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Foreword



Jay Blades


AT THE REPAIR SHOP WE’RE LIKE A FAMILY. And I’m certain that this closeness has come about because we were allowed to grow as a team almost organically: we aren’t a group of people who have been forced together. Instead, what we all have in common are our skills and love of craft.


When you work with someone six days a week for five years, you really get to know one another. You learn that person’s concerns, their family woes. You get to know each other’s strengths and weaknesses. We like taking the mickey out of each other, like normal families do. We have an unbelievable laugh and lots of banter. The barn is a very cosy place to be. It’s almost as if you go to work, leaving one family behind, and then when you step inside the barn, you’re welcomed into another one.


It’s not just the team in front of the camera, but also the people behind it. I’m in awe of them. They do the scheduling, they do the filming and editing, and they do so much to make sure that what viewers see on TV is seamless, and that takes great work.


Some of the objects that come into the barn don’t look very prepossessing when you first set eyes on them. Some are so battered and worn that in other circumstances you and I would probably throw them away. But you have to hear the story to make sense of the item. It might be a domino set made by a grandfather during World War I and played in the famous 1914 Christmas Truce, or a handwritten recipe book handed down the generations and literally falling apart at the seams. Very few of the items are important enough to go into a museum, but they’re strongly linked to that particular family. They’re social history.


The true value of these objects is not monetary at all, it’s emotional. You would never say to someone how much would you give me for my memories? They’re yours, they’re personal to you. It’s a ridiculous question to ask. For a family to entrust us with an item that has so much meaning for them is very moving. To reunite someone with their past, to give a beloved item a future so that it can be handed down the succeeding generations, is incredibly humbling.


When people ask me if I have a favourite item, I usually say it’s like picking your favourite child. You can’t do it, they’re all special. But I must admit that the stories that move me a lot are the ones when men get emotional. Two examples spring to mind. There was a guy called Albert, who brought in a radio that had stopped working when his wife passed away, and another guy called Geoff, who had been unable to listen to ‘Moonlight Serenade’ on his jukebox because it was the first dance he and his wife had had at their wedding reception.
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Where I was brought up, men were supposed to be tough. They weren’t supposed to show their vulnerability. So when I see men come into the barn, openly expressing their love for their late partners, it makes me so proud that they are prepared to show their emotions on national TV. As a society, that’s something we need to address.


When you break it down, I think the whole show is about sustainability. In an increasingly disposable age, we’re conveying an important message about how important it is to repair something, not simply throw it away. But sustainability isn’t just about repair and restoration, it isn’t just about separating your plastics from your foil and your paper and stuff like that, it’s about people. If you’re able to repair an item that brings back memories for someone, you’re making sure they can keep that memory alive. In the barn, we not only repair items, we repair people and their family histories.


As many people know, I have dyslexia and never learned to read properly – I recently made a documentary about what it’s like to learn to read at the age of 50. But my dyslexia doesn’t really affect my work at The Repair Shop – in fact, it’s one of my biggest superpowers. Because I don’t read that well, I tend not to like to have the information about an item or a family beforehand. About five minutes before someone arrives, I’ll find out their name, then I’m free to have a proper conversation with them on the spot. Why is the item important to them? How did it get broken? What are their hopes for its future? You show a true reaction when you learn about someone’s history for the first time. If you’ve read all about it before, your reaction might be a bit tame. I always prefer the human way, just talking to people.


It’s the same with craft. These days, with everything going digital and most people spending their days in front of a screen, it’s easy to forget what computers can’t do. Making something or fixing something by hand is a deeply satisfying way of working. Nothing can beat the human touch. People really get into the zone – every craftsperson has one of those. For me, it’s sanding. I love repairing a piece of furniture, it’s almost like it’s talking to you. I also like ironing, but I’m quite weird like that!


When I first ran a charity years ago, teaching young offenders how to restore and repair old furniture, I knew next to nothing about craft. Luckily, the charity was based in High Wycombe, which used to be the furniture capital of Britain. So I went to Age Concern, the Women’s Institute and Neighbourhood Watch, and asked their members if they would come and teach us their skills. We were inundated with offers. Our oldest teacher was a 92-year-old who taught us how to cane and rush a chair.


