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INTRODUCTION



R estoring antique furniture is far more than a technical exercise in woodworking: it is a craft, certainly, but one that is steeped in history, tradition and problem-solving. Each piece of antique furniture presents its own unique challenges, forged by the hands that made it, the lives it has touched, and the passage of time itself. To undertake restoration is to engage in a dialogue with the past, deciphering the methods of long-forgotten craftsmen and preserving not just an object, but its historical and aesthetic integrity.


This book is not a beginner’s guide to basic woodworking, nor does it attempt to offer rigid, step-by-step instructions for every conceivable restoration scenario. Rather, it is written for those who already possess a fundamental understanding of cabinet-making techniques and wish to expand their knowledge into the specialised world of furniture conservation. If you are drawn to this subject it is likely that you have already worked with wood in some capacity, whether as a professional, a collector or a dedicated enthusiast. The purpose here is to refine your approach, broaden your understanding and introduce techniques that may not have been fully covered by other source material.


While many books on furniture restoration focus primarily on structural repairs or finishing techniques, this volume seeks to go beyond the mechanics, and leans towards an understanding and appreciation of historical methods of construction, the materials used and the motivations behind certain design choices. This is critical to making correct and informed restoration decisions.


The past cannot simply be recreated with modern materials and methods without losing something in translation. Therefore a restorer must always be part craftsperson, part historian and part detective, able to identify authenticity, recognise alterations and determine the best course of action for each individual piece.


In these pages you will find discussions on a variety of subjects, from the nuances of French polishing to the intricacies of veneer repair, as well as topics that are not covered so often, such as the process of lifting and replacing marquetry or purifying linseed oil. Some of these techniques may be appearing in a book on furniture restoration for the first time, expanding the lexicon of knowledge available to restorers and ensuring that valuable practices are not lost to time. This book does not advocate restoration for restoration’s sake: there is always a balance to be struck between preservation and intervention. Unnecessary overworking can strip a piece of its character and historical value. Therefore the guiding principle should always be to retain as much original material as possible, while ensuring the piece remains functional and aesthetically coherent.


The skills discussed here will help you navigate the complexities of restoration with greater confidence. Whether you are working on a cherished family heirloom or an important historical piece, the goal is the same: to honour the craftsmanship of the past while ensuring that these remarkable objects continue to be appreciated for generations to come.




PART 1 CONTEXT AND PREPARATION




CHAPTER 1


IDENTIFYING, SOURCING AND APPRAISING ANTIQUE FURNITURE


W hat exactly is antique furniture? This might sound like a gratuitous question; after all, we all know what antiques are. Don’t we? Well, the official definition runs something like this: a piece of furniture that is more than 100 years old, and which is desirable because of its age, beauty, rarity and fine craftsmanship. This definition worked well until about the 1930s, but after this date the waters start to get rather muddy because of the Industrial Revolution, which began in Britain around the year 1760. The introduction of mechanically driven machinery brought with it new methods of manufacture that slowly eroded those special skills that gave earlier furniture its unique character. However, most reliable sources agree that the Industrial Revolution did not gain full momentum until 1830.
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Cabinet of drawers on a stand: marquetry design in various kinds of wood, tortoiseshell, ivory and green-stained bone. Gilt-bronze mounts. Attributed to Pierre Gole (c.1620–1685), Paris, c.1655–1660.








Therefore it is reasonable to conclude that any furniture made before 1830 was crafted entirely by hand using pre-industrial techniques. However, a significant amount of furniture produced after this date was also handmade, as industrial methods spread far more gradually than do ideas and innovations today. Moreover artisans have historically been reluctant to abandon their habitual, centuries-old craft methods. This is a trait for which we should be grateful, as well as to the craft guilds that resisted the tide of mechanisation.


Their efforts not only helped safeguard livelihoods but also ensured the survival of hand skills that persist to this day. Alongside this resistance there emerged a broader reaction against the unchecked industrialisation of traditional trades. William Morris, together with a group of artists, weavers and furniture makers, founded the Arts and Crafts movement, drawing inspiration from the writings of John Ruskin and Sir Walter Scott. This movement in turn influenced later styles such as Art Nouveau, Art Deco and Danish Modern. In more recent years there has been a resurgence of interest in traditional craftsmanship, with independent furniture makers increasingly returning to time-honoured methods.
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Engraving from c.1830 depicting a typical scene of the Industrial Revolution and its impact on the rural landscape.
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A late Victorian sideboard in good original condition.








Subsequently it is now becoming increasingly helpful and popular to say that for an object to meet all the criteria of the definition of antique, it should have been made before 1830. However, this leaves us with the problem of categorising all the furniture that has been made since. Various terms can be used. We can class the period 1830 to 1900 as Victorian, as it more or less coincides with Queen Victoria’s reign. Vintage furniture can describe furniture that was made in the subsequent period – although the exact period of vintage can vary quite considerably, depending on whom you are talking to. Personally I like to classify furniture made between 1900 and 1950 as vintage, and from 1950 to 1980 as retro.


We can confidently conclude that any furniture made before 1830 fully meets the definition of an antique. However, furniture produced between 1850 and 1900, while often satisfying most criteria of this description, is highly likely to incorporate some element of industrialised manufacture. This might include thinly sliced veneer, machine-made screws and hardware, mechanically cut joints, or the use of early man-made materials such as plywood. During this period, furniture was typically produced using a combination of hand and machine methods, with industrial techniques becoming increasingly dominant over time.


That said, alongside this shift, small independent furniture makers have always existed, remaining faithful to traditional craftsmanship. Consequently, after 1830 the distinction becomes far less clear-cut, as the influence of mechanisation varies widely from one piece to another.


In the next chapter we will take a closer look at the distinctions between hand and machine production, and how these differences help us determine authenticity.




COEXISTENCE


The history of furniture can reveal many fascinating facts, making it an incredibly captivating topic. What becomes evident is the striking correlation between furniture history and social history. This is because the development of furniture design, quality and production has consistently mirrored the progress of human civilisation.


