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There is so much more to cork than the 
stopper in your wine bottle or the surface of your bulletin 
board. Cork is one of the most diverse products available. It is 
also one of the most sustainable and environmentally friendly 
products. Cork is inherently anti-microbial, resilient, sound-ab-
sorbing, and thermally insulating. It is resistant to mold, mildew, 
pests, and fire. 

Architects, designers, and homeowners, alike love the ver-
satility and beauty of cork. It is suitable for all design styles 
whether your style is traditional, contemporary, or transition-
al. There are endless design possibilities with cork, available in 
tiles, planks, natural looks, or stained in a variety of colors.

Cork is the bark of the cork oak tree. It is a member of 
the beech family and grows in coastal regions of the Mediter-
ranean: Portugal, Spain, and Algeria, Tunisia, Italy, and France. 
Small plantations of cork oak trees can also be found in South 
America and Australia. Worldwide an estimated 5.4 million 
acres are covered by cork forests. These trees grow relatively 
slow in harsh conditions and depleted soil. The average life ex-
pectancy of cork trees is 100 to 250 years. Unlike hardwoods 

where the tree is cut down and the lumber cut into planks for 
wood floors, cork is taken from the bark of the tree. 

 Traditional methods of harvesting cork have remained almost 
unchanged since recorded usage in 3000 BC. The bark is gently 
removed from the tree every nine years so that the health of 
the tree is not affected. The whole process is done by hand to 
ensure that the trees are properly treated and protected. Not 
more than 50% of the bark is removed, which allows the tree to 
protect itself with its own natural defenses. It is rare for chemi-
cal pesticides and fertilizers to be used in cork forests.

During the early part of the 18th century, cork began to be 
used widely in industrial settings. This occurred after the cre-
ation of the cork stopper by Dom Perignon, a Benedictine 
monk; well know for making the first champagne. Bottle stop-
pers remained the primary use until manufacturers learned that 
excess shavings from cork could be used to make other products. 

 
 One of the most important uses for cork came from the dis-

covery of its insulation properties. This discovery resulted in 
corkboard as a thermal insulation product made from 100% 
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cork grain. It was used as an insulator for military vessels, railcars, 
etc.  In the 19th century it was discovered that cork could be 
used as a flooring material when John Smith, an American, dis-
covered agglomerated cork. This was a patented process where 
intense heat melted the resin in the cork, creating a natural 
binder to hold cork particles together. This was the foundation 
for cork tile flooring. Today cork floors are made from post in-
dustrial by-products from the bottle-stopper industry. 

It is estimated that cork tile production started in the US 
around 1899. One of the largest manufacturers of cork tile 
flooring was The Armstrong Company. By 1920 the produc-
tion of cork tile was limited. One of the contributing factors 
was the labor intensive nature of the maintenance which was 
seen as a draw back since like hardwood floors, a paste wax had 
to be buffed into the surface. 

 
By the mid-1920’s America was experiencing a period of 

prosperity and a building boom. At this time cork tile started 
to gradually regain acceptance as a floor covering for new con-
struction. This new popularity of cork flooring was due to the 
use of additives that made the tile more impervious to moisture, 
dirt, food, grease, ink, and mild acids. Although somewhat ex-
pensive, these new benefits increased the demand for cork to be 
used commercially in libraries and schools. It was also popular 
for lobbies, churches, auditoriums, hospitals and museums. In 
1941 more than 25,000 square feet of cork tile was installed in 
the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC. After WWII, 
cork usage was affected by limited raw material, the introduc-
tion of rolled sheet vinyl, and similar modern resilient surfac-
es such as rubber and asphalt. The new style and color options 
these new products offered, caused cork to fall out of favor for 
almost 30 years. 

In recent years, new finishing techniques and improved tech-
nologies have revived interest in cork. Though still a small frac-
tion of the overall floor coverings market, we are witnessing an 
upturn in the demand for cork once again. Natural cork is en-
joying resurgence in popularity driven by consumer demand.  
Consumers have become more interested in natural products 
that will not harm the earth or their living environments. 
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As a showroom manager for a home and flooring company, 
I am asked a variety of questions about cork when consumers 
come into Venetian Blind Carpet One Floor & Home. Here 
are a few of the questions and answers given by myself and our 
expert Sales Associates.

