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This book is fondly
dedicated to
MY INFAMOUS UNCLE GEORGE,
because he once told me
that he loved his old wife
so much that it was all
he could do to keep from
telling her




Preface
to the Second Edition

Or, Hello, out there, again

Well, when my publisher told me that it was time to revise this book, I sat down and read it over, and I’ll be darned if it didn’t all sound pretty interesting and reasonable. I mean, after twenty years, who was that fellow George Grotz who knew all that stuff when he was just a forty-year-old kid? I sure was smart. A little long-winded, of course, and I wouldn’t be surprised if his Uncle George wrote most of it for him.

So the main changes are where I mentioned anything about money or the price of anything. Boy, we sure have had a lot of inflation in the last twenty years.

And then I had to change what I said about Minwax stain. Either it has gotten a lot better in the last twenty years, or I didn’t know what I was talking about twenty years ago when I said you couldn’t varnish over it. You sure can now. Or maybe my Uncle George wrote that part.

And finally, my “Yellow Pages”—about where to buy supplies—have gotten pretty out of date, so I’ve made a bunch of changes there.

And, of course, I’ve written a new little section on the modern finishes. And varnishes have been getting better, too. But still don’t let anybody sell you one of those damned spar varnishes that never really dry out crisp enough so that you can polish the surface with steel wool.

To give you your money’s worth, I’ve written almost a whole other book about using tools that you’ll need in restoring and refinishing furniture, and thrown in a lot more drawings about understanding furniture styles as we see them in both antiques and reproductions, which I notice are getting better and better these days. By which I mean that the reproductions are getting to be far more exact copies of the original antique pieces in the museums.

So as the years and times of life have been going by I’ve been having a pretty good time, and I hope you have, too. Don’t take any wooden nickels!

GEORGE GROTZ


How to Use this Book

Preface to the First Edition

Now there is a heading to make women weep and strong men cry!

How to use this book, indeed!

Who ever reads a book he has to find out how to use? Not me! Why that’s like reading the directions on a can before you have messed everything up. Personally, I always prefer to wade in profoundly uninstructed on the obviously nutty theory that I already know everything. But there is a way of justifying this. I tell myself that I will learn more from my mistakes than I ever could by being a submissive follower of instructions and bowing to the dubious authority of some distant and unknown manufacturer. What can he know sitting in his alternately steam-heated and air-conditioned office? It’s us fellows out on the firing line that know what goes on. You have to wear gloves in your shop in the winter and roast in your own sawdust in the summer to really know a thing or two!

Therefore I suggest to all readers like myself that they read no further. Cease and desist. It will only make you neurotic or something.

STOP READING HERE.

Now for those of you who go about things in an adult and intelligent way, let me say that this book is designed to give specific answers to specific questions—on all aspects of furniture care, repair, and refinishing. In other words, you don’t have to take a course in cabinetmaking, and then one in wood finishing to find out how to replace a broken rung. The whole process is described in one listing in the section on EASY-TO-MAKE REPAIRS.

That’s right, just like a cookbook. Glance through the Contents and you will see.

But there is lots more to it than that, because I wanted to make this a really comprehensive book—the kind I always wished I could find when I first started. That was about fourteen shops ago, but that is another story. Anyway, you will also find many listings that define, describe, or explain.

Let’s say you want to find out what tulip poplar looks like, and how to identify it by color, feel, grain, and so forth. And you want to know if it is the same thing as tulipwood, which the fellow down the street says it is. Well, it isn’t the same, and you will find both of them listed in the section on ALL ABOUT THE WOODS. You will also find a lot more that I think is interesting and you ought to know if you are going to work with either of them.

But let’s get back to your questions that involve a “how-to-do-it” process. If your question is how to refinish a pine table, simply find the listing for pine in the section on WOODS. Maybe you already know that you want to make your pine table look like cherry (somebody told you it could be done), and you want a varnish finish on the top. In the section on FINISHES: DECEPTIVE, you will find a listing for faking cherry. Reasonable? And the listing for varnish finish comes in the section on FINISHES: CLEAR. Not to mention that there are all kinds of cross references back and forth to help you find your answers as quickly as possible.

And so it goes. The best thing to do—as it is with a cookbook—is to spend a few minutes scanning the Contents to orientate yourself to the Grotz brand of logic that underlies the organization of this book. In fact, there is even a mild logic to the order in which the various sections are arranged. This is for people who are tired of reading dictionaries and are looking for a small encyclopedia to read straight through.

