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Why I wrote this book

Home is what you make it. I want to inspire you to transform your home into the sanctuary you have always dreamed of. I want to empower you with the confidence to tackle simple upholstery projects that breathe new life into your existing furniture, and then add unique soft furnishings as the cherry on top. Your home reflects who you are, and by injecting personality into a space through upholstery and soft furnishings, you can bring everything together to make the space uniquely yours.

As a professional upholsterer, I am dedicated to fulfilling my clients’ vision for their living spaces. Day in and day out, I witness the profound impact that transforming a house into a real home can have on the human psyche. Your home can be an extension of who you are, creating a specific feeling in every room depending on what aspect of your personality you want to project.

We all deserve a home we feel proud of. I am passionate about sharing my knowledge of creating furniture and furnishings through clear, easy-to-understand instructions. There’s nothing quite like looking at something you have upholstered or sewn and thinking ‘I made that’. It’s one of the best feelings and one that I want you to experience, too.

Throughout my childhood, I always felt proud that my Mum created rich interiors that told a story because she had designed and made them herself. So it’s no surprise that, growing up, I was also drawn to drawing and making things, setting me on a path that brings us to the present day.

From the moment I first stepped into a workshop, I’ve been sustained by the fulfilment I get from looking at something I have created and thinking ‘I did that’. It is truly one of the best feelings, so I have written this book first and foremost to share my enduring love of making with you.

As a professional upholsterer, if sharing this book with you also means I can help preserve some of the time-honoured skills and knowledge that are at risk of being lost (along with so many other heritage crafts), then all the better.

Ultimately, I hope this book will inspire and equip you with the confidence to tackle simple upholstery projects, and provide you with the means to breathe new life and style into your existing furniture and homes. After all, we all deserve to have a home we feel proud of.


A short history of upholstered furniture

There is evidence that furniture was upholstered dating back to ancient cultures. Over 3,000 years ago, the ancient Egyptians sat on simple mats and cushions on the floors of their homes, as did many people across the Middle East. To improve the comfort of seating, the Greeks and Romans used wooden frames filled with materials such as hay and feathers to create padded furniture. While this was a significant leap forwards, these homes were still relatively primitive compared to the comforts that we enjoy today.

The Silk Road, which linked Europe with the Middle East and Asia, greatly aided the exchange of cultural influences and creative techniques between regions, introducing new and unfamiliar materials. This exchange in exotic woods, fine fabrics, tools and techniques enriched furniture styles over time, leading to refinements in design and improvements in comfort. The cultural fusion along these global trade routes resulted in increasingly varied and sophisticated approaches to home furnishings, often adopted by the wealthy elites of the European courts.

During the Middle Ages, interiors reflected the status, wealth and sophistication of the family. Aﬄuent homes showcased intricately carved wooden furniture upholstered with fine silks. Tapestries adorned the walls, designed to minimize draughts as well as add decoration, while handwoven rugs from far-flung places covered the floors.

From the 15th to the 18th centuries, the interiors of the Renaissance and baroque periods were characterized by grandeur and opulence, with a profound emphasis on individual artistic expression. During the Renaissance, inspired by a revival of classical ideals, interiors featured harmonious proportions with symmetrical arrangements. Walls were adorned with ornate panelling, elaborate frescoes and delicate tapestries. Furniture, carved from rich hardwoods like walnut and oak, boasted finely wrought details and intricate inlays. Luxurious fabrics, including velvet and brocade, heightened the sense of prestige. As the baroque style emerged in the 17th century, interiors grew ever more exuberant, defined by elaborate designs and bold colours, gilded mouldings, sculpted marble and ceiling frescoes. Artists, designers and skilled craftspeople from across Europe were integral to developing this ornate style.
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I am fascinated by the fact that contemporary craftspeople are still recreating designs from the rococo era that influence the styling of people’s homes today.



The rococo influence evolved out of the baroque period in the 18th century. Extremely ornate, highly decorative and incredibly detailed, it is a style associated with the court of Louis XV of France. The colours of the rococo era were softer, with pastel shades introduced in wall decoration, window treatments and woven textiles used for upholstery. The rococo interior style is imbued with opulence, exclusivity and wealth, realizing the ambitions of the social elite.