A notable illustration of this phenomenon is the remarkable surge in chair making at High Wycombe, in the Chilterns region. This was directly due to the Industrial Revolution, which in turn generated a significant growth in the population.


As a consequence, new seating requirements emerged in households, churches and meeting places. One outstanding example would be Crystal Palace, which on completion placed an unprecedented order for 8,000 chairs, a staggering quantity for a trade that had previously been a cottage industry. By 1875 High Wycombe was manufacturing an astounding 4,700 chairs per day. This fact is even more remarkable when we realise that all the turned parts were crafted by Bodgers (not to be confused with ‘botchers’), who were highly skilled craftsmen relying solely on hand skills and a pole lathe operated by foot.


These intricately shaped components, sometimes referred to as ‘Bodgers’ gold’, were then sold to the chair factories, where they were assembled along with the factory-made parts to create the finished chairs. This remarkable transformation of coppiced timber, turned green and unseasoned, into complex spindles is a testament to the ingenuity and craftsmanship of the Bodgers and their vital role in the furniture-making industry. This relationship between the factories and the Bodgers serves as a prime illustration of the harmonious coexistence between mechanisation and skilled handwork during that era.









ACQUIRING FURNITURE


No matter how keen you are to get started, first decide your goals and plan your strategy before rushing off to the nearest auction house. Sit down with a pen and paper to decide a budget and the type of furniture you would like. This might be a table, a chair, a desk or a chest of drawers, and be sure to include the period and style you would prefer. With this you will have a clear-cut idea of what you will be looking for and the maximum you will spend. You might think this is rather obvious and unnecessary, but be warned: it is all too easy to get carried away in the excitement of the moment and to spend too much, or end up with something that really doesn’t suit. Having a written brief acts as a buffer to the intoxicating thrill of the gavel.


To help make these decisions and also to evaluate the furniture you are looking at later, you are going to need some basic knowledge, knowledge that you can then build upon with further experience. A lot of factual knowledge can be gained from books, which are terrific reference tools and always good to have on hand. Read as widely as possible, drawing from a broad and diverse range of sources: this can’t be stressed enough. Informative and inexpensive second-hand books on the subject are readily available; even old auction catalogues can be a mine of information.


However, reading is not enough in itself, and the theory must be applied to actual experience. There is no substitute for the real experience of seeing and handling actual pieces of furniture: the smell, colour and patina tell a story every bit as important as the sales description. It is this practical experience that allows you to take ownership of theoretical knowledge and make it your own. You will get to know and recognise the soft hue of aged wood, and become familiar with the difference between centuries-old patination and the imitation ‘distressing’ of reproductions. We will delve deeper into what and how to spot some of these things later. Unfortunately the sheer diversity of antique furniture means that we can never know all there is to know on the subject. But then that’s what makes the subject so interesting, as we never stop learning.


Nevertheless, we can say with some degree of certainty that for every established fact we learn about antique furniture, there’s an exception. That’s because the people who made the furniture, along with their clients, were human, just like you and me, with all the quirks and foibles that go together to make people unique. So with any new piece we discover there is always the tantalising possibility that we will stumble across something new and exciting, perhaps a writing desk that opens out to reveal a coiffeuse, or a gaming table with a secret compartment or two: these are always a delight. I remember one in particular that contained some letters from an admirer of the owner’s great-grandmother. She had by all accounts been of rather stern character, an evaluation that as a result of these letters obviously required some reconsideration. Not an everyday occurrence to be sure, but the prospect adds excitement to the chase.


Rather less exciting, but sadly more frequent, is that we will spot something not quite right, such as Victorian moulding on a piece of furniture said to be Georgian. Is this a red flag, or an opportunity for negotiating a reduction of the price? Knowledge and experience will again help you decide.


Unless they are lucky with a rare attic find as popularised by television shows, or an unexpected inheritance, most people will need to purchase their antiques. Buying options include auctions, antique dealers, antique fairs, antique centres, car-boot sales or online advertisements. These can all be promising sources for antique furniture. But tread carefully: caveat emptor, or buyer beware, should be firmly imprinted on your mind before leaving your house. This especially applies to antique furniture, and even more so as the asking price rises. There are so many variables at play.


Price is always a key consideration, because you must balance the asking price against the condition of the piece and how much work you are prepared to do to restore it – or indeed how much you can do. Typically you will make your decision based on various considerations, including personal criteria, such as the rarity of the piece, its suitability to your needs, or that you’ve simply fallen in love with it. Any of these reasons could make it a worthwhile purchase, even when other considerations are unfavourable. Nevertheless, you don’t want to pay for a piece of overpriced junk, or buy something that is not as described. Again, research and familiarisation will always pay dividends and increase your enjoyment, while also improving your experiences generally.


Auctions


Keeping these things in mind, we will now look at some of the pros and cons of each of the buying venues mentioned above. Leaving the attic finds and inheritances aside – they are, after all, what they are – we’ll go straight to auctions. Small local auctions are unlikely to yield much of interest, though it is true you could get lucky, but generally speaking they don’t specialise, and offer only an eclectic collection of bric-a-brac, or a jumble from house clearances. The choicer pieces are moved on to larger regional auction rooms. Many of these auction houses arrange lots of the same or similar genre and periods to sell together in prearranged sales. Most will have an online listing where you can check sale dates and subscribe to receive updates. This is an easy way of cutting down some of the legwork in tracking down the right piece.


So, having received notice of a promising sale, and with sale catalogue in hand, you arrive at the venue on the appointed viewing day. On walking into the room you are presented with a dazzling array of unique pieces of antique and period furniture, all polished to within an inch of their life, furniture pieces of all types and sizes including tables, chairs and cabinets scattered in rows in no particular order. Walk around and get a feel for the overall quality of what’s on offer. Locate the pieces marked off in your catalogue.


Note that now, the consumer protection act (CPC) gets somewhat unclear around auction houses. The fine print will usually have some kind of disclaimer, stating that all lots are sold with any errors of description and that verification is the sole responsibility of the buyer. Therefore examine thoroughly all pieces that suit your criteria. Note down their condition next to the catalogue number, and include the maximum price you will bid. Keep in mind that they will also charge you with a buyer’s premium and then add VAT. There may also be storage charges in the event that you cannot collect on the day of the sale. All charges and any other conditions should be displayed clearly in the catalogue, or somewhere prominent within the saleroom.
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Christie’s auction room, 1808.








