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CHAPTER 1


TOOLS, MATERIALS AND PREPARATION


To begin, I’m going to outline what you will need in terms of tools and materials to cane your first chair. It is a relatively simple kit and once you have acquired the cane and a few of the tools listed, all you would need to find is a small wooden chair designed to have a woven cane panel for its seat or back. These chairs are not hard to find; characteristically it would be a simple wooden frame and all four of the seat rails would have spaced holes sized approximately 4–5mm wide drilled through them. The size of the holes and spacing can vary from chair to chair.
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Cane panels and tools.








The chair cane can be bought from two or three specialist suppliers here in the UK. I’d really recommend using one of these stockists as they are used to sourcing the best quality cane – it would be a shame to spend all the time and effort of weaving a chair seat for it not to last due to inferior materials. If the cane isn’t of good quality, it may prove harder to work with as it will split and snap.


The tool kit required for caning chairs isn’t vast. As you can see from the list below, a few specialised tools are all you need to begin. You may already have similar tools at home; many chair caners use repurposed household items in their kits. One chair caner I knew just liked to use a small metal nail file with a hooked end. I keep a selection of different size blunt nails for use as hole clearers and have various handmade shell bodkins, as a range of sizes of tools is useful for the variety of hole sizes on the cane chair frame.


All the tools are items which you could find at a local hardware shop or one of the chair cane supply shops. Don’t worry if you are having any trouble sourcing tools, I find that my own fingers are the most used of all the tools I have at my disposal!




TOOLS


Hole clearer – for clearing the old cane and pegs from the drilled holes in the chair frame. A blunt nail would also work for this job.




Bodkin – a real go-to tool, useful for moving cane around and opening space to weave. Bodkins are a tool used in many industries; any small metal pointed tool would do for this job.


Shell bodkin – a bodkin which is slightly curved and has a valley in the centre. This is a tool specifically used by chair caners.


Side cutters – a sharp set of pliers with one flat side, for making close cuts.


Hammer – a light hammer is most suitable for tapping in pegs.


Wooden mallet – is also suitable for tapping in pegs or for use with the hole clearer.


Golf tees; wooden, willow or plastic pegs – for holding the cane tight while weaving. If you are making your own willow pegs, they would need to be 5–6cm long. You can whittle the willow to a suitable point or, if you are making wooden pegs, split some soft wood into strips approximately 1cm square. Then shape the ends into a point in the same way. I use a mix of wood, willow and golf tees depending on the size and depth of the holes.


Steamer – a smooth strap with a hole in the centre or at each end, used for the weavings stage of the caning process.


Blunt nail – really useful for clearing holes or tapping in the pegs.


Pocket knife or scissors


Spring clamp – for holding canes in place when close caning.


Bowl – for water and a towel, cloth or sponge.




MATERIALS


The cane we use for seating is the bark of the rattan palm, also known as common rattan (Calamus sp. or Daemonorops sp.). These plant species are native to Southeast Asia. It is a jungle creeper which grows like ivy around the jungle floor, stretching up to the jungle canopy. Growing to very long lengths, up to 150 metres, it makes an ideal material for weaving.




The processing industry is focused in Indonesia, the Philippines and Malaysia. These countries have long-established rattan growing and processing industries. They are mostly small rural businesses so don’t impact the environment in a negative way. After harvesting, the long rattans are cut down and hung up to dry out. They then undergo a sulphuration process to kill any fungus or insects. Next, the long thorns and leaves are removed, then it is split, and the centre of the rattan palm is removed. This part of the plant can be used to peg the holes on the chair frame once the seat is woven and is also used for basketry. The rattan palm is not hollow like bamboo; the cane we use for weaving seats is the outer bark of the plant. Once the bark is removed from the centre cane it is then ‘shaved’ to make ribbons of appropriate thickness and width needed for chair seating.The outer bark of the cane is a rich gold in colour, slightly rounded, smooth and shiny. The other side is fibrous and absorbent. If you look closely you will see ‘nodes’ on the cane – this is a part of the plant where the leaves sprout and can be a weak spot. Always use the cane with the shiny side facing upwards as it naturally repels dirt.
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Caning tools.
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Cane.










Choosing Cane Size and Preparation for Use


Your cane chair will have seat rails which are usually 5–6cm wide and 1.5–2cm deep. They will have holes drilled all the way through the frame from top to bottom, on all four sides. Be aware that the spacing on holes is not always uniform! Very often the side rail holes don’t line up and the distance between holes can vary widely. Don’t worry, this is usual for a handmade chair and although it will affect the woven pattern, it will also add character to the restored chair.






