My present furniture restoration business is based in Ironbridge, where we repair items, carry out commissions and redesign second-hand furniture to give it a new lease of life and stop it going to landfill. Nowadays, filming means I don’t have much time to get my hands dirty, I’ve become more of a designer and less a designer-maker – someone else does the hands-on work for me. It’s the same at The Repair Shop. When I joined the show, I was doing the upholstery for the first two series until it became clear that I wasn’t going to get the work done if I was hosting as well. But I get a great deal of pleasure and satisfaction watching the others do their repairs. There’s always something new to learn.





‘Collaboration is about teamwork, which is the best way to move forward in the world of craft. It’s also about watching and learning at the same time. You often pick up a technique from another expert that lends itself to your own discipline quite easily.’
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THE MAGIC OF THE BARN


A WARM WELCOME AND EXPERT CRAFTSPEOPLE AT WORK
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Making the magic


Ever since the first series of The Repair Shop aired in 2017, it has been filmed at the Weald & Downland Living Museum in West Sussex. Set in the rolling countryside of the South Downs, this open-air museum is home to a collection of historical farm buildings, relocated from all over the country. Court Barn, the programme’s principal workshop, is a thatched, timber-framed structure dating from the late 17th to early 18th century; it was originally sited on a Hampshire farm. For a show devoted to repairing and restoring precious family treasures, it seems especially fitting that this ancient building has found a whole new lease of life as the home of The Repair Shop’s team of dedicated experts.


If there’s a make-do-and-mend quality to the barn interior, it’s entirely appropriate. A number of the workbenches and lights were made by metalworker Dom Chinea, who was also responsible for the show’s iconic sign that greets visitors as they approach the door. The experts’ tools of trade are everywhere, neatly arranged and readily to hand – from Steve Fletcher’s impressive collection of pliers to Will Kirk’s cherished mallet made of olive wood. If the occasional bird flutters in from the surrounding fields to roost under the thatch, it’s all part of the charm.


But the true magic of the barn arises from something much less tangible. Just as you could never put a price tag on a beloved old doll that has seen better days, or on a seized-up go-kart someone’s grandad cobbled together from whatever was lying around in his shed, the magic of the barn lies in the power of memories. A side-saddle that takes a woman back to her younger days and her Wild West adventures, an Omani chest studded with brass nails that stands for a vanished life in a different country, a 1950s radiogram that once provided the soundtrack to family Sundays – such objects not only bring the past into sharp focus, they are held in the deepest affection, which has nothing to do with their financial value.


If their owners understand this instinctively, so do the experts. They know that when they repair one of these humble treasures, it goes far beyond the cosmetic or the merely functional. Each restoration is like putting a missing piece of a family jigsaw back into place and, when it’s time for handover, they are often as moved as the delighted recipients.


Over the years a real camaraderie has grown up in the barn and this, too, is part of the magic. It’s obvious how willing the experts are to pick up new techniques from each other, to pool their skills and collaborate, and to puzzle out just how to fix an object that they might never have come across in their working lives before. They all learn from each other. As Jay says, there must be 600 years of combined expertise in the barn. It’s fair to say that there is nowhere else on earth like this very special place.
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What makes a great repair?


A great repair starts with listening. Every object that comes into the barn has its own history. Finding out what makes it special to its owner and the hopes they have for its repair is always the first step. There may be a name written or inscribed on it somewhere, for example, that they want to preserve, or some other marker of its previous use and association.


In the case of mechanical items that no longer function, returning them in working order is the bottom line. Sometimes this demands plenty of elbow grease to disassemble rusted parts and scrape off the evidence of years of neglect. In the case of electronic devices, which might have gone well beyond their expected lifetime of service, it may be necessary not only to fix what’s broken, but also to substitute key elements that may fail sooner rather than later, so that the items carry on functioning long after they have been handed back.


There’s a fine line between repair and conservation. Judging how far to go is an important part of the process, which means being sensitive to the object’s past and the signs of wear that are part of its story. While many of the transformations are stunning and dramatic, obliterating all the nicks and scratches that convey a history of use is not the point. The Teddy Bear Ladies, for example, are happy to restore battered soft toys to their former plump selves with new stuffing, and put smiles back on their faces, but the bald patches where fur has been worn away are always left as testimony of years of being hugged and loved.