When the big day arrives, be sure to take your notes with you and doggedly stick to the maximum price you gave yourself; as said, it’s all too easy to get caught up in auction fever. Don’t be too disappointed if all the pieces you were after go for more than you were prepared to bid. You have gained valuable experience and next time you will do better, especially if the weather is too bad to draw a large crowd. Auctions are like that: it all depends on the day.


One last word on auctions. If you observe lots that are beyond economical repair (breakers) but have good timbers or veneers, buy them. These finds make valuable additions to your stock of otherwise unobtainable timbers that can be used for future repairs.


Antique Dealers


Films and books often depict antique dealers as colourful rogues, or somehow larger than life, an image probably left over from the boom years of the nineties. The high prices and profits that were achieved then attracted those types who follow every new Klondike. Today, prices have slumped and dealers are more likely to be the sort of people who are passionate about antique furniture, or simply combine an interest with a chosen lifestyle. Either way, they will have expert knowledge in their own specialised area. However, if they are also general dealers, they may not necessarily be experts in furniture. This can sometimes be helpful if you have a keen eye because you might just notice that the dealer has wrongly classified and underpriced a notable piece so that it falls within your price range. Dealers have reference books too, so it’s rare, but it does happen.


Ideally you will find a dealer who specialises in period furniture, and who has some expert knowledge on the subject. They may be members of BADA or LAPIDA, both of which are trade associations with vetting of members, which brings some security. There are also plenty of smaller but no less reputable dealers who are not members. So although an endorsement, membership should not be your only criterion of choice, and it would be far better to build a relationship with a dealer over several visits. Familiarise yourself with their stock and strike up conversations with them. With a more informal approach such as this, you will learn if he or she is knowledgeable, and more importantly if they imbue you with confidence. If they don’t necessarily have what you are looking for at that moment, explain what you want in conversation and ask for their advice, because much happens in the antiques trade by word of mouth within a network of dealers. If you are lucky, they will either know someone who does have what you want, or may even arrange to source it for you – either way, they will earn a commission so will be more than happy to assist.
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Not every antique dealer will specialise in furniture.








Buying from an antique dealer will certainly be a more peaceful experience than an auction room. Your purchase will also come with more easily enforced consumer safeguards. However, it is still essential that you get an invoice describing all the relevant information about the piece. This should include a full description of the type of furniture, the approximate date it was made, the different timbers used for construction and decoration, any special features and then the price paid.
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Who knows what hidden treasures could be waiting inside?








Antique Fairs


Personally, I view antique fairs a little like the Wild West. Yes, they can be an enjoyable and fascinating day out, and yes, you can pick up bargains, but for anyone with less than a reliable grasp of period furniture, they do present a potential risk. That said, they definitely offer a great opportunity to get up close and inspect many types of furniture. They are a fun day out where you can brush up on your knowledge, gain experience and possibly make a contact or two.
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Antique fairs can be an enjoyable day out, and offer a good opportunity to see a varied display of antique furniture up close – and who knows, a bargain to be had.








If you do feel confident in your judgement, or are thinking of buying something inexpensive as a trial run, be prepared to negotiate the asking price. The sellers expect you to haggle, and will have marked up the asking price accordingly. 30 to 40 per cent off would be a reasonable opening offer; half price or less might be taken as an insult and may earn you short shrift. If you fail to reach a favourable agreement with, say, a 20 to 25 per cent reduction, be prepared to walk away. Timing your bid can be crucial and gain you an advantage. Later in the day, or even the last day of the fair, could favour the chance of having a bid accepted. But you then run the risk of someone else snapping up the piece first if it’s particularly desirable. This has to be your judgment call, based on the feel of the situation and the variables facing you.


But let’s say all went to plan and you did make a good purchase: the next step is to get your bargain home. Now, I’m sure you will have brought a large enough vehicle with you, but can you get it close enough to the stand? Most sites will have restrictions on vehicular access for safety reasons. You may even have to pay an extra fee to move your vehicle into the stand area. So it’s a good idea to find out all these things before making an offer, and definitely before handing over any cash. That’s right, the seller will want cash. So if you are seriously considering buying, do take enough cash with you as some country venues can be miles from the nearest cash machine.


Antique Centres


Antique centres are quite like permanent antique fairs, although the pace is more relaxed, and the dealers usually have small fixed shop areas within a larger building or group of buildings. With this more permanent arrangement comes a more assured level of security for the buyer. The experience will be rather more like buying from an antique dealer, which is exactly how many of the sellers would describe themselves.
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Antique centres have a relaxed atmosphere, but real finds can be rare.








During the nineties I regularly did restoration work for an antique centre not far from my workshop, and one dealer in particular sticks out in my mind. All his stock was repaired to a high standard before being put up for sale (you must allow me a little bias here, as I did most of his restoring). However, some pieces were so extensively restored that it’s debatable if the title ‘antique’ still applied. Nevertheless, these pieces were value for money, if the buyer were fully informed. If I digress, it’s simply to illustrate that a lot of effort and expense goes into offering a piece of antique furniture for sale. Dealers like this one are good to visit to get an idea of value, and also to see what you can achieve and how a restored piece will eventually look. On the other hand there are dealers – and this applies to all venue types – who will do a minimum of work, relying on a thick coat of wax and contrived lighting to give the piece extra allure. As an astute buyer and future restorer, this is the situation you are looking for, because a less-than-good condition gives you a strong bargaining position. It also means that you will be sure that any future repairs will be done appropriately.


Antique centres have several advantages over antique fairs. The first is free entry; they are also predominantly under cover, which is nicer for you and better for the furniture, and they will usually have a free, hard-surfaced car park with easy access to the sellers’ premises. If you are unable to take the furniture away on the day you will be able to reserve it and pick it up later. The dealer may even deliver for you.