From 1750 onwards, the Industrial Revolution transformed the production processes of furniture making, as well as design, architecture, fashion, food and more. In the 19th century, the Industrial Revolution propelled many industries forward, enabling experimentation with readily available materials without huge development costs, allowing products to be mass-produced and sold at attainable prices. Upholstery manufacturing advanced with the advent of springs and the invention of foam and other man-made fibres. For the average family, this meant greater variation in furniture design and upholstery. But it didn’t stop at furnishings and fabrics; the effects of the Industrial Revolution rippled through just about every area of life, changing our world forever.

The English textile designer William Morris personifies the early years of 20th-century interiors, stripping back intricate shapes and ornate patterns to create simpler forms inspired by nature. It was a rebellion of sorts, moving away from elaborate, crowded Victorian interiors to an aesthetic of minimal designs in all aspects of the decorative arts. The Arts and Crafts Movement that Morris spearheaded at the end of the 19th century focused on craftsmanship and function combined with beauty. This approach was reflected in fabrics, woodwork, ceramics and metalwork. While the Arts and Crafts Movement valued the handmade, and thus not the mass-produced, it became a status symbol both for its cost and for what it stood for – a rebellion against the mechanization of the industrial age.

Later, in the 20th century, Modernism gave rise to a new style of art and design coupled with continued advancements in manufacturing processes. A new cohort of post-war designers experimented with form and mass production, bringing style, individuality and choice to home interiors in a way that had never been experienced before. Furniture companies like Ercol, G-plan and Habitat set new standards, making it possible for more people to save, purchase and express themselves in their homes. It was a period when the ‘buy once, buy well’ ethos was prevalent. ‘Make do and mend’ had become a way of life during the Second World War, and this mentality continued in the post-war years. Domestic sewing machines were soon put to good use by homemakers who began making their own curtains and cushions, and tackling simple upholstery projects. Haberdashers, or fabric shops, allowed easy access to a range of options, giving people the freedom to choose a rococo-style fabric and upholster a contemporary dining chair, creating a completely personalized aesthetic.

The mid-20th century also saw the rise of Scandinavian design, which emphasized functionality, simplicity and minimalism. Designers like Arne Jacobsen and Hans Wegner brought clean lines and organic shapes into home furnishings, influencing global design trends. Their work underscored the importance of combining beauty with practicality, which is a hallmark of modern interior design.

The influence of popular culture and media in the latter half of the 20th century further democratized design. Television shows, magazines and, later, online platforms, showcased a plethora of styles, making interior design accessible and appealing to a broader audience. Iconic pieces like the Eames lounge chair became symbols of this era, blending comfort with cutting-edge design.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries have seen a renewed interest in sustainable and eco-friendly design. The awareness of environmental impact has driven designers and manufacturers to create furniture using recycled materials, sustainably sourced woods and low-impact manufacturing processes. This shift not only caters to a growing market of environmentally conscious consumers but also encourages innovation in materials and design.
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During the 20th century, quality products became more affordable thanks to the evolution of manufacturing and design processes. With great design being more widely accessible, individuals were empowered to make their own mark on their homes.



The rise of passementerie during this time also deserves mention. This intricate art of creating elaborate trimmings and edgings, which includes tassels, braids and fringes, added a new dimension to interior design. Passementerie, often seen as the finishing touch, brought an extra layer of sophistication and detail to upholstered furniture and home decor. Once a symbol of wealth and luxury, it became accessible to a wider audience, allowing more people to add a touch of elegance to their homes.

Today, we have unprecedented freedom to create our own styling inspired by our personal tastes, preferences and backgrounds. DIY stores, antique shops and affordable home furnishing superstores have made upholstered furniture and soft furnishings accessible to many. The internet has spurred the rise of online classes and tutorials, enabling people to revamp, reupholster and discover their own interior style. With the continued development of fabrics and a growing appreciation for global design aesthetics, we live in a world where once elite and unattainable designs are now available to all. We can design, make, restore and reupholster to our heart’s content, creating homes that truly reflect our individuality as human beings.

