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FOREWORD


Jay Blades, MBE


Presenting The Repair Shop is a real privilege. I get to work with a whole team of creative people who love craft as much as I do – as well as a whole different team of creatives behind the camera. When family treasures first arrive at the Barn, often in a very sorry state, I have a ringside seat, and I hear at first-hand what these objects mean to their owners, what precious memories they hold, what stories they have to tell. Later, when the items are mended and handed back, I share the same delight and pleasure in seeing them gain a new lease of life. The act of mending is one that repairs people, too. It’s an emotional journey, every time.


Lately, I’ve been a bit busy, I must admit. When I’m not filming in the Barn, I’m involved with a number of organisations that support craft and craftspeople. Back in July 2021 I was asked to become Building Crafts Ambassador for The Prince’s Foundation. The crafts programme run by the Foundation trains students in a range of heritage crafts from stonemasonry and thatching to blacksmithing. It’s based in Scotland, at Dumfries House, which is where we were invited to go at the behest of the then Prince of Wales.


Last May I was made co-chair of the Heritage Crafts Association, a charity that monitors endangered crafts and promotes their survival. I’m also an ambassador for the Queen Elizabeth Scholarship Trust (QEST), which provides grants for students enrolling in vocational courses. Just recently, I was asked by HRH The Princess Royal to be Vice-President of City & Guilds, the charity of which she is President.


Often I go back to Rycotewood Furniture Centre, in Oxford, where I studied upholstery, to speak to third-year students and visit end-of-year shows. It’s one of the venues where we’re launching Saturday Clubs during the summer months, where young people can come and dip into some of the crafts to see what they’re all about. This project is sponsored by organisations linked with QEST and is free of charge for participants.


What all my endeavours outside The Repair Shop have in common is my passion to make the invisible visible. Most crafts had very humble beginnings. For centuries the country was full of worker bees busy earning a living, practising their skills, and handing those skills on to the next generation. But lately many of these heritage crafts have ended up on the ‘red list’ and a shocking number are in danger of dying out completely. There’s also the perception that craft is quite elitist because it has been hidden from view for so long.


I knew about craft when I was growing up, but not in the sense that I understand it now. Once you delve into a subject, it gets quite deep and complex. You have to see beyond the surface. It’s a bit like if you decide to take up fishing, and then discover there’s a whole world out there, where people who are into fishing make different things. Or if you buy a table because you really like the look of it, then find out more about the skills that went into making it.


My mission is to bring a new awareness of craft to a wide audience and to make it accessible. I can say to a prospective student: these are your opportunities, there’s some money from QEST that you can apply for, you can take a look at some courses that The Prince’s Foundation are running, or you can go to university to get the skills you need.


Earlier this year, I was asked to be Chancellor of my old uni, Buckinghamshire New University (BNU), where I studied criminology and philosophy, and where my dyslexia was first identified and supported. I said I would accept on the condition that they reinstated their furniture course and gave me the opportunity to send some people there on one of my scholarships.


My old uni has a campus in High Wycombe, in what was once the centre of the British furniture trade. Ercol, G-Plan, and Parker Knoll all used to be based there, and so was my charity ‘Out of the Dark’, which was set up to teach young offenders how to restore and repair furniture. It was wonderful to see how the self-esteem of these young people just grew and grew the more they learned, and the more skills they mastered. Imagine being told you aren’t going to amount to much because the educational system can’t necessarily accommodate you, and then being brought into an environment where you truly flourish. You’ve made something, and it looks good in your eyes, and then it sells. That’s real life, someone paying for your efforts. At school your efforts are marked and given a GCSE grade, or something like that, but a lot of the people we dealt with weren’t able to achieve those kind of qualifications because of various learning difficulties. We showed them there was an alternative way of valuing themselves and their own personal abilities.
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My particular skills are furniture restoration, especially upholstery, which is how I first got involved with the show. Nowadays, I don’t have the time to be so hands-on, but my furniture business, based in Ironbridge, Shropshire, is going from strength to strength, and we’ve got a great team of people working there.


A new venture is Jay & Co, which I opened in March 2023 in collaboration with Steve Wyatt of Restored Retro, which is based in Poole, Dorset.


Steve is another prime example of an adult who had an addiction problem, recovered, and needed something to focus on. That something turned out to be craft and restoration. I mentored him for a while, and the next thing I knew he had opened a shop and I started to sell some of my stuff there. Then an opportunity came up when the premises next door fell vacant. It was a no-brainer: break a hole through the wall and join the two shops together.