Car-boot Sales


Car-boot sales are unlikely to offer much in the way of larger furniture pieces, but there is always the chance of an unexpected find. At the very least they can be surprisingly useful for sourcing period hardware such as locks, hinges, escutcheons and handles, items that are often difficult to obtain elsewhere.




[image: image]




A well laid-out boot sale: on a lovely sunny day, what could be better?








Among the bric-a-brac you might come across old drawers, broken period furniture and other salvaged components that could prove invaluable for restorations. Even fragments of damaged furniture can provide authentic veneers, mouldings or carved details for sympathetic repairs. In addition, boot sales can be an excellent place to find quality tools, from vintage chisels and planes to sharpening stones and clamps. Many older tools, once properly restored, often surpass modern equivalents in both durability and performance. More on tools in Chapter 3.


Online Advertisements


All the above venues will almost certainly have some kind of online presence. But here I am specifically talking about those advertisements in online marketplaces that are posted by private or amateur sellers. I’m sure you will know how these work.
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A great find can be just a click away, but be sure to ask the right questions, and check the details.








Most online marketplace platforms will offer some kind of secure payment system. If not, take all the usual checks and precautions that apply. Especially take extra care to establish provenance. Be wary of anything too good to be true – it probably is. That being said, some very respectable pieces of furniture can be found this way at exceptional prices.


Just one good find can make the tiresome task of going through ad after ad thoroughly worthwhile. The Louis XV canapé in the photograph overleaf is an early nineteenth-century reproduction made in La Rue du Faubourg Saint-Antoine, a famous cabinetmaking centre in Paris, from solid rosewood and upholstered with a thick silk fabric; the frame is signed by the maker. The asking price, a very low three-figure sum, was instantly agreed to and very quickly into the van it went. The amazing thing was that it had been so well cared for in the past that it needed absolutely no restoration work whatsoever. Whilst not the best example of finding something to restore, it does illustrate that incredible finds are still out there.
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Nineteenth-century reproduction of a Louis XV-style canapé.








Provenance


When buying, find out as much as you can from the dealer, or the seller, about the origins of the piece or pieces. Typically this won’t be much. Only those pieces that have belonged to stately homes or important collections have been catalogued in the past, giving them a nice traceable pedigree. However, sometimes the piece will have a verbal story that has passed down through a family. If so, get as many details as you can. Look for the maker’s labels or marks. Sometimes you will find that a former restorer has left a date or some other piece of information. Naturally, some of these investigations will have to wait until you get the piece home.


All this information will then form the basis of a document that you will create yourself, listing all the information you have found out. It should include the date you purchased it, and a detailed description of works you have carried out, including the materials used. This document should stay with the piece of furniture and be passed on to any future owner, if you do decide to sell. Depending on its extent, it will help enhance the price you achieve and definitely be of use to any future restorers.





CONDITION


My apologies if this next section reads like a catalogue of doom and gloom. It is certainly not my intention to put you off buying and restoring, only to make you aware of potential problems so that you are able to make informed decisions.


To that end, it is essential to look over and check the condition of each piece of furniture before buying it. Always ask politely if this is all right: most dealers will readily agree, and may even help you move heavy pieces to get a better look. If they don’t agree to your examination, stay polite, but be firm in your request, and ultimately be prepared to walk away if they still refuse. It really is unreasonable to expect someone to buy a piece of antique or period furniture without examining it. I’d even go so far as to say that this would be a red flag – unless, of course, there is some other genuine reason for refusal: for example, the dealer is about to close, or he has an appointment, or simply that it’s inconvenient at just that moment. If genuine, there should then be an offer for you to examine the furniture later.
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Closer inspection shows that handles have been changed and repairs are needed to the drawer fronts.








Structure


All being well, start your examination by moving the piece of furniture so that you are able to see the back just as clearly as the front. Look for signs of damage, woodworm or decay – but then it doesn’t want to look too new, either. If it has drawers, take them all out, open any doors, look inside the cabinet, make sure that everything that should be there is present. Now put your hand on the top or side, depending on the height, and push, not so hard that the whole thing will slide across the room, just a moderate firm pressure. Note if there is any movement such as racking in the structure. If too slight to be visibly discernible, place your fingers across all the joints one by one, pushing each time you do so. If you see or feel movement, it’s a clear sign that some or all of the joints are loose and will need re-gluing.


As you replace the drawers, check the dovetail joints, front and back, for soundness. A soft-to-moderate tap from the inside aimed outwards in each corner will tell you if the joints are loose. Look at the bottom of the drawer: are the runners worn? If they are, check the corresponding runners inside the carcass, as they will almost certainly be worn too. Is there shrinkage to the drawer bottom? This could cause splits, or for the bottom to have moved away from the drawer front. Now check the doors. Are they warped? Hold or position the door open, and then, looking edge on, line up the front edge with the back. The plane of the door should not show any twist or deviation. If, however, the door is planer but still fails to close properly, this could be caused by failed or badly aligned hinges. There is also the chance that the door joints may have loosened, causing the door to drop.
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Using your fingers, or flat of the hand, tap the drawer sides gently to check the soundness of the joints.








These are the main structural checks for cabinet-type furniture. But if you stumble across something unusual, just adapt along these lines and be inventive.


Tables should also be given the ‘push’ test, which is generally the only structural test needed for fixed geometry tables. Those with drop leaves will generally have rule joints. This is an articulating joint, where a female ovolo moulding rotates around its male counterpart. These often bind and suffer splits and chips from being forced against each other. Likewise, the swing supporting legs frequently warp, or loosen at the joints in a very similar way to cabinet doors, but without the central panel. The knuckle joint that retains this leg is also frequently in poor condition. Check the drop-leaf hinges for wear, especially on tables from the mid-Victorian period or later. Tables with extending mechanisms have such a variety of different mechanics it’s hard to give a coverall method of approach. However, unlike modern extending tables, the sliding parts will be in timber. Check these for function, ease of use and absence of sag.