As technology continues to evolve, pushing the manufacture of materials and furniture towards a more sustainable route, who knows what our interiors will reflect in another 200 years. With advances in smart home technology, future interiors might seamlessly integrate comfort, style and functionality in ways we can only imagine today. The evolution of upholstery and interior design is a testament to human creativity and adaptability, promising an exciting future for our living spaces.
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Making your workspace work for you

Before you tackle any upholstery or sewing project, it is important to consider the space you have to work in. This is especially crucial if you do not have a dedicated ‘making’ room and are using a corner of a multi-purpose space or a limited area. Your workspace might need to be easily packed away when you are not sewing or making. Here are some key points to consider:

WORKSPACE Ensure that you have a clear area to work in, with at least 1 metre (3.3 feet) between you and any other furniture so you can work on a piece while it is on the ground. Keep the work area free of any trip hazards.

LIGHTING Choose a spot with plenty of natural light so you can see what you are working on. Avoid having a window directly in front of you, as it can cast shadows on your work. Ideally, position your workbench side-on to the window to maximize daylight from either side throughout the day. For artificial lighting, use daylight bulbs for better visibility and accurate colour representation of fabrics, trimmings and threads.

WORKBENCH I recommend a pair of upholstery trestle tables to work on. They differ from regular trestles in that they have raised edges to prevent furniture from sliding off while you work. If you are using a regular trestle table, ensure it has a large surface area, ideally wider than a standard roll of upholstery fabric (137cm/54 inches wide). For a temporary workbench that you can easily store when not in use, you can place a thick piece of plywood or MDF (at least 18mm/11/16 inch thick) on top of your trestles. The temporary surface should be a minimum of 130cm (51 inches) long by 122cm (48 inches) wide, however, consider where you will store this piece when not in use and adjust the measurements accordingly.

STEP If you need extra height to reach the piece of furniture you are working on while it is on the workbench, use a step to help you to reach over comfortably.

TOOLBOX A toolbox with plenty of compartments is essential for keeping your tools organized. Return tools to the same place each time to maintain tidiness.

NOTEPAD AND PENCIL Always have a notepad and pencil on hand, perhaps kept in your toolbox, for planning your projects.

DUSTSHEETS Use dust sheets, old throws, fabric remnants or bed sheets to protect the floor from debris when stripping furniture.

DUSTPAN AND BRUSH I always tidy my work area at the end of each day, sweeping up with a dustpan and brush. If necessary, I’ll use a vacuum cleaner too, to ensure the area is clean and ready for the next session.
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Tools and materials

Upholstery and sewing tools haven't changed much over time, so whether you've inherited tools, bought them at a car boot sale or purchased new ones, they will all be functional. There's no need to rush out and buy a whole new set of tools right away – work with what you have, and gradually invest in your own tools as needed.

MEASURING TOOLS

I find it really helpful to have a few different rulers and measuring tools to choose from:

• 1 metre (1 yard) ruler – I prefer a thick metal ruler for its weight, which helps keep the fabric in place when I’m marking against it.

1 Soft tape measure – Ideal for measuring curves or oversized hessian or bottom cloths. When I started out, I used a longer ruler, but it would sometimes accidentally mark the wooden frame in unwanted places. Switching to a soft tape measure solved this issue. You could also use a retractable tape measure.

• 30cm (12 inch) ruler – My preference is again for a metal ruler. Unlike wooden or plastic ones, a metal ruler has sufficient weight and the increments start from the very end, allowing for precise measurements.

• Set square or roofing square – I use both the larger and smaller metal roofing squares, which are totally flat, making them more practical for marking fabric compared to a carpenter’s square. I also use plastic set squares for squaring up marry marks (see here); they are small, light and perfect for marking and cutting borders.

[image: A triangular piece of tailor’s chalk. ]
MARKING TOOLS

Always choose the appropriate marking tool for the fabric you’re working with to ensure clean, precise marks that won’t damage or permanently stain your materials. Ensure you test your choice of marking tool on a scrap of fabric before using it for real. And NEVER use a ballpoint pen. In fact, I ban all ballpoint pens from my workshop to avoid anyone accidentally using one – if you mark fabric with a ballpoint pen, 99.9 per cent of the time it can never be removed. Here are the essential marking tools for upholstery:

• Pencil – Use for general marking on the reverse (wrong) side of fabrics.

