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    EDITOR’S NOTE

The tools and materials you may need for each project has in places been shortened to a list of ‘SELECT MATERIALS’. These are specific to the technique being demonstrated, but you will find more comprehensive lists of the standard items required for things such as cleaning, repair and preparation in Chapter 3 as this could vary depending on the piece you choose to work on.
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introduction

Over the years I have transformed so many pieces of second-hand furniture and I have become very used to expecting the unexpected, but I have to say the opportunity to write this book was the biggest surprise of all. This is very much what furniture refinishing is about to me: realising that anything is possible!

Taking a step into this world can be not only practical and technical but also expressive and creative. I take the most pleasure in combining the two and in this book I would love to teach you the basics of furniture refinishing to achieve a long-lasting finish, while inspiring you to go a bit further with your designs to add a personal touch.

[image: A woman examines a vintage wooden desk next to a stacked chest, chair, and drawer. An empty frame leans against the wall in this furniture collection.]
I painted my first piece of furniture aged twelve, when I found an old chair in mum and dad’s garage and a pot of bright yellow emulsion going spare. I re-covered the seat in fluffy zebra print fabric using a stapler and even sellotape, so it’s fair to say my upcycling skills have improved a little since then. But the best part was knowing that for this forgotten chair, it wasn’t the end; and it took pride of place in my bedroom where it was loved for years to come.

I started to get involved with refinishing more seriously after buying my first house. I always liked to walk past it as a child; the door was pillar box red and there was the most beautiful arched window which opened like something from a scene in Romeo and Juliet. Over the years the cottage began to look run down but it was still my dream to live there one day. Behind the overgrown garden and the peeling paint, I could see pure potential and really wanted to rescue it; eventually my dream came true, and I did!

While we renovated the house, I learned so many techniques such as stripping wood, sanding and painting… endless painting! I had fallen in love with the transformative power of paint and restoration despite all the hard work, and could now use these new skills on furniture in the same way, so it was time to pay a visit to the local auction.

[image: A metal palette with various paint colours and a paintbrush.]
I had a family who had always bought second hand and our childhood home was filled to bursting with unique décor. I remember a mahogany dining table we used to use at Christmas which had balloon-back chairs with green velvet seats; then there was the rustic pine Welsh dresser that my mum still has in her kitchen all these years later. So the idea of second-hand furniture wasn’t new to me at all and I was excited to give the auction a try for myself.

At that time, the auction house felt a little intimidating and I wondered what the regulars with their big white vans would think of me turning up in brightly patterned clothes and a tiny car hardly big enough to take anything home in, but I received a warm welcome. I had no clue what I was doing but figured ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’ And right at the end of the day the most perfect table came up; it had a rustic pine top, a drawer in the end and Victorian turned legs which I still remember had already been painted mustard yellow. My hand went up and I stood nervously waiting for the hammer to go down; but when it did, then came the adrenaline rush – auctions are very addictive! I took it home, sanded it down and repainted the legs green; my technique needed work, but at this stage it didn’t matter as I had to start somewhere!

Years later I still have the table, and as styles and my taste have changed, I’ve repainted it over and over again. So this is where my love affair with second-hand furniture started. I like how old furniture has the signature of a previous life or era of design, holding stories and memories from the past, whether it be of the period it came from or the people it has belonged to. It can be painted, restored, remodelled and reimagined, but it’s the history it already has and the sentiment of the piece that I will always be drawn to. And ever since I first painted the table, it has reminded me of my first house, first auction, being younger, how I paint a lot of stuff green, and the list goes on. I want the things I surround myself with to have meaning and to really say something about me; brand new flat-pack just doesn’t have the same story.

We are all unique and our homes are a form of personal expression; how we express ourselves within them is important and refinishing furniture is a great way of doing this. As I mentioned, vintage pieces already have so much character on their own merit that sometimes you don’t need to do anything at all; but the more I began to add in my own creativity, the more I realised I was able to make things that were completely individual. The process of putting your own stamp on something feels more rewarding than buying mass-produced and I loved how transforming something old into something new created this really interesting mix of different styles: eras gone by given a modern twist and someone else’s vision combined with yours.