The experts at The Repair Shop like a challenge. Handmade or one-off items demand an element of reverse engineering or detective work, to get into the mindset of the original maker or puzzle out exactly how everything fits together. Occasionally, it’s a steep learning curve, which makes the results all the more satisfying.


Finally, great repairs take time. What viewers see is often the tip of the iceberg. Handmaking 80 brass nails doesn’t happen in a morning. But even routine steps such as cleaning, sanding and polishing demand patience and meticulous attention to detail, which may take many hours, if not days.






Why craft matters


Craft is a living heritage that connects the present with years gone by. But there’s no getting away from the fact that over the past few decades our throwaway culture and addiction to cheap mass-produced goods have seen such time-honoured practices wane. The make-do-and-mend ethos of the war years was successful because most people had at least a few skills to call upon, whether it was carpentry, darning or basic metalwork. More often than not, such expertise was handed down the generations, picked up from parents and grandparents. Today, this is often no longer the case.


Advances in technology have played an obvious role. When you no longer rely solely on horsepower for farming, transport or to get from place to place, it’s obvious that you aren’t going to need so many saddlers, harness-makers or blacksmiths. Then there’s the fact that many modern products, especially appliances and cars, have digital components that are not designed to be repaired by the average person, which inevitably gives them a reduced lifespan.


But there are encouraging signs that craft is making a comeback. When so much work and leisure happens virtually, at one remove on a screen, there’s been a renewed hunger for what is tangible and handmade. Knitting and pottery classes, for example, are heavily oversubscribed, and a new generation is rediscovering the warm and immediate aural quality of valve radios and vinyl records.


Working with your hands is centring and grounding: the hand-eye-brain connection is very meditative. For upholsterer Sonnaz Nooranvary, slip-stitching is her happy place. In a similar way, craft entails getting acquainted with tools and their working intelligence. It’s no real surprise that for many of the experts in the barn, old tools are the best, not simply because they are often better made than modern versions, but also because they offer a satisfying sense of continuity. Unlike some of the experts in the barn, metalworker Dom Chinea did not inherit any of his tools. Instead, he prizes the ones he’s picked up over the years at car boot sales because he knows they once belonged to somebody who used and cherished them.


Most importantly, at a time of climate change, craft is the route to repair, which means it’s good for the planet. As mechanical whizz Mark Stuckey puts it, the greenest thing you can do is keep your old things in working order.
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THE EXPERTS


NO CHALLENGE IS TOO HARD FOR THE CRAFT CREATIVES
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the
metalworker


Dominic Chinea


Regular viewers of The Repair Shop will be more than familiar with the iconic sign that welcomes visitors to the barn where all the magic happens. What few will realize, however, is that it’s the handiwork of one of the programme’s resident experts, metalworker Dom Chinea.


Dom’s roundabout route to The Repair Shop began with a teenage fascination for skateboards, pushbikes, BMXs and old cars – anything with wheels. Always practical and hands-on, he taught himself to weld before he had even passed his driving test. From his first car, an old air-cooled VW Beetle, he graduated to camper vans, travelling to Cornwall on holiday with friends, which inevitably meant tinkering by the side of the road when an engine broke down.


Cars – especially VWs – remained a constant theme throughout Dom’s time at college. While he was studying for a degree in graphic design at the University of Essex, he took a part-time job at Karmann Konnection in Southend, a well-known VW restorer, where he was exposed to a broad range of different repairing techniques. Then, in a slight departure, he went to work for a Southend commercial set-building firm called Rocket Art, where he added more skills to his repertoire.
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Dom’s roundabout route to The Repair Shop began with a teenage fascination for skateboards, pushbikes, BMXs and old cars – anything with wheels.


Before long, Dom had set his sights on working with leading celebrity and fashion photographer Rankin, also renowned as the co-founder of the magazine Dazed & Confused. Rankin regularly offered two unpaid three-month internships, which were heavily subscribed. It took a lot of persistence from Dom, but after eight months he eventually secured one of these sought-after positions, sold his car and moved to London. At the end of the internship, he was offered a job.