2 Tailor’s chalk – For fabrics with a heavy pile where pencil marks will not be visible. When marking the right side of the fabric, use chalk in a matching colour to reduce the risk of any visible marks, even after brushing them away.

• Chinagraph pencil – This versatile tool works on virtually any surface and comes in a wide range of colours.

• Wax marker – An alternative to tailor’s chalk, but avoid using wax markers on the right side of the fabric as the marks will be visible and are difficult to remove.

[image: A partially coiled soft tape measure. ]
ESSENTIAL CUTTING TOOLS

• Foam saw (or sharp serrated bread knife) – For cutting foam, an electric foam saw is ideal for the best finish. However, due to the high expense, you may want to consider alternative options like a larger serrated blade, such as an electric carving or bread knife. If you don’t have either option available to you as a beginner, I recommend asking your foam supplier to cut the foam for you.

• Jigsaw/hand saw – Useful for cutting MDF or lengths of timber to make shapes and framework. Choose one based on the type of cut and precision you require.

1 Hand drill – Essential for making precise holes in wooden frames and other materials. Also used for fixing screws into place.

• Craft knife with a retractable blade – Useful for cutting small or fiddly areas of foam. Always keep a sharp blade in the knife. The sharper the blade, the safer and more effective it is.

• Upholstery scissors with 25cm (10 inch) blades – These are one of my most widely used tools. Many upholsterers have their preferred brand and style, with 25cm (10 inch) scissors being one of the larger sizes available. I use a pair of 25cm (10 inch) scissors for general cutting and a modern pair of 25cm (10 inch) Kai 7250SL Professional Slim-Line Shears for cutting fabric and fine work. I LOVE these scissors and if I had to choose one thing to take to a desert island it would be a pair of these!

[image: A pair of scissors.]
2 Scissors – Sharp, durable scissors are crucial for cutting fabric, foam and other materials precisely. Invest in a good pair to ensure clean, accurate cuts – in fact, it’s helpful to have a few pairs in varying sizes for different applications. You will find your preferences as you work. I find a small pair of scissors invaluable for reaching inaccessible places, cutting close to any finishing stitches and for shaping fabric.

These cutting tools will ensure that you can handle various materials and achieve precise results in your upholstery projects.

[image: A hand drill and some nails.]
ESSENTIAL HAND TOOLS

3 Magnetic upholstery hammer (190g/7oz) – A traditional and widely used hammer, it has the ideal weight and handles beautifully. Originally used for securing traditional tacks in place, I use it for hitting down bulky webbing ends and for stripping out in tight areas where a mallet can’t fit.

4 Stud hammer with a nylon tip – This hammer is perfect for hammering in decorative dome-headed studs while protecting the surface of the stud. Well worth investing in for the perfect finish.

5 Pin hammer – A lighter hammer with a smaller head, designed for pins as the name suggests. Its lighter weight makes it useful for tasks where a gentle touch is needed.

• Claw hammer – A versatile hammer primarily used in carpentry and joinery. It’s heavier with a double-pronged claw, perfect for prying out heavy-duty nails or tacks that pliers can’t remove.

• Mallet – Typically made of rubber or wood, a mallet is essential for getting tacks or staples out of woodwork in partnership with your preferred tack lifter or ripping chisel, and for setting tacks or staples into place gently. I prefer the rubber mallet for its weight.

[image: A pin hammer, a stud hammer with a nylon tip, a magnetic upholstery hammer]
6 Bull-nose pliers – These have rounded jaws and are useful for gripping, bending and twisting, or pulling out fabric, tacks and staples when stripping out. They are particularly effective due to their rolling action, which is less repetitive on the wrists than that of combination pliers.

[image: bull-nose pliers]
7 Combination pliers – The most common style of pliers, these come in many sizes and designs. They can pull out stubborn tacks or staples that resist the tack lifter.

• Ripping chisel – Used with a mallet to remove old tacks, staples or nails from furniture, this traditional tool has a wooden handle and a bevelled edge that slides under fasteners to lift them out carefully without damaging the surrounding fabric.