	Holes Per 15cm


	Cane Size


	Old Cane Size







	16–17


	1.5 and 1.9mm


	0 and 1







	15


	1.9 and 2.1mm


	1 and 2







	14


	1.9 and 2.1mm or all 2.1mm


	1 and 2 or all 2







	13–14


	2.1 and 2.4mm or all 2.1mm


	2 and 3 or all 2







	11–12


	2.1 and 2.4mm or all 2.4mm


	2 and 3 or all 3







	


	Or 2.1 and 2.9mm


	or 2 and 4







	7–10


	2.4 and 2.9mm


	3 and 4







	


	2.1 and 2.9mm or all 2.9mm


	2 and 4 or all 4













Chair caners each have their preferred way of preparing the cane for use. I take a small bunch of cane which is looped in half, I hold the loops together with an elastic band and then coil the bunch into a bowl of water. As the cane is a plant it’s absorbent, so when soaked it takes in the water, expands and becomes soft and pliable, ideal for weaving. You can remove the cane after 10–15 minutes and keep it wrapped in a damp towel. As a beginner, it is essential that your cane is soft and pliable – weaving the later stages of the pattern, it can be very frustrating if the cane snaps because it is too dry and brittle. It is handy to have a flannel, spray or sponge just to dampen the canes down, particularly if you’re weaving a large area. Some caners leave the cane in the water for the whole time that they are weaving, just to make sure it is pliable enough. Others prefer to use the cane completely dry or dampen the dry canes with a sponge as they go.


If you don’t use all the dampened cane at once, you can hang it up to dry ready for the next time. Just be aware that if you soak it and dry it out repeatedly, it may lose its golden colour.


The cane comes in a few different sizes; the millimetre measurements refer to the width of the cane. Originally, they were simply graded by numbers 1–6 but now the cane is sold by the millimetre measurement. Many seats traditionally use a combination of two sizes for different stages of the woven pattern. Usually a thicker size is used for the diagonal weaves (crossings) and a thinner size is used for the horizontals and verticals (weavings and settings). The combination of sizes balances the overall look of the caned panel. The edge or ‘beading’ cane is thicker, usually around 3.9mm to 4mm. The millimetre size may vary depending on your supplier.


It is useful to keep some of the original cane panel to work out the cane sizes. If there isn’t any cane on the chair, you can use the table above as a size guide.


Measure 15cm along the drilled holes in the frame. Count how many holes there are in the 15cm.




CHAIR FRAME PREPARATION


An ideal first project would be a Victorian or Edwardian bedroom chair. These were made in great numbers and are relatively common. Very often, for want of finding a chair caner, they have a plywood board with drilled holes in a decorative pattern nailed on to the chair frame.




You can look underneath the seat for the cane holes in the seat rails to check if the chair is designed for caning.








CLEARING THE OLD CANE


Step 1 – To clear the old cane, use scissors to cut the caned seat out close to the frame and keep it for size, colour and pattern reference.
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Cane removed from the chair seat.











Step 2 – Snip the loops on the underneath of the chair using side cutters, scissors or a pocketknife.
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Loops cut on the underside of the chair frame.











Step 3 – Turn the chair back upright and then snip the beading (the wide cane edging) if the chair has it.
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Beading cut on the top of the chair frame.











Step 4 – Turn the chair back upside down and using the hole clearer and a mallet or a blunt nail and a hammer, gently tap the old cane and pegs out of the holes. Note: it is always good practice to use a wooden-handled tool (the hole clearer) with a wooden mallet or if using a metal nail, tap this with a metal hammer. The chair seat will now be clear of all the old cane and the holes should be unblocked.
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Clearing the holes.

















CHAIR FRAME REPAIRS


If the chair has loose joints, it is useful to re-glue and clamp these to tighten them up. Gently tap the rails open and apply a little wood glue. Clamp the rails and if you have time, leave to dry overnight.


Occasionally you will see the seat rails of the chair split where the drilled holes are. The holes can create weakness in the frame, so it is common to see breaks on this part of the chair. This can be remedied using the following steps.


Step 1 – Gently open the spilt up – you can use a small wedge of wood to hold it open. Apply some wood glue into the split.
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Split rail with glue.











Step 2 – You will need some small wood screws to help the repair take the pressure of the tight cane work. These can be screwed in from the inside of the rail. Make a pilot hole with a drill first and be careful to place the screws between the weaving holes. If you don’t put the screws in, it is likely the glued split will open again as the caned pattern is woven.
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Repair with screws.
















CHAIR FRAME CLEANING


The last part of preparation for the frame is to clean and revive the frame. For this I use a mixture of methylated spirit, white spirit and linseed oil, shaking equal parts of each ingredient together in a jar or bottle. You might want to wear gloves when you apply the solution to the chair frame. You can buy clean and revive solution ready mixed.


Step 1 – Apply the clean and revive solution to the frame using 0000 wire wool, really rubbing the mixture into the wood. This will clean the wood and revive the original finish; it won’t change the overall look of the chair or strip the original polish. Cover the whole chair, working into any dirty or scratched areas.
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Applying the clean and revive mixture.











Step 2 – Wipe any excess off with a cloth or flannel, making sure you rub in and remove any of the clean and revive solution. The illustration shows the difference between the revived wood and the original. The cane and chair are now ready to begin weaving. I’ve used some tape to show the cleaned and original wooden rails.




[image: image]




Cleaned and uncleaned frame.