Finally, for those who can spare a few minutes, I have gone to the trouble to write a general introduction to each separate section. I am told by experienced authors that nobody ever reads these either—any more than they read prefaces or instructions on cans. But I have conformed to tradition and done my part by writing them, so anything you feel you could do about reading them will be appreciated.

And that’s all. Except, in the words of my dearly beloved sister, when you get old and gray, may you spend all your winters in Florida, and your summers midst the cool, green grasses of Vermont.

Good luck.

GEORGE GROTZ
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1. THE GENTLE ART OF ACQUISITION

OR, GOLD IS WHERE YOU FIND IT—WHATEVER THAT MAY MEAN

antique shops; attics, auctions, borax stores, cabinet shops, Canada, flea markets, furniture stores, Good Will stores, inheritance, junk dealers, kits (reproductions), lumberyards, pickers, Salvation Army stores, town dumps, unfinished furniture (modern), unfinished furniture (reproductions)

2. 33 WAYS TO RESTORE OLD FINISHES

BEING A SCIENTIFIC SURVEY—OF THE EASIEST WAYS OUT!

antiques, black spots, blushing, chipping, cigarette burns, cracking or crazing, crumbling, dents, flaking, French polishing, hazing, inlays, lacquer finish (reamalgamation), linseed-oil finish, milk-paint finish, modern finishes, paint finish, peeling, rings, scratches, scuffing, sealer finish, sealing-wax repairs, shellac finish (reamalgamation), shellac-stick patching, varnish finish, veneers, watermarks, wax finish, wax-stick patching, white spots, worn edges

3. HOW TO LOVE YOUR FURNITURE

IN WHICH THE POLISH VERSUS WAX CONTROVERSY IS SETTLED ONCE AND FOR ALL, AND UNCLE GEORGE CUTS DOWN A SWING TREE

almond sticks, beeswax polish, black spots, candelilla wax, carnauba wax, cleaning finishes, colored polishes, cracking (prevention), fading (prevention), feeding the finish, French polishing, hazing (prevention), lemon-oil polish, linseed-oil polish, mineral oil, oil-base polishes, plastic polishes, shoe polish Jones, silicone polish, wax (liquid), wax (paste), white polish

4. EASY-TO-MAKE REPAIRS

OR, PATCH IT UP, WEAR IT OUT, MAKE IT DO, OR DO WITHOUT

CHAIRS: arms broken, arms loose, falling apart, legs broken, legs loose, rungs broken, rungs loose, rungs missing, slats loose, CHESTS: brasses, drawers loose, drawers sticking, falling apart, knobs, legs broken, panels split, top split, top warped, wooden pulls, TABLES: falling apart (drop leaf), falling apart (pedestal), hinges broken, hinges loose, leaf broken, leaf split, leaf warped, marble-top tables, top split, top warped, UPHOLSTERED PIECES: arm loose, bottom sagging, leg broken, leg loose, SURFACE DEFECTS: dents, dry rot, inlays, scratches, spots, veneer blistered, veneer loose, veneer missing, worm holes

5. REMOVIN’ MADE LESS CONFUSIN’

INCLUDING SOME SECRET FORMULAS THAT CAN SAVE YOU PLENTY OF PESOS

alcohol, ammonia, black streaks, blowtorches, carving, caustic soda, denatured alcohol, electrical devices, end grain, fake graining, floors, lacquer removing, lacquer thinner, linseed-oil finish, lye and all that, milk paints, oil finish, paint in pores, paint remover, paint removing, paneling, plaster of Paris, red stains, sal soda, sand blasting, scraping, shellac removing, spool furniture, steam, trisodium phosphate, varnish removing, wax-finish removing

6. BLEACHING—THE BLONDS I HAVE KNOWN

OR, WHEN CLOROX IS MAN’S BEST FRIEND

black stains, Clorox, commercial bleaches, laundry bleach, lye stains, marble tops, one-and-two bleach, oxalic acid, red stains, stain bleach, watermarks, white spots, wood bleach