Some smaller tables may have the leaves stored within their structure, underneath the top; larger ones usually need separate storage arrangements for the multiple leaves. Larger tables, and also some mid-size ones, often feature a screw mechanism to aid in extending and contracting the table. All will have some kind of lug system to locate and hold the leaves in place. These are often broken or missing, so a quick check here is also advisable.


Take your time and adapt your approach sympathetically using the methods we have already talked about, and you won’t go far wrong. But always be prepared to get on your knees or lie on your back and look underneath the table.


Chairs are easier to check for soundness of construction by comparison to other types of furniture, but are also more prone to damage. That’s because of all the furniture types the poor old chair is the most abused. It gets tilted backwards, dragged across the floor, even stood on. Worst of all, before garden furniture was invented, it was often taken outside and exposed to the elements. Not surprisingly, it’s rare to find antique or vintage chairs that do not need at least some attention. The best way to check them for loose or broken joints is to stand facing the chair, put a knee on the seat and apply some weight. Grasp the back with one hand on each side at the top, then pull with one arm and push with the other, then reverse the action. Remember, you’re not trying to take the chair apart, only to test for movement, and this doesn’t require that much force, so be gentle.



Exterior Examination: Assessing Finish and Surface Integrity


Having now satisfied yourself as to the structural integrity of the piece, the next job is to inspect the condition of all visible surfaces and decoration. Altogether this may sound like a lot of checking, and certainly there is a lot to check, but most can be accomplished more quickly than it takes to explain – especially this stage, which is a visual exercise devoid of technique, apart from an eagle eye.


What you are looking for are any faults that will require repair – for example splits, which are very common in cabinetry panels and table tops, as well as any missing elements, such as mouldings or hardware. If glass is present, is it sound, and of the correct period? Old glass does not have a completely flat surface, so when looked at obliquely it will reflect unevenly. It is generally thinner than modern equivalents, and there are often small bubbles and other imperfections present. Contemporary flat glass will leap out at you, especially if it is a replacement piece amongst original, as it looks too bright and perfect. This is important, because sourcing replacement vintage glass can be difficult, which is the reason it was replaced with modern. Sometimes architectural salvage specialists have some stock; breakers are another source. At a pinch, even old agricultural glass, as used in greenhouses, can be utilised as it is thin and often has the same defects.
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The shimmering light and playful distortions of old glass.








Looking at timber work in general, are elements such as feet damaged or in poor condition? If there are veneered surfaces, are they sound? Are any pieces loose or missing? Are there stains or watermarks that could prove problematic? Worst of all, has the timber been sanded or scraped? Old furniture will have developed a patina created by centuries of use, of waxing, polishing and handling. Less than the thickness of an onion skin, it is fragile and easily destroyed by aggressive attempts at refinishing. This delicate and ephemeral lustre brings with it desirability and a hefty chunk of the furniture’s value. If missing, it is next to impossible to recreate authentically – although a facsimile is possible, it won’t fool a trained eye. So how would you tell? A patina is not a finish in itself, it is more of a character that has been created by time and use. Old finishes worn down, and possibly another to replace it, has also gone the same way. Colour is faded on exposed parts by the wear of a thousand dustings and millions of casual touches. The hue is warm and reflective through a low satin shine.


Like the glass mentioned above, a too-perfect surface will be incongruous, with a lack of time-delivered irregular imperfections, such as old indentations filled with grime, minor scratches and stains that now meld into an overall uniformity. Old furniture has often stood near a window and will be more faded on one side than another, but the overall effect will be mellow and graduated. On the other hand you may see signs of ‘distressing’, the artificial creation of normal wear and tear. To do this right takes a special skill and considerable time.


That any piece of antique furniture has been subjected to sanding or scraping in the first place suggests that these sensibilities were absent. In all likelihood you will find marks and dents all of a uniform nature, as if made by the same implement. A pattern like this would be normal around a keyhole, but not a table top, or other large surface. In the attempt to create authentic signs of age, the hapless refinisher usually misjudges where to stop and inevitably overdoes it, often also leaving signs of excessive wear and tear in areas that would normally be inaccessible in daily use. This is then followed up with a wood stain and spray finish, giving the article a cheap and unnatural reproduction look.
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The soft, patinated glow of untouched burr-walnut veneer.








I have just described the very worst antique refinishing imaginable. This is relatively rare, but it does happen and usually as the result of ignorance, rather than in an attempt to deceive the buyer. So you are more likely to see this sort of thing in private sales, rather than from a professional dealer. Some distressing is welcome, as when a repair is made to blend with its surroundings, but not when it is done to deceive. Both a good restorer and a good faker strive to leave no trace of their work, so the purchaser must become something of a forensic scientist to know which is which.


The Polish


Last but by no means least, we come to the finish. Is it original? This is sometimes a moot question, because today, 90 per cent of the antique and vintage furniture we encounter is French polished. Shellac, or French polish, was first introduced from France to the UK in the eighteenth century. It slowly began to replace more traditional oil and wax finishes, especially when mahogany furniture became more fashionable in the nineteenth century. The Victorians liked this new finish so much that they refinished much of their existing older oak and walnut furniture in this way. Therefore the finish on those walnut Queen Anne chairs, now beautifully French polished, may have originally been wax, while other timbers such as oak were often oiled. So although the present finish may be 150 years old, or older, it still may not be original. Now I’m not suggesting that you strip back a reasonable-looking surface and re-wax or oil it, but it may be a perfectly justified option if the shellac has seriously deteriorated, or someone has since varnished it with polyurethane.
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Cuban mahogany chest with a split but easily repairable top, and a poor though repairable shellac finish. This has all the makings of a great affordable project.








Is the polish in good condition? I’m specifically referring to French polish, and such a finish in poor condition is not something to be lightly dismissed, because repairing and building a new shellac finish compatible with the age of the piece takes a surprising amount of time and skill. Don’t worry, we will cover this later in Chapter 12. However, if you are looking at a large table or a particularly fine or rare piece, it would be inadvisable to make this your French-polishing debut. The alternative is to have it expertly polished, which will be at considerable cost, which could take your project above budget.