I often get called a ‘modern restorer’, but my work is more about redesign and reimagining. I like to use pattern and colour in surprising or inventive ways – pattern on the back of a sofa or on an arm of a chair, a pop of colour on a leg. That puts restoration front and centre; it doesn’t hide it away. It’s like the Japanese art of kintsugi, or golden repair, where you repair something like a broken bowl with lacquer or powdered gold to celebrate what’s happened to it.


At the same time, you’re making second-hand furniture more contemporary for the modern market. Not everyone wants to live with a museum piece in their house. Keeping it current is one way of giving it some individuality and a new life in our times.


What restoration and redesign is all about is using resources responsibly, repairing and mending, not throwing something on the scrap heap, or sending it to landfill. Craft is a key part of that approach, and it’s good to see that a renaissance is starting to get underway. We need people who are going to think differently and sustainably.
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Where Crafts Come to Life


Located in the leafy countryside of the South Downs, in West Sussex, The Repair Shop barn is where crafts come to life – appropriately enough, since this thatched, timber-framed farm building is itself a stunning survivor from time gone by, now repurposed to a new use at the Weald and Downland Living Museum.


When the barn was first constructed, over three hundred years ago, traditional craft skills were still flourishing and widespread in all parts of the country. Buildings were made by hand, largely using local materials, and so was most of what they contained – from furniture to pottery to cutlery.


With the rise of industrialisation and the arrival of mass production, craft skills gradually began to wane, with some threatening to disappear altogether. Today, with The Repair Shop as its showcase, a revival is underway. Week after week the resident experts demonstrate the value of making and mending, as precious family treasures are restored to life, ready to be passed on to the next generation.


Anyone who has ever taken up a craft – whether knitting, crochet, woodworking or pottery – appreciates the deep sense of fulfilment that comes from working with your hands. More than ever, it’s becoming a necessary antidote to the fact that these days so many of us conduct a large proportion of our everyday lives remotely, via digital screens. Craft is grounding because it is all about touch, and touch is increasingly a neglected sense.


Whichever craft you choose, you have to be prepared to be patient and put in the time: practice really does make perfect. The Repair Shop experts have been on exactly the same journey, starting as outright beginners, becoming apprentices, before ending up as leading professionals in their fields. There’s no quick fix.


The skills on display in the Barn have not been acquired overnight, but are the product of hours and hours of trial and error, of figuring out what works, of experimenting and making the occasional misstep and correcting it. And the learning is lifelong. Many of the objects that come into the workshop present challenges that the team have never encountered before, which is when two – or three – heads become better than one, and lateral thinking, as much as an individual’s specific technical knowledge, is the order of the day.


Craft is a state of mind. At its best and most fluid, the connection between hand and eye promotes an almost meditative feeling, a heightened sense of focused concentration that is often called ‘flow’. For woodworker Will Kirk it’s sanding that brings that element of simple enjoyment, which is also how Jay Blades gets in ‘the zone’. Experienced craftspeople know better than to rush such repetitive tasks, and instead are prepared to devote as much time to them as is necessary. While the most dramatic stage is often the final transformation – for example, the coat of paint, varnish or polish that brings everything into sharp focus – its impact is dependent on the hours of painstaking preparation that went on beforehand.


If there is satisfaction to be gained in the craft process itself, both making something new and repairing something old and time-worn are equally rewarding, not least because the results are tangible. Giving a battered table a new lease of life extends its practical use and prevents what otherwise might have been discarded from ending up on the scrap heap. Cleaning layers of disfiguring varnish off an old painting restores its beauty and honours the artist’s original vision.


And it goes without saying that mending not only represents an economical use of resources, both financial and material, it’s good for the planet, too. When you fix an object rather than throw it out or rush to buy a new one, you reduce waste and consume less, strategies that are becoming ever more critical at this time of global climate change.


MATERIAL QUALITY


To a great extent, the inherent characteristics of a particular material dictate how it can be worked. This goes far beyond superficial appearance and embraces qualities such as density, pliability, resistance, how it performs under various conditions, and what adversely affects it. Drop a ceramic bowl onto the floor and it’s likely to chip, crack or shatter, which is not the case with a leather bag. Prolonged exposure to the elements will cause metal to rust; damp isn’t great for wood, either, while other natural enemies include dry rot and woodworm. Learning a craft is not simply about mastering a range of techniques; it’s also necessary to get a feel for materials on a fundamental level.