7. HOW TO STAIN—IF YOU INSIST

WHERE WE SEPARATE THE MEN FROM THE BOYS, AND CAUTION IS STRONGLY ADVISED

alcohol stains, aniline dyes, antique brown, blond finishes, colors ground in oil, driftwood finish, end grain, fruitwood stain, honey tones, maple staining, matching colors, Minwax, oak staining, oil-base stains, pickled finish, pigmented stains, pine staining, poplar staining, sealer stains, spirit stains, tobacco stain, varnish stain, water stain

8. FINISHES: CLEAR AND CLOUDY

THE KIND THAT REVEAL THE TRUE BEAUTY OF WOOD, BUT ARE EASY TO APPLY ONLY IF YOU WILL FOLLOW ME, FORSAKING ALL OTHERS

dull glow, French polish, fruitwood finish, honey-tone finish, lacquer finish, linseed-oil finish, Minwax, oil finish, polyurethane varnishes, rubbing down, sanding, sealer finish, sealer stain, shellac finish, spirit varnish, spraying, steel wool, tack rag, varnish finish, varnish stain, wax finish

9. FINISHES: OPAQUE AND FANCY

SUCH AS “ANTIQUE WHITE” AND OTHER POPULAR WAYS OF MAKING SILK PURSES OUT OF SOWS’ EARS (SEE ALSO SECTION 11)

antique white, black finish, blond finish, bronzing, driftwood finish, enamel finish, fruitwood finish, honey-tone finish, japan finish, lacquer (colored), milk-paint finish, Old English finish, pickled finish, wrinkle finish

10. FINISHES: DECEPTIVE

IN WHICH WE FREQUENTLY BUMP INTO THE SIMPLY IMPOSSIBLE

antique brown, faking cherry, faking fruitwood, faking mahogany, faking maple, faking pine, faking rosewood, faking walnut, honey tones

11. THE NEW FINISHES

AND THE POOR MAN’S “FURNITURE REFINISHER”

tung oil, acrylic varnish, epoxy finish, the new furniture refinisher?

12. THE DECORATOR’S GUIDE

CONCERNING THE SECRETS AND TRICKS OF THE QUIETEST CRAFT

antiquing, asphaltum, black, caning, casein paint, découpage, enameling, false graining, floating color, freehand painting, gilding, glass cutting, glass painting, glaze, gold-leafing, graining, Hitchcock chairs, japan colors, japan drier, japanning, marbleizing, milk paint, painting, peasant decoration, stenciling with bronze powders, stenciling with paint, striping, tinware, tray painting, trompe l’oeil, water paint, Windsor chairs

13. AGING TECHNIQUES AND FAKE ANTIQUES

A SHAMEFUL GUIDE TO SOME NEFARIOUS PRACTICES THAT I AM SURE NO READER OF THIS BOOK WOULD EVER STOOP TO USING

bird shot, burning, chamfering, chemical burning, distressing, false graining, glazes, milk paint, shading, snow chains, spattering, veneer removal, weathering, worm holes, worn rungs

14. FURNITURE PERIODS—EXPOSED AT LAST!

OR, “PLEASE, MR. CHIPPENDALE, COULDN’T YOU SLICE THE BALONEY JUST A LITTLE BIT THINNER?”

THE BIRD’S-EYE VIEW—ENGLISH: Jacobean, William and Mary, Queen Anne, Early Georgian, Chippendale, Adam, Hepplewhite, Sheraton, Phyfe, Federal, Victorian, FRENCH: Louis XIV, Louis XV, Louis XVI, Provincial, Directoire, Empire., AMERICAN: Colonial, Windsor chairs, Shaker, American Fancy

15. GROTZ’S INSTANT GUIDE TO FURNITURE STYLES

THE ENGLISH STYLES: William and Mary, Queen Anne, Chippendale, Hepplewhite, Sheraton, Adam brothers, Regency, THE FRENCH STYLES: Louis XIV, Louis XV, Provincial, Louis XVI, Directoire-Consulate, Empire, THE AMERICAN STYLES: Early American, Windsor chairs, Federal, spool, country chairs, Empire, American, cottage, THE VICTORIAN STYLES: Louis XV, Gothic, Renaissance, Eastlake, Art Nouveau, Golden Oak

16. ALL ABOUT THE WOODS

MERELY THE FIRST INTELLIGENT GUIDE TO CABINET WOODS EVER PRINTED; HOW TO TELL THEM APART, WHERE AND WHEN THEY ARE USED, AND HOW THEY CUT AND STAIN

note on the rare woods, apple, ash (white and brown), basswood, beech, birch, butternut, cedar, cherry, chestnut, cypress, fir, gum, hickory, holly, inlay woods, mahogany, maple, oak, pine, poplar, rosewood, tulipwood, walnut, whitewood (basswood and “poplar”)

17. TOOLS OF THE TRADE

TRICKS YOUR DADDY DIDN’T TEACH YOU!