[image: a pair of bull-nose pliers]
8 Tack lifters and staple lifters – Modern tools for stripping out with precision and ease. A yellow, angled staple lifter with pronged, hardened ends is my go-to for most projects. Tack lifters are also available – they have spade-like ends to get under the tack head more easily.

9 Bradawl – A multi-purpose tool that is perfect for marking and indenting wood to show where to drill a hole. It can also be used to regulate horsehair pads, and to hold fabric in place at tricky spots so you can staple it down without jeopardizing your fingers.

[image: a pair of tack lifters, staple lifters and a bradawl]
SEWING TOOLS

• Sewing machine – When starting out, a domestic sewing machine with the appropriate sewing feet will suffice. Your sewing machine should come with bobbins and needles. If it doesn’t, you can find the correct ones by searching online for your machine model and purchase any additional or missing parts you need. It’s a good idea to ensure you have everything in place before beginning a project. You’ll need a standard straight stitch foot, a zip foot (which can sometimes double as a piping foot) and a separate piping foot.

• Sewing needles – Whether it be for slip stitching (if you prefer using a straight needle) or for any hand sewing, it’s always worth having a good selection of sewing needles in various lengths and thicknesses. Try to avoid fine needles that are hard to thread due to their small eye as it can waste a lot of time.

1 Curved sewing needles (7.5cm/3 inch and 10cm/4 inch) – Smaller curved needles are ideal for slip stitching and you may need different gauges (thicknesses) depending on the fabric. Larger needles are used for traditional stitching and for stitching in bridle ties (see here).

• Single-pointed needles – Available in sizes 25cm (10 inch), 30cm (12 inch) and smaller, these needles are used for buttoning.

• Double-pointed needles – Available in sizes 25cm (10 inch), 30cm (12 inch) and smaller, these have a point at each end, allowing you to sew through thick layers of padding with ease. They are used for hand-stitching traditional stitched edges, for second stuffing ties and more.

[image: three curved sewing needles]
2 Upholstery skewers – Skewers are useful for keeping fabric pinned in place if required before fixing. They come in different sizes.

• Upholstery pins – These are used to hold fabric in place before sewing or stapling. They come in various lengths and types.

[image: A pair of upholstery skewers]
3 Dressmaking pins – Used to pin fabrics together. I prefer glass-headed pins as they tend to be of better quality. I use the Prym brand for their thicker gauge.

[image: dressmaking pins in a pincushion]
4 Threads for machine sewing and hand sewing – Have a selection of cotton threads to match or complement the colour of your fabric when sewing, and a translucent, invisible thread for hand sewing braid to curtains.

[image: Three rolls of threads]
5 Twine – Also known as stitching twine or upholstery twine. A few millimetres thick, this is traditionally used for stitched pads to create the knots for blind stitching and the top edge. It is also used to create bridle ties. Some upholsterers wax their twine using a block of beeswax, which helps them run smoothly through fabric.

[image: a pair of twine]
6 Buttoning twine – Nylon twine used for fixing buttons.

• Barbour’s twine – Used for slip stitching thicker fabrics.

• Stitch unpicker/seam ripper – Essential for correcting sewing mistakes by removing stitches easily and quickly.

• Steam iron – Necessary for pressing fabric and seams for a professional finish.

These sewing tools will equip you for a range of upholstery projects, ensuring you have the right tools for precision and quality in your work.

[image: a buttoning twine]
MATERIALS

1 Cotton felt – A traditional soft padding used as a top padded layer on traditional upholstery before the calico is applied.

2 Blue/black wool felt – Used in the same way as cotton felt but gives a firmer finish.

[image: Common felt, blue/black wool felt.]
3 Hessian – Made from natural fibres (usually jute or sisal), there are a few different types of hessian for various applications. For beginners, I recommend 285g (10oz) and 340g (12oz) hessian. The 285g (10oz) hessian has a softer, looser weave. The heavier 340g (12oz) hessian, also known as scrim, has a tighter weave and is used mainly for stitched pads.

4 Fire retardant (FR) calico – A strong but inexpensive fabric, the calico layer always sits beneath the top fabric. For almost all traditional upholstery, the calico layer forms the final shape of the upholstery. It’s crucial that this fabric is fire retardant (FR) to comply with safety regulations and ensure the furniture is safe for use.