I had studied Fine Art at university and so the creative element in my degree came in handy when planning my furniture projects. However, I was a complete novice at refinishing furniture in the beginning and learned as I went along. Piece by piece I soaked up different techniques like a sponge and experimented in my home. I was passionate about the decor and refinishing the furniture properly; for me it wasn’t a case of bodge jobs or even being thrifty (although of course it helped me to save money, being a mum of three!). But mostly, I wanted my home and the furniture within it to stand the test of time, as it had already survived up until this point – even though some pieces were a bit worse for wear when I found them! I was less concerned with budget-friendly quick fixes and more focused on creating pieces with longevity – I guess you could say it’s a modern version of restoration – and it avoids the temptation to buy mass-produced flat-pack furniture which often falls to bits when you fill the drawers with too many clothes!

On a more serious note, let’s talk global warming. It really is happening, so what can we do to help? Now more than ever reducing the amount of materials we consume is important if we want to reverse some of the damage already done. So how can renewing Grandma’s chest of drawers (the one we feel a responsibility to keep even when it doesn’t suit the decor) protect the planet? It’s not as complicated as you might imagine… by manufacturing less and therefore reducing waste. I think the best way to think about this is that if an old chest of drawers is saved, a new one no longer needs to be produced; and reuse and recycling avoids so many issues that have a negative environmental impact, such as cutting down trees in the first place, modern material production like manufacturing plastic, chipboard and MDF, and then shipping these materials overseas. All of these things increase our carbon footprint, so appreciating and using the materials we already have right in front of us, instead of producing more, can only be beneficial for the environment. More often than not, second-hand pieces are much better quality anyway than buying brand new, so furniture refinishing is definitely a very achievable step towards sustainable living and prevents us staying part of the throwaway society we have become so used to. I have always felt that no matter what our style and taste, it can only be a good thing to keep something in circulation, and in most cases you can reimagine pieces of furniture again and again. I have painted furniture and then stripped it down to bare wood, but whatever the design choice, in every case the result is the same; getting the maximum use out of something for as long as possible.

[image: A hand holding a decorative metal handle attached to a wooden drawer.]
When I first started doing this as a job, I could never have imagined the roads this profession would take me down, but as my business began to develop I realised it was much more than just furniture refinishing. There are so many rewards: creativity, innovation, respecting what we already have and of course raising awareness around what we waste on a daily basis. It has been such a positive experience for me personally and I am looking forward to sharing with you this world of hidden potential!

Lastly, and before we get to the fun part, the projects… I really would love to challenge the idea that furniture refinishing is a quick fix. I will use cautiously terms like budget makeover and trash to treasure, terms that likely wouldn’t be used in conjunction with a skill such as carpentry or restoration; instead I will aim to highlight furniture refinishing as a skill and an art form. I hope to draw attention to the time, effort and care that can go into it; however, that said I am excited about showing you the ropes if you have never tried it before, because it’s so rewarding and also a lot of fun.

Think museum worthy and not trash worthy, long lasting not throwaway, and your furniture transformations can be as the title of this book suggests – Better than New in so many different ways.

Chloe x

[image: A vintage two-drawer nightstand with a distressed, peeling finish stands beside a paint-splattered backdrop and a large, geometric star.]
Some past projects...


[image: A vintage-style cabinet with a stack of books and a pineapple decoration on top.]
Yellow Bedside Cabinet

This project uses metallics alongside the chalk painting technique shown in Project 1. The bright yellow and gold balance contemporary with traditional.



[image: A wooden cabinet with colourful abstract shapes and a label on top, and a camera hangs on the wall above.]
Retro Record Cabinet

A mid-century cabinet makes the ideal blank canvas for a masking tape design as in Project 14. I experimented with more organic shapes and colour on this piece by ripping the edges of the tape.



[image: A cabinet with colourful floral designs and a vase of flowers on top.]
Floral Sideboard

One of my favourite pieces and the original inspiration for Project 5, this felt less like upcyling and more like artistry!



[image: A painted wooden chest of drawers with intricate designs.]
Green Textured Chest

Not quite all it seems, the drawers look like carved wood but are actually textured wallpaper as in Project 6. A



[image: A colourful dresser with six drawers and a vintage camera on top.]
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