Placing these concerns aside, the hope is that you will successfully find just the right piece that fits all your criteria, ideally in a condition that warrants a healthy debate about its price, but well within skill range, or the one that you are soon to gain.




IDENTIFYING FINISHES


It’s essential to know the nature of an existing finish before commencing any restorative work since fresh coats of finish cannot be applied over previous dissimilar types of finish because they will fail, either immediately, or over a period of time. Fortunately, discovering which finish you are dealing with can be achieved with the few simple tests described below.


When testing, always choose an inconspicuous area, as even poor existing finishes can often be repaired without stripping.


Wax


If wax was the sole finish used, identifying it is relatively straightforward. Visually it will appear thicker than when applied over a hard finish, and is typically the result of an initial hot application followed by numerous subsequent layers. A wax finish can be scraped off with a fingernail and will readily dissolve in white spirit or turpentine. If the surface is then wiped with a swab and bare timber is revealed, you can be confident that wax is the finish. However, if the wax is found to be covering another finish, it’s advisable to remove it from the test area before moving on to the next step.


Oil


To check for an oil finish, rub a little linseed oil on to the surface: if it’s accepted and, after several minutes, absorbed, your furniture has an oil finish. If it separates or beads, it’s a harder finish – in which case move on to the next test.


Shellac


Next, apply a drop of denatured alcohol on the surface. Methylated spirits will do, if that’s all you have on hand. Wait a minute or two, then rub with a small swab. A shellac finish will dissolve and become sticky to the touch, confirming that your finish is shellac, or shellac-based. Some shellac finishes are fortified with other resins.


Lacquer


If, however, the surface remains hard and intact, repeat the test using lacquer thinners. If the finish now dissolves, the finish is lacquer. Theoretically it could also be a water-based finish, but as these are relatively new, it’s extremely unlikely.


If none of these tests work, it is almost certain that someone has applied a more modern type of varnish at some point, and your furniture will need stripping.







CHAPTER 2


RECOGNISING AUTHENTICITY


IS IT GENUINE, OR FAKE?


Unless you are buying antique furniture worth tens of thousands, or even millions, it is unlikely that you will encounter the work of the expert faker. But that’s not to say you will not come across the work of those who are less expert at deception, or worse, that of the botcher. Museums and dealers increasingly use technology such as X-ray microtomography and X-ray fluorescence to determine authenticity. These techniques have revealed some surprising results, and no doubt a few red faces. Unfortunately, these technological devices are expensive and usually the domain of specialist consultants. So anyone reading this book will almost certainly have to rely on simple observation, investigation and good old intuition.
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A typical example of furniture often found in antique centres: a once painted pine cupboard that has been crudely stripped and stained. The surface bears signs of tear-out, likely caused by an overzealous stripping knife. I’m sure the perpetrator thought that it added a degree of aged authenticity, and it’s possible that they considered the thick stained varnish had the same effect. The handles are very obviously reproduction drawer pulls, and mounting them sideways as door handles only adds to the overall impression of contrivance. Although having a more unified provenance, these heavy-handed attempts at distressing significantly diminish its charm.








Just to reinforce the point, creating a fake is a costly and time-consuming procedure, requiring specialist equipment, knowledge and expertise. For this reason it is unlikely that restorers working with less prestigious pieces will run across a fully fabricated fake. However, it’s far more likely they will be confronted by ‘antique’ furniture that has been artificially aged to appear much older than it actually is, or pieces that have undergone such extensive restoration that little of the original remains. I’ve seen it happen where two cabinets have been made from one, and a few chairs into a full dining set.


Then, of course, there’s the matter of the ‘marriage’. Unlike those made in heaven, these unions are decidedly earthly, and made to deceive. A marriage in furniture terms involves combining two unrelated pieces to create one seemingly authentic whole. This practice is not uncommon, as the resulting piece is often more desirable, and thus more valuable than its individual components. For example, a desk might be married to a small bookcase to produce a secrétaire, which potentially holds far greater appeal than either piece on its own.


Another common practice involves stretching a set of chairs, as mentioned above. Antique chair sets increase significantly in value with each additional pair, so transforming a set of four into six or even eight can be a very tempting prospect. This is typically achieved by crafting additional chair parts to match the originals, then skilfully blending both sets of components into a set of chairs, each of which contains an equal amount of original and new parts; this is then described as ‘an extensive and costly restoration’.


The small table in the photograph is not so much a marriage as a combination of parts. The clue that something is wrong is, of course, that it’s a coffee table, which is as much an oxymoron as an antique TV cabinet. All parts are genuinely old, and probably from the same period. The two ends of the leg structure are from an Arts and Crafts piece that has been cut down, both in height and depth, and the cross rail has been fashioned from some other quite rustic piece; all of these are oak. The top is made from an old pine panel that has been resurfaced. It is highly unlikely that a genuine piece would have an oak base and pine top. It may have some merit as a useful coffee table, but it is far from being right.
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Low oak and pine table.








The creativity doesn’t stop there. Extending tables may gain an extra leaf to seat more guests, sideboards may be endowed with new decorative elements to contrive a more illustrious provenance, while carvings or mouldings are added to all manner of pieces to simulate the craftsmanship of an earlier period. Not all modifications are ill intentioned, of course. Some may have been expedient, a repair made by someone who could not access or make a moulding of the correct period. Such alterations could have been made by a previous owner who wanted to match other objects in their possession. So you should not immediately jump to the conclusion that the dealer is responsible – unless, that is, he has a showroom full of similarly altered pieces.


Understanding these practices isn’t about deterring you from buying altered or restored furniture. After all, a ‘marriage’ might not be made in heaven, but it could still be a happy union in your home. The key is to make informed decisions – appreciating a piece for what it truly is, and ensuring you pay a price that reflects its true nature and provenance.


The following sections will help expand your knowledge, equipping you to identify and assess such alterations. With careful observation and a critical eye you can avoid unpleasant surprises while confidently adding pieces to your collection.