[image: A hessian and a fire-retardant calico.]
5 Horsehair stuffing – Horsehair comes in various qualities. For beginners, the horsehair available from standard suppliers is perfect. Although it is more expensive, horsehair provides a better finish and is easier to work with than black and ginger fibre.

• Ginger fibre – Ginger fibre is made from coconut coir and like horsehair, it is a traditional type of stuffing. Some upholsterers use ginger fibre as the initial layer because it provides a firmer base when stitched in, followed by horsehair as the top layer. Others prefer to use horsehair throughout. In this book, I recommend using horsehair for all layers.

• Polyester wadding (55g/2oz and 115g/4oz) – A man-made fibre that looks like white candyfloss and is used between the calico layer and the finishing layer of fabric to soften the top layer of the upholstery. This wadding is also used to wrap around foam. I use the 55g (2oz) more than the 115g (4oz).

[image: A bunch of horsehair stuffing.]
6 Woolguard – A naturally fire-retardant barrier layer that adds softness and a smooth surface for the fabric to sit on. Due to wool’s naturally fire-protective qualities, Woolguard does not contain any added chemicals to make it fire resistant. This layer can often replace a polyester wadding layer.

• Foam – Available in a variety of types, foam can be cut to any size, shape or thickness. Foams are classified by grade based on their density (low, medium or high), firmness and overall quality. Different grades of foam are suited to different upholstery uses and foam density affects both comfort and durability. For most projects I recommend a medium-density, blue foam and use different thicknesses, ranging from 6mm (¼ inch) chip or scrim foam to 12.5cm (5 inches) deep, medium-density foam. Your upholstery supplier will be able to advise you which foam is best suited to your project.

7 Bottom cloth – A synthetic cloth also known as Dipryl Base Cloth. Used to cover the underside of chairs, concealing the webbing and internal components and giving the base a neater appearance. You could also use 285g (10oz) hessian as a bottom cloth if you wanted to stick to natural materials. Alternatively, you could choose a finely woven cotton fabric if you prefer another option. This book primarily uses Dipryl and hessian.

• Piping cord (6mm/¼ inch or 8mm/⅓ inch) – Usually cotton, although paper and fibre versions are available. Cotton piping sits the best around curves and handles well. It’s always best to buy preshrunk piping to prevent shrinking if the cover is washed.

8 Black-and-white webbing – Known as ‘English’ herringbone webbing, this is used for seat areas where there will be significant weight and consistent pressure, as it is strong and durable.

• Jute webbing – Typically used for inside backs, if smaller and not sprung, and inside arms.

These materials will form the foundation of your upholstery projects, ensuring that you have everything you need to create durable and aesthetically pleasing pieces.

[image: A roll of black-and-white webbing.]
OTHER UPHOLSTERY TOOLS

9 Web stretcher – Used to stretch and secure webbing under seats or cushions. The web stretcher ensures that the webbing is taut and properly aligned, providing a firm base for the upholstery. There are several types available, but my preference is the style with the dowel and a cut-out to loop the webbing into. It is the easiest to use to build good tension into the webs without strenuous effort.

• Regulator (25cm/10 inch or 30cm/12 inch) – A versatile tool with two distinct functions. The pointed end is inserted through the hessian fabric that secures fillings, like hair or coir fibres, to ‘regulate’ (manipulate) the stuffing into place, allowing you to redistribute and even out the padding. The flat end helps in placing and smoothing pleats on corners or deep buttoning, ensuring that the fabric lays neatly and aligns properly. I always keep mine in a separate compartment in my toolbox to avoid accidentally catching my hand on it. Some upholsterers keep theirs in a cardboard tube for safety. While regulators come in smaller sizes, I rarely use the small ones.

These additional tools will enhance your efficiency and precision in various upholstery tasks, helping to make your work easier and more effective.

[image: A woolguard, a folded piece of bottom cloth and a web stretcher.]
FIXINGS

1 Staple gun and staples – Staple guns can be powered by electricity or compressed air. If you don’t have access to an air compressor, high-quality semi-commercial and commercial electric staple guns are available. Ideally, your staple gun should accommodate ‘72’ series staples. Ensure you purchase the correct staples for your gun. I recommend having a selection of staples in 8mm (⅓ inch), 10mm (⅜ inch) and 12mm (½ inch) sizes to suit different layers and densities of upholstery.