Just as a potter will come to appreciate the malleability of clay and how the centrifugal force of the wheel will help shape the final form, the metalworker will gain a sense of the degree to which metal can be bent, hammered or heated to achieve the desired result without breaking, cracking or snapping in two. In every case, it’s about letting yourself be guided by the material.
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Using quality materials is important to ensure that objects are repaired to a high standard to be treasured for years to come.
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TOOLS


On the other side of the craft equation are tools. Different crafts have their own specialist tools designed to do particular jobs, such as robust, curved leatherworking needles, or the smooth bone folders used in bookbinding. Yet many are surprisingly multipurpose and can be pressed into service to fulfil a variety of functions, sometimes even interchangeably across a number of different disciplines. Few craftspeople are without at least several pairs of pliers.


Screwdrivers, hammers and punches are all tools that embody a kind of working intelligence and become thought in progress. The best feel right and balanced in the hand, although this is often a matter of personal preference – what feels right to one person won’t necessarily suit another who has a different grip or degree of manual strength.


Good-quality tools of all descriptions are built to last, which is why many of the experts in the Barn go to great lengths to seek out tools from second-hand sources, such as junk shops and car boot sales. It’s also why they treasure those that they first acquired decades ago, which are so familiar they become like extensions of their own hands. They are careful to maintain their tools, which may entail sharpening, oiling or cleaning after use. This is not merely to ensure the tools last longer and function at maximum efficiency, it’s also a question of preventing damage. You always have to be alert and careful when you’re working with sharp tools, but blunt tools can be more even hazardous – you will be tempted to apply more pressure for the same effect, which will increase the risk of the tool slipping and harming yourself or the material – or both.


Many of the Repair Shop experts have their favourite tools; in some cases these have been handed down by members of their own family who were engaged in the same craft. Clockmaker Steve Fletcher and leatherworker Suzie Fletcher, who are siblings, both use tools that once belonged to their grandfather. In Suzie’s case, this is a pair of ordinary pliers, while Steve treasures a simple rachet screwdriver. Neither of these tools is particularly special, or is worth much; it’s the memories they enshrine that make them irreplaceable.
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The experts often use the same tools for many years and they become like extensions of their own hands.





Preserving Heritage Crafts


In 2017 the Heritage Crafts Association published a report listing crafts that are endangered in the UK, including those that didn’t originate in the country. The Red List of Endangered Crafts was the first of its kind and has since been regularly updated. It makes fascinating, if alarming, reading.


Crafts are grouped into four categories: extinct in the UK, critically endangered, endangered and currently viable. A heritage craft is defined as: ‘a practice which employs manual dexterity and skill and an understanding of traditional materials, design and techniques, and which has been practised for more than two generations.’ It is deemed currently viable if there are enough people still practising it to pass on their skills to the next generation, along with enough would-be apprentices queuing up to learn it.


Years ago, when Jay Blades first set up a charity teaching young offenders how to restore and repair old furniture, he had no craft skills himself to draw on. So he did the sensible thing: he contacted Age Concern (now Age UK), the Women’s Institute and Neighbourhood Watch and asked for volunteers to come and teach their skills. The charity was based in High Wycombe, which used to be the centre of the British furniture-making industry, and Jay was flooded with offers of help. Their oldest teacher was a 92-year-old, who passed on the crafts of caning and making rush seating.


Crafts become endangered and threaten to disappear altogether for various reasons. One of the most obvious is demand, which is closely related to market value. Before the arrival of mechanisation, horsepower was the main engine of transport and agricultural work, which meant the related crafts of saddlery, harness-making and blacksmithing thrived in every village and parish. The fact that none of these crafts are in danger today, despite our reliance on the car as a means of getting from place to place, is because riding horses for pleasure or sport continue to be popular activities.


Other crafts die out because artificial or manufactured products are perceived as better, or are cheaper and easier to produce in quantity. This may account for the reason why making lacrosse sticks and cricket balls by hand are crafts that now fall into the extinct category. What is more worrying is that those on the endangered list include brush-making, marbling, clockmaking, watchmaking, cutlery making, glove-making, hat-making and shoemaking, among far too many others.


Why does this matter? Mass production and marketing means you can buy the same products in Cornwall as in Carmarthenshire, in Norfolk as in Northumberland. Often this standardisation comes at the price of cultural loss. The making of Sussex trugs and Devonshire stave baskets are endangered crafts, and their departure – and the departure of other crafts like them – would mean that regions up and down the country are a little less distinctive and a little bit more like everywhere else. This is because when heritage crafts die, so do local traditions and diversity.