RECOGNISING THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN OLD AND NEW WORK METHODS


The distinction between hand-cut and machine-made elements is often apparent, even to the untrained eye. However, the more subtle traces of hand tools, particularly on high-quality antique furniture, are less immediately obvious. Cabinetmakers from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries were meticulous in removing visible signs of the making process on show areas, even on interior components that might be seen during use. This contrasts sharply with modern craftsmanship, where exposed hand-cut joints are often celebrated as marks of quality and desirability.
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Hand-cut dovetails. Notice the variation of angles to the tails, the slight overcut and scribe marks.








In the past, craftsmen predominantly focused their efforts on the areas that were visible, planing, scraping and abrading away all traces of their activity. Hidden parts, such as the undersides of drawers, the backs of panels or the bottoms of shelves, those places that only servants might see during cleaning or moving, were largely left unfinished. This way of working in eighteenth-century workshops was driven by economics. Typically, craftsmen were paid on a piecework system, and only then for the work that had been completed. We must also remember that every plank and part had to be hand cut and planed by hand, so it’s easy to understand the economic perspective of the craftsman and the master. Nor would the client be all that keen to pay for artistry they would never see. Therefore unseen surfaces were often left with the primary tool marks of timber conversion.
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Saw marks can be seen at top centre of the photo, and the top left-hand side shows clear signs of wear.








These tell-tale hand-worked signs of age and authenticity are most commonly found on the underside of drawers, shelves or furniture backs. They will also be encountered in all manner of unseen places in the course of restoration work, but these will be the most accessible, pre-acquisition.




DOVETAILS


Today, hand-cut dovetails are considered a sign of quality and craftsmanship, and are usually conspicuously featured for this very reason. This was not always the case. Before the introduction of machinery into furniture workshops, dovetails and other hand-cut joints were considered the norm, with every woodworker being required to cut them accurately and quickly. Looked upon as distracting constructional details, most craftsmen actually took steps to conceal them, either by cutting lapped dovetails to drawer fronts or using a cockbead, so that at least the joint was invisible when the drawer was closed. Secret mitred dovetails were used on such features as structural plinths. This ensured that the mechanical strength of the dovetail joint was maintained, while remaining completely invisible once the joint was closed.






Time-Saving Practices as Markers of Authenticity


As alluded to above, efficiency and economics were just as important in eighteenth-century workshops as they are today. Fortunately, the effects of these constraints now translate into a forensic study that is ‘almost’ impossible to counterfeit.


Accessing these concealed areas on genuine antique furniture will reveal the irregular marks of the handsaw, or the scalloped surfaces left by a scrub plane, a tool with a convex blade designed to remove large quantities of shavings quickly and without tear-out. These planes were used to dimension and flatten boards quickly, which were then either left as they were, or further refined with cabinet planes. These telltale signs are invaluable because they reflect the authentic hand methods of the period, almost as a date stamp to the piece’s historical origin, even if fakers took the time to recreate these hand-tool marks, which is unlikely, again because of economics. They would then be confronted with laying down the authentic-looking grime and rubbing marks of centuries, which is surprisingly more difficult than it sounds.


These surfaces often exhibit a sort of rough patina of their own. There is the evidence of the hand tools themselves, of course, along with the dust and grime, which is then burnished on high points – because although these areas are seldom seen, let alone touched, over the years the furniture will have been moved, stored, jostled. Their backs, and possibly bottoms, will have been dragged past other pieces and along walls, which is easy to imagine if you have ever moved house. Drawer bottoms, especially in the middle of large drawers, are frequently burnished in this way, as a result of rubbing on the cross rails of the carcass between the drawer openings, caused by wear on the drawer slides – sometimes to the extent that the old tool marks at that point have been obliterated.


Another wear point on drawer bottoms, on predominantly British and American furniture, is where the bottom passes over the drawer stops. The stops are usually glued and nailed in position, or occasionally pegged, however the constant rubbing wears down the drawer stop, exposing the nail head, which then begins to score the bottom of the drawer, in extreme cases cutting partially or even completely through the drawer bottom. European furniture more often sites the drawer stops at the back of a cabinet, or on the top rail. This can cause a different set of problems, but in my experience to a less frequent degree.
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On the left can be seen the irregular pattern left by a handsaw, and on the right scalloped blade marks made by a scrub plane.








The re-use of timber was a common practice, with panels from old doors, wall panelling or even parts of dismantled furniture frequently repurposed. Evidence of their previous use can often be found in the form of nail holes, saw kerfs, traces of paint, or remnants of an earlier patina concealed in less visible areas. Given that, in earlier times, all new timber had to be laboriously converted from logs or rough planks through the demanding process of hand re-sawing, the expense and effort involved meant that any opportunity to re-use existing material was readily seized.


While old finishes were typically planed away, tell-tale signs such as peg holes or grooves in seemingly inexplicable places provide valuable clues to this practice, offering insight into historical working methods. Far from being imperfections, these details serve as markers of authenticity, reflecting both the resourcefulness of eighteenth-century craftsmen and the provenance of the piece itself.


Other Signs of Authenticity


The way joints are marked out and cut also warrants our close inspection. The knife is, and always has been, a more accurate way of marking timber for cuts and joints. These knife or scribe marks can often be seen around joints, together with saw cuts that nip into the line, or extend a short way past. This is particularly true on dovetails, and we mentioned before that every woodworker would be required to cut these joints accurately and quickly.
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The scribe marks for laying out the dovetails on this drawer are particularly prominent. The double marking shows that the maker either changed his mind about the thickness of the drawer front, or – more humanly – made a mistake.








Well, most workers were so good at these joints that they would only need to mark the depth of cut on the tails, generally made in the drawer sides. The angle of the cut and spacing was gauged by eye. Because of the way each side of this joint is traced from the other, the joint is still crisp and neat, but close inspection may well reveal slight discrepancies in spacing and angle repeatability. On the inner side of a drawer front, saw cuts running past the line of the joint may also be seen. This gave the cabinetmaker an advantage when clearing waste from the joint. Again, these are not flaws, they are signs of skilled men working under economic pressure.