CHAPTER 2


STANDARD SIX-WAY PATTERN


The Standard Six-Way pattern is probably the most familiar pattern known for caned furniture. It has earned a place in our collective design DNA and is commonly seen on fabric, stationery and clothing. The pattern’s origins are unknown, although it is thought to have originated in India or China. Cane chairs were introduced into Europe by Portuguese traders during the seventeenth century. Charles II was given a carved ebony chair with a caned seat, initiating the popularisation of the novel style, which was then copied on walnut and beechwood chair frames throughout the UK. The pattern has been used on furniture in Europe ever since.
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Completed cane chairs; Victorian dining chair and bentwood chair with a circular seat and back, and sample frame.













METHOD – FIRST SETTING


Once you have prepared your chair frame and dampened down the cane, check the number of holes in the frame and use the table (Chapter 1) to select your combination of cane sizes. You are now ready to begin weaving the first setting. When weaving this pattern, all vertical strands are called the settings, all horizontal strands are called the weavings. The settings and weavings will be woven using the thinner-size cane.


Choose a long piece of cane, checking to make sure it doesn’t have any breaks or weak spots. You will need to use the cane shiny side up, so do familiarise yourself with the look of the smooth shiny side and the fibrous slightly duller underside.


Step 1 – Count the holes on the back rail of your chair or frame and locate the centre hole. If there is an even number, locate the two central holes. Mark these with two pegs. If there is an odd number of holes, use one peg to mark the centre. Repeat for the front rail. This will be particularly important for trapezium- or round-shaped frames. I always start in the centre of the front and back rails as it is important to keep these initial settings square to the chair frame – even on shaped frames the settings and weavings should all sit parallel to one another and be evenly spaced.
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Centre pegged holes.











Step 2 – Take the back rail peg out – if you have two, choose the left- or right-hand one. Place the cane shiny side up in the hole, from the top with at least 12cm of cane through the hole and then place a peg in the hole to hold the cane in place.
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First cane held with a peg.











Step 3 – Hold the cane with the shiny side between your thumb and forefinger and feed the strand back through, so that you end up holding the very end of the cane with your thumb and forefinger. This should make sure that the cane is not twisted and remains shiny side up during the weaving process. It is good to get used to doing this on the more straightforward parts of the weaving process as it will really help to stop the rattan from twisting as the weaving gets more complicated. You can then put the loose end of the cane into the parallel hole on the front rail of the chair. Pull it tight from the underneath and when it is drum tight, put a peg in the hole to hold the cane taut.
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Centre cane pegged at both ends.











Step 4 – Bring the end of the cane up from below to the top of the chair rail, through the next hole along to the right. As you pull the cane through, be careful not to get it twisted, especially as the loop between holes tightens. Pull the cane all the way and make sure the loop on the underside of the frame is not twisted. As you become more accomplished you will be able to feel this rather than having to look each time! Hold the cane taut and move the peg from the previous hole into the hole the cane has just been threaded through. This will be a ‘working peg’, meaning it will move as you weave the settings. It is important to peg the cane each time it comes through a hole. This keeps the tension and allows you to have both hands free for feeding the long length of cane back through your thumb and forefinger, then take it to the back of the frame and feed it into the corresponding hole. Pull it tight and then peg with the working peg. Continue with this until you reach the last hole – do not weave into the corner holes, these need to stay clear for the crossings (the diagonals).
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First setting in progress.











Step 5 – You can now repeat this process for the left-hand side of the frame. This is where the first setting finishes. If you have come to the end of the length of cane, before you complete the section make sure you have a ‘tail’ of at least 12cm going through to the underneath of the chair. Then use the working peg to hold it tight. This working peg will now stay in this hole, and you can begin a new piece of cane, held with a new peg (see Step 3). This new cane will go into the hole next to the one you have just finished. Then continue weaving the settings until you reach one hole from the corner hole.
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Completed first setting.
















METHOD – FIRST WEAVING


The ‘weavings’ refer to all the horizontal strands of cane. You will be using the same size cane as you did for the first setting. It is important to get the cane sizes right otherwise the pattern will look unbalanced and become crowded. All the strands of cane which make up the final woven panel should sit flat; using the correct size cane is crucial for achieving this. The first weaving will sit over the top of all the first settings and is threaded between the holes on the side rails of the chair frame. It is helpful that there isn’t any actual weaving in and out at this stage as it will give you a chance to become familiar with how the cane feels to work with and how it may twist, before the weaving process becomes more complex.


Step 1 – You can begin at the back of the chair seat on the left- or right-hand side rail. Start one hole down from the corner hole. These will usually be left clear for the crossings stage. I prefer to start at the back as it’s easier and more comfortable to work towards oneself. Place your cane shiny side up into the first side hole, thread a 12cm tail into the hole. Peg the cane, then feed the strand of cane back through your thumb and forefinger. Thread the end into the corresponding hole on the opposite side of the frame and peg with a working peg. Make sure it is sitting flat and taut over the top of the first setting. Bring the end of the cane through the next hole down and pull it through, remembering to check that the cane loop isn’t twisted underneath the frame. Peg the cane with your working peg, using the same method as for the first setting. Continue down the sides of the frame threading and pegging each hole. If you run out of cane, peg the end, and then start with a new piece as previously described. You will finish one hole up from the corner holes.
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Completed first weaving.
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