[image: A staple gun with staples.]
2 Dome-headed studs – Used as decorative ‘nails’ to hold leather and fabric in place. Available in different sizes, colours and finishes. The most popular size has a 10mm (⅜ inch) head width.

[image: A pile of dome-headed studs.]
3 Upholstery tacks/gimp pins – Traditional fixings used to secure webbing, hessian, calico and top fabric in place. Improved (IMP) tacks have larger heads than fine tacks. I recommend using the smallest tack length suitable for the job: 16mm (⅝ inch) IMP (improved) for webbing, 13mm (½ inch) IMP for hessian, 6mm (¼ inch) fine for calico and 6mm or 10mm (¼ or ⅜ inch) fine tacks for top fabric, depending on its thickness.

• Coloured tacks/gimp pins – Small, thin, long tacks that come in a variety of colours. Often used to final fix corners into place.

• Back tacking strip – This is a thick cardboard edging, usually 1cm (⅜ inch) wide and available on a roll. Fabric is folded over it to create a neat straight edge or seam on outside backs and arms.

• Hot melt glue gun and glue sticks – I only use a hot melt glue gun for applying braids and finishes. Avoid using watery fabric glues, as they may not provide the desired hold and finish.

These fixings are crucial for ensuring your upholstery projects are secure, durable and aesthetically pleasing.

[image: A pile of upholstery tacks and gimp pins.]
SPRAYS

• Upholstery contact adhesive – This spray is essential for bonding fabrics and other materials securely. Always ensure you use a vapour mask while spraying and work in a well-ventilated area to avoid inhaling harmful fumes.

• Silicone spray – Ideal for maintaining your tools and ensuring smooth operation. Silicone spray can be used on scissors and other cutting tools to keep them sharp and rust-free.

These sprays are vital for ensuring both the quality and efficiency of your upholstery work, helping you achieve professional results while maintaining safety and ease of use.

ESSENTIAL TOOLS FOR BEGINNERS

These tools form the foundation of a reliable upholstery toolkit, enabling you to tackle a range of projects with confidence.

• Scissors

• Mallet

• Bull-nose pliers

• Tack lifter

• Double-pointed needle

• Upholstery pins

• Web stretcher

4 Regulator

[image: A pair of long, slender regulators with pointed tips and flat ends lie parallel to each other.]


[image: Sonnaz drills a piece of black-and-white webbing on the frame of a chair seat.]


Traditional or modern upholstery techniques?

Choosing between traditional and modern upholstery methods depends on various factors, and while there aren't strict rules, certain guiding principles can help you make an informed decision.

Age and value of the piece

If the piece is an antique or has significant historical value, either sentimentally or monetarily, it's usually best to use traditional upholstery techniques. Chairs that have always been upholstered traditionally often deserve to retain their original methods to preserve their authenticity and value. Reupholstering such pieces with modern materials like foams and synthetic fillings can diminish their historical and aesthetic worth. Therefore, for valuable antiques, sticking with traditional techniques is recommended.

Feasibility with modern furniture

Sometimes, using traditional techniques on modern furniture isn't physically possible. Modern and reproduction items often have ‘tack-off’ rails that are not deep enough to accommodate the multiple layers of fabric and tacks or staples required for traditional methods. Tack-off rails are the wooden areas on a chair that are next to the show wood section of the frame. These rails might only support minimal layers under the top fabric. In such cases, modern techniques are more suitable and practical.

Condition of the frame

Delicate, traditional decorative frames can pose a challenge. Over time, frames that have been traditionally upholstered can become frail and fragile. Even with restoration, using hammers to fix tacks into the frame can cause further damage. In these instances, a hybrid approach of using traditional fillings combined with staple fixings can help preserve the integrity of the frame while maintaining some of the traditional elements.

Suitability for modern designs

Modern furniture pieces are often designed with specific upholstery fillings and padding in mind. Large surface areas, such as those on upholstered coffee tables or headboards, are better suited to modern foam pads. Traditional fillings may not provide the same durability and support for everyday use in such applications. Thus, for modern designs, it is practical to stick with modern upholstery techniques to ensure longevity and functionality.

