BE SURE TO EVALUATE HOW MUCH TIME, EFFORT AND
MONEY YOU'RE WILLING TO PUT INTO FIXING A VINTAGE
PIECE. IF LARGE FEATURES ARE BADLY DAMAGED, YOU CAN
BE CERTAIN THAT IT'S NOT GOING TO BE AN EASY PROJECT.
BE HONEST WITH HOW MUCH YOU CAN TAKE ON YOURSELF,
AND WHEN IN DOUBT, HIRE A PROFESSIONAL.

4 Things

to Consider Before

Restoring Old Furniture
Don't jump into a furniture restoration project for your latest vintage find without
considering these essential questions.
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By Victoria Van Vlear

HETHER YOU'VE JUST INHERITED A GEORGE NELSON DRESSER FROM YOUR
AUNT VALERIE or have picked up a grimy Jacobsen Egg Chair at the local flea market,
there are a few things you'll want to consider before you take the plunge and restore the
piece. This checklist will help you determine if the piece is worth the time and effort, or if
you will want to pass it along to someone else instead.

1. GIVE IT A GOOD CLEANING.
This may be all you need to do to restore
a wood finish or remove fabric stains. For
cleaning wood, start with an oil-based
commercial wood cleaner. If there are still
layers of dirt after scrubbing, switch to a
mixture of water and liquid detergent. Just
make sure the wood doesn't get too wet,
or you may cause water damage. For small
nooks and crannies, a toothbrush is your best
friend.
To clean upholstery, start with the vacuum,
which will give you a good idea of which areas
you'll need to clean more thoroughly. Fabric
stains are trickier to clean than wood because
it is often hard to determine the type of stain
or even the type of fabric. If the piece doesn't
have a cleaning code underneath, test a
small, unobtrusive area to make sure your
cleaner won't further stain the fabric.
Try cleaning with water, vinegar and vodka
first—if any of those liquids work, blot at
the stain with a clean cloth. If you strike out
on all three, try a heavy-duty cleaner, such
as Resolve or Folex, testing it on another
unobtrusive spot of the upholstery first.

2. CHECKTHE WOOD.

EVEN IF YOUR FABRIC AND WOOD IS IN GOOD CONDITION, IF THE INNER PARTS OF
A CHAIR'S UPHOLSTERY ARE BAD, IT WON'T BE COMFORTABLE TO SIT IN. TESTING
FOR THIS IS EASY: JUST SIT IN IT! IF THE SEAT FEELS FLAT OR YOU SINK TOO FAR IN,
YOU MAY NEED TO REPLACE THE STUFFING AND FURNITURE STRAPS WITHIN.

If there are any loose or missing pieces
to your furniture, or if the legs of a table or
bed frame are wobbly, you'll need to find
replacement parts, which can be a timely
and cost-consuming effort. If the body of the
furniture is structurally sound, however, you'll
have an easier job restoring it.
If the wood surface has scratches or the
finish is cracked or damaged, you'll probably
have to redo it. Determine the current finish
so you know how to strip and refinish it. If the
surface lacks shine, the finish is probably a
wax or oil. If it still has shine, as from a varnish
or a lacquer, you'll have to do some more
in-depth experimenting. Apply denatured
alcohol to a small area of the wood. If the
finish comes off right away, it's a shellac finish.
If not, try lacquer thinner, which will remove a
lacquer finish. If that finish still won't budge,
it's probably a varnish.

3. CHECKTHE FABRIC.
For upholstered pieces, look closely at the
condition of the fabric. Even if there's a major tear,
you may still be able to repair it, as long as the rest is
in good condition. If there are large sections where
the fabric has become threadbare, or if the edges
have frayed, you may need to replace the upholstery
entirely. If this is the case, determine whether you
want to use the same kind of fabric or go with
something new. "Generally, people try to keep
with the original look and feel of their midcentury
furniture, so they go with heavier upholstery," John
Evans, owner of Evans Family Company says. Just
be sure to take the expense of upholstery fabric into
consideration if you want to go this route.
If not, you can repair a small tear by stitching
it up by hand or a larger tear by adding a patch
underneath. Simply lift up the tear, place a patch
of canvas or another sturdy material underneath,
smooth it down and brush a layer of latex fabric glue
over the torn edges. Use upholstery or poultry pins to
keep the fabric in place until the glue has dried.

4. CHECKTHE UPHOLSTERY.
You'll also want to look at the condition of the
upholstery itself, which includes the stuffing and any
springs and straps. If these are worn out and the chair
sags or doesn't feel springy when you sit down, you'll
need to replace these. "Over time, like any furniture
support webbing, old straps wear out, break or sag,"
John says.
Stuffing and springs are relatively easy to replace,
but straps can be more difficult for midcentury
furniture because the standard straps produced
today sometimes won't fit vintage furniture. Don't
despair—you can still get new parts for midcentury
furniture. Companies like Evans Family Company
continue to produce Fagas straps specifically
for midcentury furniture, and some midcentury
upholstery fabric is still available new, such as the
classic textiles by Lucienne Day.
Even if your new-found piece is in bad repair, don't
be afraid to dive in and restore it. After all, that's
what midcentury design is all about—preserving
these iconic pieces while continuing to use them for
modern-day living.
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TO PROPERLY REFINISH WOOD FURNITURE, YOU FIRST NEED TO IDENTIFY THE
ORIGINAL FINISH. OLD WAX OR OIL FINISHES LOSE THEIR SHINE AND CAN USUALLY
BE CLEANED AND RE-APPLIED. LACQUER, SHELLAC OR VARNISH ARE OFTEN SHINY,

For more information on Evans Family Company, 		

BUT EACH REQUIRES A SPECIFIC SOLVENT TO REMOVE IT. TEST IN A SMALL, HIDDEN

visit fagasstraps.com.

AREA TO SEE WHICH ONE YOU'RE DEALING WITH BEFORE PROCEEDING.