Following an intense period of five or six years. Dom progressed from photographer’s assistant to set designer and builder. During this time, he travelled the world on assignments with Rankin, and was asked to turn his hand to everything from lighting to spur-of-the-moment prop-finding. Although Rankin did not employ a set designer, Dom gradually assumed this role himself, building up his own workshop in a cupboard in the corner of a courtyard. Eventually, with the aid of an assistant, he was constructing full-scale sets.


Although the work was stimulating and enjoyable, the pace was relentless. One day Dom decided to take the plunge and set up on his own. It was an enormous step and a pivotal point in his career, but one that was to pay off handsomely. Over the following years, he assembled his own list of clients, and relished the multidisciplinary nature of the work, designing sets, constructing and painting them, and finding the props, often to a very tight deadline. By this time he had moved out of London and established a bigger workshop in Kent.


When Ricochet TV approached Dom to make the programme’s sign, it initially seemed like just another job. Yet the producers had already spotted a short film he’d posted on YouTube and were keen to interview him for the show. After he’d designed and created the sign, he made some workbenches, and painted signs and other bits and pieces for the barn interior, too. Before long, he was being asked back more and more often to work on projects of his own.
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I like doing practical things, putting things back into use, and getting them working again. I’m not so interested in what’s purely ornamental or decorative. If it’s an old butter churn and we can repair it so it makes butter again, or a hay press that we can get to function as it used to, I find that very satisfying. One of my favourite projects at the barn was the bright red Austin J40 pedal car – a beautiful, elaborate object. I’m very lucky to work on such a wide variety of things.


At The Repair Shop, I probably tend to work in collaboration more than the other experts. One of them will take something apart and realize that a bracket is broken and they will need me to weld or braze it back together. Or someone else will ask me to spray-paint something they’re working on. Although I’m described as a metalworker, I’ve never liked being pigeonholed – it all goes back to my days at Karmann Konnection, when I was just as interested in the woodwork and upholstery side of car restoration as I was in the welding and panel-beating.


At the same time, I do have my own jobs and these tend to be among the bigger items and often take the greatest amount of time. Some people might think it’s daft to put so much effort into what will end up as only eight minutes of TV, but I really enjoy the challenge and I know that many of these items wouldn’t get repaired if it wasn’t for this show. It just wouldn’t be cost-effective. Those of us who work at the barn want to do what’s best for the item or for the owners who brought it in. No one’s looking for the cheapest or easiest way out.


Jobs can get bigger quickly, especially if you are repairing a previous repair, and what should be a simple case of disassembly, rebuilding and repainting turns out to be much more involved because parts are missing. If a nut is missing, for example, then you may have to measure the threads to work out how to make a replacement.


In the case of a homemade object, you have to get into the mind of the person who made it and follow their thought processes. I once had to repair a telescope that the owner’s grandfather had made during the 1940s. At the time, the grandfather worked for the water board and all the nuts, bolts and levers were from water pipes. The tube of the telescope was fashioned out of a wooden shop roller and the end was a section of a big pipe that he’d cut off. The bearings, which probably came from a kid’s toy, were missing. These projects can be difficult to do but they’re very satisfying. An object that someone has handmade for their kids can be very charming and you can appreciate all the problem-solving that went into it.


Another handmade item that I worked on was a child’s jeep, made during the war by a father who was building decoys for the military with a team of engineers. It was made of wood, had two speeds and a little gear stick. Once I’d disassembled it, what was tricky about the repair was working out the order in which it went back together. Commercially made machinery, such as farm equipment, is designed to be taken apart, in the middle of a field if necessary, and reassembled on the spot. With the jeep, the original builders had screwed bits together in the order they made them, so I had to work out how to rebuild it the same way.


Although I do have modern tools, such as some sockets and spanners, mostly I work with old ones. This goes back to the days when I was a kid scouring car boot sales for bargains, with only the money from my paper round to spend. None of my tools belonged to my grandfather or anything romantic like that, but they were someone’s grandad’s old tools. You appreciate who used them before you, and they are often made better and have worn well, which is why it’s important to look after them. They’re tactile things and you have an intimate relationship with them. Nowadays I still enjoy going to car boot sales – partly because it’s the thrill of the chase.
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