By considering these factors, you can make a more informed decision about which upholstery technique to use, ensuring that your project not only looks good but also stands the test of time.



Essential techniques

Stripping out

Stripping out refers to the process of removing all existing fabric, webbing and fixings from a piece of furniture to take it back to the frame, ready for reupholstering. This step is crucial as it allows you to understand how a chair is constructed and how the various layers interact with each other. However, it is arguably one of the tougher jobs in upholstery and also one of


STRIPPING OUT TACKS AND STAPLES









Webbing



FIXING WEBBING TO A SEAT BASE







[image: An illustration of a person looping a webbing down into a cutout using a web stretcher and a dowel.]

[image: An illustration of a person using a web stretcher to stretch the webbing on the bottom edge of the front rail. ]


[image: An illustration of a person stretching strips of webbing over the railing.]


[image: An illustration of a person weaving strips of the webbing through the initial strips.]

TEMPORARY TACKING VS FINAL TACKING




[image: Four photos of Sonnaz inserting webbing through a web stretcher, stretching strips of webbing over a frame and weaving the strips on the frame.]


Stuffing

ADDING THE HESSIAN BASE LAYER





CREATING BRIDLE TIES



[image: An illustration of a pair of hands working with a curved needle and threads.]


ADDING THE STUFFING





ADDING A COTTON FELT LAYER





ATTACHING THE CALICO LAYER










[image: An illustration of a pair of hands creating a slip knot with two ends of threads.]
HOW TO SLIP STITCH



[image:  A slip stitch joining two pieces of fabric together.]


Box pleats



[image: An illustration of fabric being folded on the edge of a box.]




[image: An illustration of a person folding the fabric and stapling it.]




[image: Two illustrations of a person folding the final piece of fabric and stapling it. The person then places their hand over a box made from a piece of fabric.]


Piping


CALCULATING FABRIC FOR PIPING


DETERMINING PIPING STRIP WIDTH





[image: A close-up of a cushion on a wooden chair, with a book placed underneath and a bunch of flowers resting beside it.]
MEASURING AND CUTTING PIPING




JOINING PIPING STRIPS









French seams





[image: An illustration of a person sewing the first seam.]


[image: An illustration of a person pressing a seam.]

[image: An illustration of a person sewing the second seam.]

[image: An illustration of a piece of fabric with a French seam.]


[image: Sonnaz works with a thick piece of fabric. Dressmaking pins are inserted along the edge of the fabric.]


[image: Square samples of fabrics in different colours and textures hang from rings.]


Fabric planning
















How to choose the right fabric


APPROPRIATE FABRIC FOR THE PROJECT





PROJECT CONSIDERATIONS


PATTERN



THICKNESS


DESIGN, STYLE AND COLOUR






[image: Sonnaz spreads a piece of fabric on a table.]


Upholstery fabrics and their uses


COTTON


POLYESTER


FAUX LEATHER AND SUEDE


LINEN


VELVET


WOOL


CORDUROY




Finishes and trims


PIPING


BRAIDS AND CORDS


GIMP


RIBBON


FRINGE


POM-POMS AND BEADED FRINGING


TASSEL FRINGE


FLAT BRAID


BUTTONS





[image: Sonnaz measures a piece of fabric with a metal ruler and a pencil.]


Handling fabric


SUITABLE WORKSPACE



POSITIONING FABRIC




MARKING OUT




CUTTING FABRIC



MAKING PATTERNS









Sustainability tips


SAVE FABRIC OFFCUTS


REUSE LARGE PANELS


GET CREATIVE WITH OLD CLOTHES


REUSE HORSEHAIR STUFFING


USE SUSTAINABLE FABRICS


CHOOSE ECO-FRIENDLY FILLINGS


AVOID HARMFUL CHEMICALS


BUY LOCAL


OPT FOR ENERGY-EFFICIENT TOOLS


RECYCLE AND DISPOSE RESPONSIBLY





[image: Sonnaz measures a piece of fabric with a metal ruler.]


[image: Rows of yellow and white geometric shapes with stepped edges connect vertically by thin lines against a woven background.]
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