/yellow. 

Recipe 2:  Stretch your natural fiber fabric out in a shaded spot with good air circulation.  

Use ½ gallon of Valspar Oil Gloss porch and deck stain in Brick Red.  Add to it 1 quart of 

Boiled Linseed Oil and ½ quart of Olympic Maximum.  Brush the mixture on one side of the 

fabric and let it dry completely.  After the first is dry brush the mixture on the second side.  

Let dry completely.  You can soften the oil cloth by rubbing it with a smooth round stone. 

Recipe 3:  Stretch your natural fiber fabric out in a shaded spot with good air circulation.  

Use boiled linseed oil.  Brush into one side of the fabric and let dry.  Brush into second side 



of the fabric.  Let dry completely.  You can soften the oil cloth by rubbing it with a smooth 

round stone.  This will leave you with a yellowish color on your oil cloth. 

Recipe 4:  Stretch your natural fiber fabric out in a shaded spot with good air circulation.  

Use boiled linseed oil, beeswax, and red iron oxide or yellow iron oxide.  Mix the three 

ingredients in a pot (the beeswax is optional) and heat the mixture until it is spreadable.  

Brush into one side of the fabric and let it dry.  Then brush into the other side.  Let dry 

completely.  You can soften the oil cloth by rubbing it with a smooth round stone.   

NOTE:  I have used “brush into” as the description as how to apply the different “recipes” to 

the chosen fabric.  You can dip the fabric into the mixture…this requires enough mixture to 

cover the fabric…or you can spray it onto the fabric.  I have read about all three methods of 

application.  Brushing seems to be the most widely used. 

Some use turpentine or Japan Dryer in their “recipes” to speed up the drying process.  But a 

word of warning here…they may also lessen the life of your oil cloth. 

Some who use the turpentine or Japan Dryer also add baking soda to reduce the ph level so 

the mixture does not affect the life of the oil cloth as much. 

After saying all this…you don’t have to use any type “recipe” to make a water repellant 

cloth.  Some just wash their chosen natural fiber fabric in hot water and dry on high heat.  

This will shrink the fabric and help repel water.  It is not an oil cloth but it works. 

There are many other “recipes” out there.  Some use beeswax rubbed into the fabric and 

heated with an iron and others just spray their fabric with Thompson Water Seal.  

Whichever of these methods you choose remember this…KEEP YOUR OIL CLOTH AWAY 

FROM OPEN FLAME!! 

Oil cloth can be used for a ground cloth, a bed roll, or a shelter.  Some marbles or marble 

sized smooth round stones and leather thongs and you are set.  Uses are only limited by 

your imagination. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