Old Glue


Elements were often joined with rubbed joints and then left to dry and set uncramped, or other features may have been attached using glue blocks, again rubbed into place. All these techniques produced glue runs and drips, which were rarely wiped away when they would not be visible. These runs and drips, if of a true age, will have darkened and almost certainly cracked, the cracks then becoming contaminated with grime. Once you have seen a few centuries-old examples, it will be difficult to confuse them with anything more recent.
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Glue blocks as reinforcing behind a multiple element moulding. Notice the dirt-encrusted old glue.
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Old encrusted glue that once held a marble top in place. It would appear that the joint had failed several times and been redone.








When assessing an antique, these subtle hidden details provide crucial evidence of its age and method of construction. They serve not only to confirm a piece’s authenticity but also set apart genuine hand work from that proffered by modern reproductions. These, no matter how well contrived, invariably lack the traces of honest historical craftsmanship – and dare I say, the aura of genuine hand-crafted antiques. This was so well described by D.H. Lawrence in this short poem written in 1929:




Things men have made with wakened hands


are awake through years with transferred touch, and go on glowing


for long years.


And for this reason, some old things are lovely


warm still with the life of forgotten men who made them.





Such characteristics are then to be celebrated and not to be seen as imperfections. They are the tangible remnants of traditional techniques, on which research continues to throw new light, offering an ever-expanding window into the working practices of the past. The thickness of veneer is another good indicator of age and authenticity; after 1900 the thickness predominantly becomes very similar to that of today.


Although thicker sawn veneer is still available, the back ‘glue side’ will reveal the regular saw marks of a band, or reciprocating saw. The older veneer will reveal saw marks similar to those seen on the drawer bottom earlier.
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On the left in the picture is a late machine-cut Victorian veneer, and on the right a hand-cut element of marquetry from the seventeenth century. Note how it has been shaped to follow a curve.









Hardware


Old fixings such as screws, nails, locks and hinges can provide a valuable insight into a piece’s authenticity and, to a fairly good degree, its age. Handmade iron nails, with their irregular shafts and hammered heads, were commonly used before the early nineteenth century, while cut nails with tapered sides appeared later. Similarly, early screws were handmade, featuring unevenly spaced threads and slotted heads, whereas machine-made screws with uniform threads became widespread by the mid-nineteenth century. Locks and hinges were also crafted by hand before industrialisation, often displaying file marks and irregularities that distinguish them from later mass-produced counterparts. Even the positioning and wear patterns of fixings can offer clues, revealing whether they are original to the piece or later additions. Examining these elements closely can help confirm whether a piece retains its original components or has undergone past repairs or alterations.
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Example of an old forged nail, and several versions of cut nails. In the centre, an early wire nail with an offset head.








The backspring lock, a simple but effective locking mechanism, first appeared in furniture during the late seventeenth century. Unlike earlier designs that relied on wards or external keyways, the backspring lock incorporated an internal sprung bolt, which engaged automatically when the key was removed. This advancement provided both security and convenience, making it particularly suitable for cabinets, writing desks and bureau bookcases.




[image: image]




Early screws; those on the left are older.








By the early eighteenth century backspring locks had become increasingly common, particularly in fine English and French furniture. Cabinetmakers favoured them for their reliability, as the internal spring mechanism reduced the risk of accidental unlocking. Many high-quality Georgian and Regency pieces feature these locks, often crafted with finely shaped escutcheons and decorative brasswork.
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Warded back-sprung lock removed from a seventeenth-century commode drawer.








Over time, the basic design saw refinements, but the fundamental principle remained unchanged. Nevertheless, identifying original locks and other hardware can aid in dating and authenticating a piece, so it is well worth obtaining a book or two on the subject. Early locks were always custom fitted by the cabinetmaker; this was often done quickly, and to our modern eyes will often look quite crude. But once again the tell-tale marks, grime and dust are difficult to imitate.




[image: image]




Grime around the inside of the keyhole, evidence of oiling, along with old tool marks and signs of repeated refixing, all build a convincing picture of authenticity.












ASSESSING THE EXTENT OF WORK AND WHAT TO CHARGE


Unlike pricing new work, there is no fixed formula for calculating the time or cost of restoration. Each project presents unique challenges, with variables and hidden issues that only become apparent as the work progresses. Over time, by keeping a record of previous restorations, one can develop a reference for estimating similar work. However, this is of little help when tackling a first restoration.


That said, estimating is not a matter of simply guessing. Even without prior experience, an informed approach can be taken by carefully assessing the piece, considering the extent of repairs needed and anticipating potential complications. In truth, all restoration estimates involve a degree of uncertainty, as no two pieces are ever alike. For this reason, I always provide clients with a price range rather than a fixed quote, along with a commitment to notify them should any significant unforeseen issues arise.


So with little or no experience of furniture restoration, you are confronted with estimating conservation work, either for yourself or a client. You will have a degree of woodworking knowledge and experience, and of course be naturally endowed with imagination. Therefore, imagine yourself going through each operation and calculate how long you think each will take. Jot down the title and time taken for each facet of the work in a column, and then add them to give a total of the time you believe the job will take. This will give you the basis of an educated guess, rather than a wild one, plucked from space. Nevertheless it is still only a guess, and human nature being what it is, we tend to overestimate our abilities while underestimating how long things actually do take. Anyone who has made a day list of jobs will be well acquainted with the phenomenon of shrinking hours. This evaporation of time is nowhere more apparent than in the restoration workshop. Therefore to arrive at a more realistic estimate, take your imagined time estimate and multiply it by two and a half, and those who are less confident of their skills should multiply by three.


You will also need to establish an hourly rate; those already in business will have little problem with this. But those who are thinking of turning a hobby into a business must remember that your hourly rate will have little to do with current wage levels, because charged rates must include all your earning needs and overheads. Even when working from home, you must account for a proportion of household expenses that relate to the space used for your restoration work, including utilities and property rates. Add to this the inevitable downtime spent on business tasks that cannot be charged to any specific job. Then there are machinery and maintenance costs, along with vehicle expenses, depreciation and eventual replacement. Don’t forget holidays and profit. There will, of course, be other expense considerations that are unique to each individual, and those headings above are in the nature of broad generalities.
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