HOW TO USE HAND TOOLS:, the screwdriver, how to saw a board by hand, the sharpening file, the hammer, clamps, the plane, the chisel, sandpaper, the hand drills, the rasp and Surform, THE QUARTER-INCH DRILL: drilling, disc-sanding, doweling, polishing, OTHER POWER TOOLS:, the table saw, the bandsaw, the belt sander, the radial arm saw, Grotz’s Baby Shopsmith, the lathe, the router, the cut-off saw, the orbital sander

18. SUPPLIES: OUR OWN “YELLOW PAGES”

A CRAFTSMAN’S DIRECTORY OF SOURCES FOR HARD-TO-FIND ITEMS

brasses, bronze powders, cane, clock works and faces, containers, cork sheets, felt, finishing supplies, hardware, knobs, leather, marble, music boxes, paintings on glass, reproductions (finished), reproductions (unfinished), rush, stains, stenciling supplies, stencils and patterns, tinware, tools, veneers and inlays, woods


Section 1

The Gentle Art
of Acquisition

Or, gold is where you find it—whatever
that may mean

Hello, out there! And welcome to the strange but happy world of people who are always fussing around with their furniture.

But do you really care? I mean about acquiring furniture. Isn’t it a pretty stuffy subject for a spring day like this. Do you realize that while I am forced to sit here in the house this afternoon, outside the air is like a clear, cold sip of well-water. And this year’s brand-new sun is beating down on the hills of Vermont, still soggy from the melting-off of the winter snows. And down in the village this morning everyone was talking about whether it is time to set out tomato plants.

On a day like this all I can think of is that everybody I know already has more furniture than he knows what to do with, anyway. But maybe you are one of the inexcusably young, and are just getting started at gathering the encumbrances of life.

Or maybe your house has just burned down. (I suppose that’s a little grim, but we pull no punches in Vermont.)

Or maybe you have just been divorced.

Or maybe you have just run away from home.

Or just migrated to this country.

Or had all your furniture stolen by some robbers with a moving van while you were away on vacation.

Or you sublet your house to a couple with nine small children.

Say, it gets to be quite a lot of people when you stop to think about it, doesn’t it? So in the following pages I have tried to tell all the things that I—and quite a few friends—have learned about the advantages and pitfalls of all the sources for furniture we could think of.

Of course, if you have plenty of money, there really isn’t any problem. All you have to do is to go to good furniture stores or well-established antique dealers. So most of these sources are places where you can pick up the raw material for furniture. Inexpensively. Then you have to start thinking in terms of what you can do with the “horror” that you have acquired. Can you repair it? Refinish it? Cut down the legs? Decorate it? Or combine it with something else you already have?

But you will have to excuse me now. Through the window I see my wife coming across the lawn (if you can call it that at this time of year) carrying a flat box full of something leafy and green. Obviously the discussion is over, and the elders of our town have decided that indeed it is time to set out our tomato plants. I wonder if she bought any tar paper, or if we will have to cut the bottoms out of tin cans again? And where was it I saw that trowel just a few days ago?

antique shops  These cover the United States like the National Broadcasting Company, and believe me, they are all in close contact with each other. This is because some things go better in some parts of the country than others. This results in a degree of transshipment around the country that has led some observers to believe that most dealers make their living by selling to one another.

For instance, Empire is sneered at in New England, but brings a good price in the South. Pine furniture sells best in northern New England. Cherry sells better in Connecticut than it does in the other New England states. Oxbows that go for thirty-five dollars in New England or the Middle West bring a hundred and fifty dollars in Texas (where, I suppose, they are more useful for proving that one’s granddaddy came out by covered wagon).