Q. I Never Thought About Cork, Why Should I Use Cork? 
Cork is practical, beautiful flooring that combines functionality, 
ease of maintenance, and environmental sensitivity. 

Cork is easy to stand on, because it provides a comfortable 
cushion underfoot. Unlike other hard surfaces, it reduces stress 
on the lower back, feet, and joints.

Cork is resilient and will bounce back, which allows it to 
recover from marks left by furniture leaving minimal residual in-
dentation. This is not the case with wood, carpet, or vinyl floors.

In case of a fire, cork is a fire inhibitor and will not spread 
flames or produce toxic gases on combustion.

Cork is a quieter floor; sound wave reverberation is much less 
than other hard surfaces, and sound transfer from adjacent levels 
of a building are reduced. 

Cork is warmer because tiny air pockets retain more surface 
heat and, therefore, more effective for saving energy in the 
winter. It is also comfortable in summer because it does not 
trap humidity.

Q. What Makes Cork Safe For the Environment
Cork is a sustainable, renewable, recyclable, and biodegrad-
able natural wood product from the outer bark of cork oak 
trees. The bark is harvested from the tree without damaging 
or killing the tree. This product also qualifies for LEED points 
when building green.

Cork oak forest reduces carbon emissions by absorbing more 
than 10 million tons of C02 (carbon dioxide) yearly.

Q. Is Cork Durable? 
Because of cork’s natural resilience, it tends to compress if 
materials are dropped or moved across it, whereas, hardwood 
flooring surfaces will scratch or gouge. 

Cork flooring is extremely dense and is resistant to many 
chemicals that can degrade other floor materials. 

Factory applied polyurethane or wax finishes are extremely 
durable and resistant to scratches and gouges.

If properly maintained, cork flooring can last for over 80 
years, even under high traffic. 

Q. Can I Use Cork In My Kitchen Or Bathroom?
Yes, cork naturally repels water and does not absorb moisture 
which is one of the reasons it is used as wine stoppers and floats 
by fishermen. Its exterior HDF core also repels water.

Q. Is It Easy To Maintain?
Normal sweeping or vacuuming is usually enough. 
However, spills and excess moisture should be wiped up 
quickly. To avoid build-up of abrasive particles that can 
scratch the finish, use walk-off mats. This is necessary 
with any wood floor. 

 Use a non-rubber backed rug in front of working areas such 
as in front of the stove and sink to prevent premature wear. 

When a cleaner is needed, use only cleaners that are 
specified for use on pre-finished hardwood such as Bon-
akemi “Bona X”. Cork is not easily stained and does not 
require scrubbing or use of harsh cleaners. 

Q. How Long Does The Finish Last?
Wax is a very durable finish; however, it does require a periodic 
paste wax application and buffing as needed to properly main-
tain residential installations. 

There are suppliers who offer cork with a vinyl coating that 
is low maintenance but cannot be refinished or easily repaired. 
The latest development in finishes is “anti-scratch”, a more 
durable coating.

Q. How Is Cork Installed?
Cork is installed glued down or floated. If glued down, a 

cork floor is ready for regular use 72 hours after installa-
tion. A floating floor application is ready for use immedi-
ately after installation.

Q. Can Cork Be Installed Over Existing Floors
Glue down cork floors should not be laid over flooring sur-
faces including hardwood, vinyl, carpet, stone, and ceramic tile. 

Floating cork floors can be installed over an existing floor 
with the exception of carpet.

Q. Will Cork Fade? 
Yes, natural cork contains organic pigments, just like other 
wood products, natural cork will fade over time and should 
never be exposed directly to sunlight. Using drapes or other 
systems to protect the floor from excessive light will slow down 
this process. n

When you are looking for Cork flooring come see the experts at Vene-
tian Blind Carpet One Floor & Home (www.vbaf.com) – 2504 Bis-
sonnet just East of Kirby, for expert advice and exceptional product se-
lections. Come by and test our display cork floor for yourself.

Miller Coors Headquarters
Mosaic Thin & Terra
Tile Light – Expanko

Family Room
Traditional Light & Dark – Expanko

Lafayette College – Installed 1927 
Traditional Medium Natural Mix – Expanko
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