Perhaps more importantly, the loss of a craft represents a direct loss of knowledge; not only in how to make something by hand, but how to repair it, too. This is where The Repair Shop comes in. If you know how to make something, you know how to restore it so that it can be used and enjoyed for years to come.


All of the above are good arguments for learning a craft yourself. This book will introduce the basic skills involved in a range of disciplines and features a number of easy repairs that beginners can attempt. But if getting involved in learning some of these techniques isn’t your thing or feels too much, at the very least, we hope you will see your old pieces in a different light. If we relish objects or products that are handmade from natural materials, we ought to be prepared to pay a little more for them to keep these skills in demand and craftwork of all kinds flourishing.
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Metalwork expert Dom Chinea and ceramics conservator Kirsten Ramsay in The Repair Shop Barn. Here Kirsten is working on the Tower of London Poppy.
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ART RESTOR ATION


Lucia Scalisi


There’s a fine line between restoration and conservation, and this is particularly true in the case of artwork. Restoration implies returning something to its former glory, while conservation aims to extend the life of an item and preserve it for future generations.


A dilemma arises when the object in question is to be used in some way, not just put on a shelf or a wall to be displayed, or tucked away in a drawer as a keepsake. For example, when a chair with a broken leg needs repairing so that it can be sat on again. Making an object serviceable, without eradicating all the evidence of its previous history, requires many fine judgements.


Art has no such practical uses: its purpose is to be admired and appreciated. Yet there is still a tightrope to be walked between doing too little and doing too much. Lucia Scalisi, The Repair Shop’s resident art conservator, is more than capable of restoring an eighteenth-century painting so it looks like it was painted yesterday. But she wouldn’t, for reasons that are both ethical and aesthetic. To do so would be to compromise the artwork’s integrity, and put an inappropriately fresh face on a painting that has seen over 200 years’ worth of history. Her principal intentions, instead, are to prevent further deterioration, to mend tears and rips, and to retouch principally those areas where it is necessary in order to make sense of the image. Most especially, it is to clean away layers of disfiguring dirt or varnish that obscure colour, modelling and detail so that the art can be revealed in all its original subtlety.


The distinction between art restoration and art conservation is further underscored by the different types of training involved. Art restoration, certainly in the past, was chiefly apprentice-led, while art conservation is a formal postgraduate course offered by various universities. As a discipline, the latter originated with courses begun in the 1960s under the aegis of institutions such as The National Gallery. Along with an appreciation for art, a requirement of such work is a certain aptitude for science, particularly chemistry.


Lucia can usually tell roughly how old a painting is pretty much straight away. In this she’s aided by her in-depth knowledge of which pigments were used during which period, and her familiarity with different historical styles of painting. She likens this to the ability of a devotee of fashion being able to tell at a glance whether a dress dates from the 1930s or 1950s based on the cut and fabric pattern. For example, white paint used to be made from lead, and when lead was identified as being toxic, in the 1920s titanium white replaced as a safe alternative.
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When retouching paintings, Lucia works with a basic palette of about sixteen colours, at least half of which are earth pigments. Earth pigments, such as burnt and raw umber, burnt and raw sienna, black and ochre have been used since prehistoric times and are very stable, which is why cave paintings have lasted for thousands and thousands of years.


In the past, these pigments would have mixed with binders such as blood and wax. The modern synthetic pigments Lucia uses range from phthalocyanine, a bright, rich blue, to alizarin crimson, which mimics the red produced by the madder plant.


Older pigments often had problems with stability and toxicity; Prussian blue, for example, an eighteenth-century pigment, looks very different under natural light than it does under artificial light, a phenomenon known as ‘metamerism’. Mercury, which used to be the source of vermilion, is toxic.


You need surprisingly small amounts of pigment for conservation work. Lucia sources hers from Kremer, a leading manufacturer based in Germany, in modest quantities of 50g (1¾oz) to 100g (3½oz) at a time. In the case of ivory black, 100g (3½oz) will last a lifetime.


All paint consists of a pigment and a medium to bind it to a surface. Lucia mixes her finely ground pigments with a modern transparent synthetic resin. Like all art conservators, she doesn’t use oil, because this takes up to a year to dry, and the colour shifts in tone during that period, which is problematic if you are trying to match areas of original paint in your retouching work.


When a painting or artwork first comes into the Barn, Lucia will inspect it closely, looking for areas of flaking paint and damage to the canvas or support. She’ll also use a wetted cotton swab to test a small area for surface dirt and to determine what type of varnish, if any, has been applied. Signatures and dates on the painting itself, along with labels and dates on the back of the canvas can provide important clues as to provenance.
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