And, of course, there’s a great deal more of this that I don’t know about, or have heard and forgotten. The point to the prospective buyer is that you’re not likely to get a bargain in an antique shop. On the other hand, the chances of your getting gypped are also pretty thin. These people are in business to make a living. And—like the rest of us—whether they want to be honest or not, they have to be to keep old customers and get new ones.
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The only thing to look out for is that there are quite a few two-price shops. I’d guess about 15 per cent. By a two-price shop I mean one in which all the merchandise is marked up 10 or 20 per cent over what the dealer really wants for it. This isn’t really dishonest, it’s more of a sales trick. The dealer has simply found that he or she sells more if the customers can feel they have got a bargain. It’s just a matter of everything being on sale all the time.

For those who are interested in locating antique shops, the largest national publication in the field is the magazine Antiques. While not on all newsstands, it can be found in public libraries, and frequently contains ads and listings for hundreds of good shops all across the country.

But the person who is trying to stretch his money doesn’t belong in an antique shop. As I have mentioned before, antique dealers are in business to make a living. Therefore, they use their free time doing their own finishing, repairing, cutting down, etc. The result is that they have few pieces for sale that still have potential for improvement. For such pieces, you have to find auctions, pickers, and junk dealers; or, to some extent, the Good Will and Salvation Army stores. All these are covered in listings below.

attics  Naturally, if you have an attic, you’ve already looked in it before buying this book. The problem is to get into other people’s attics. After you have exhausted any friends or country relatives, the best way I know to get into other people’s attics is the way the pickers and dealers do it. This is to run an ad in your local paper to the effect that you buy old paper and rags. Then when you get inquiries, you dress in your dirtiest clothes, and go calling in a twenty-five-dollar automobile.

This gets you into the attic, and there you can look around. First you buy the rags, and then the real larceny begins. Let’s say you’ve noticed a chest of drawers that you figure is worth ten dollars. What you do is walk over to a complete wreck of a chair not worth ten cents, and start worrying aloud if it’s worth a couple of dollars to you. (Or the dummy can be a jug with the bottom broken out of it, and you make believe you don’t see this.) Anyway, once the victim’s appetite has been whetted, you say something like, “Well, I guess I could give you a couple of bucks for the chair, if you’ll throw in that worthless old chest over there that I can use for storing paint cans in my cellar.”

Once home, you throw away the chair, and start to work on your ten-dollar chest that has cost you two. Indirection, it’s called. The old con game. If you’d said you’d wanted the chest to refinish for your bedroom, it would have cost you fifteen dollars.

But watch out for the little old ladies in the country. With them you are likely to find that the chest has been eaten to a dusty hollow shell by wood beetles and is worth less than the chair!

auctions  Making good buys at auctions isn’t really easy. You have to know the tricks of the game. Let me give you an example. Several years ago I went down to Bus Mars’ regular Tuesday-night auction in Pawlett. Before the sale started I saw an old beat-up table, drop-leaf, that was pure cherry as far as I could see. So I set my top price at $14.50. Well, when the table came up, Bus started it at $5. I bid and finally got it for only $7.50. Joy. Until I got it home and scraped an edge of a leaf, and found it was not cherry, but a wood as light as poplar. Chagrin. Smart boy got fooled. But then when I took the leaves down to the bare wood, the thing turned out to be curly birch, which is better than cherry any day.

So the first rule for buying at an auction is to be lucky. The second is, always get there early and inspect the merchandise before the sale starts. When I haven’t done this I really have been stung. Like the pine commode I bought that turned out to be oak. And the sea chest with the bottom and back rotted out of it. Caveat emptor, for sure!

The third rule is to decide on the price you are willing to pay, and not let the excitement make you go over it. Sure, something might go at $8 when your top bid was $7.50. But that doesn’t mean you would have got it for $8. You’d have had to go to $8.50 at least, and if the other bidder really had wanted the thing, you might have been forced up to $12.50 or more before you realized you had auction fever.

borax stores  Borax is the trade term for flashy-looking but very cheaply made new furniture. The term probably goes back to the days when the wooden boxes in which borax was shipped made good substitute furniture in mining camps and other outlying districts.

This stuff is so bad you can hardly believe it The wood grain is actually printed on composition board and then finished in a murky way with a spray gun. Only enough real wood is used for the frame as is needed to hold the box together. It is then sold at three hundred dollars a set to poor people who are sucked in with a “no money down, only pennies a day” offer. And of course it falls apart before it’s half paid for.

It’s the modern version of selling the Brooklyn Bridge to an Irish immigrant. Among others, my great grandfather bought that, but then he turned around and sold it at a profit. (Not really.)

cabinet shops  Unknown to most people every major city still has shops where fine furniture and reproductions are made by hand, and made to last. There’s not much money in it, but the men who run these shops do it because craftsmanship is in their blood. Most of them are really artists, and their furniture is just as well made as it was in the Golden Century of cabinetmaking—that is, the 1700s.

It’s priced a little higher than factory-made things, but the difference is more than worth it. And the same goes for pieces they have found and restored.

Canada  This listing is included because it seems that these days Canada is where the antiques are coming from. One wholesaler I know of buys three truckloads a month—except in winter. On the East Coast one of the places this stuff funnels through is the New Bedford area of Massachusetts. Of course, a lot of things are still coming to light in Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire. These mostly go to Connecticut dealers, and then to New York City or wherever.

But when mechanized farming comes to a rural area the first bumper crop of furniture appears, and this is happening in Canada now. Where you would go on the West Coast I don’t know, but you can be sure the same thing is happening. There it must filter down through Washington and Oregon toward the big cities in California.

Getting back to Canada, there’s a wonderful secret wholesale place up in the province of Quebec. At least, the dealers who know about it try to keep it secret. It’s in the tiny town of Defoy, just off the superhighway that runs northeast from Montreal to Quebec City. It is about three fifths of the way from Montreal going up toward Quebec. There’s just a little directional sign pointing to your right, so don’t miss it. Only a gravel road. But about a half mile down it you will come to the wonderful “antiques dump” of René Boudin and his frères. And here under enormous sheds you will find literally acres of antique furniture, chests, and tables piled three to five pieces high.

And when I drove up one spring morning a few years ago I found eleven trucks in line ahead of me—with license plates from all over the U.S. And the frères were loading one truck after another. One fellow had an automobile transporter and had fourteen buggies—all in good condition—loaded onto it. I asked him what he was going to do with “all them buggies.” He was a rocky-faced, laconic type so he had to spit and pause a few seconds before he answered: “I’m going to sell them to all them Amish down in Pennsylvania.” (I’ve got to stop patronizing people with my bad grammar.)

In case you are wondering, the reason for this place existing is the passing of the days of the small farms in the Eastern Townships of Quebec. Too small to be profitable to operate anymore, they have been foreclosed and sold by the thousands, by the tens of thousands. So pickers buy the “contents” for a few dollars and truck it into Defoy for instant cash. The resulting bargains are incredible. And you can buy just one or two pieces if you want—if you can restrain yourself, that is.

flea markets  The best one in the whole world is held three times a year in Brimfield, Massachusetts, which is near Old Sturbridge Village, about sixty miles west of Boston.

Around the first week of May, July, and September, two thousand dealers gather there in the fields of a grand alluvial valley for a grand powwow during which they sell mostly to each other, but anybody can come. And your money is as good as anybody else’s. It’s incredible. I go for the whole week every May. It’s such a pleasant happening. And I can’t get over the idea of two thousand couples sleeping in vans and cooking on Colman stoves all in one alluvial valley.

furniture stores  Anything bought at a cheap furniture store is a waste of money. If you don’t know of a good old-line furniture store—and they are dying out—go to the furniture department of a department store with a good reputation. Also, don’t be surprised when your six-hundred-dollar bedroom set can only be sold for one hundred dollars five years later. Furniture depreciates even faster than automobiles. That is the best reason for buying antiques. They not only don’t depreciate, they go up in value over the years because of their constantly increasing scarcity in proportion to the population.

Good Will stores  These are stores run by charity groups both to raise funds and to give work to older people, and so on. They get their furniture by donation, and repair it, and often refinish it. Sometimes the refinishing is fine, but at other times it’s pretty bad. In that case though, it comes off easily. The prices asked are fairly low, and many dealers make regular calls at such stores to see if an occasional “real buy” has come up. Sometimes it does. I used to go to one place that charged eight dollars for small oak chests of drawers and only four dollars for pine, which are always older and better antiques than any oak.

inheritance  Hard as it may seem at times, it is really better to just wait than to try to hurry things along.

junk dealers  Don’t be disdainful—or as one of my sons says, “snobby”—about junk dealers, for they are a prime source for both antiques and furniture that lends itself to remodeling and decoration. In fact, they usually have drifted into close association with dealers and decorators.
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The way to get a break from these men is: Don’t haggle. They’ll not only quote you higher prices if you do, they’ll even tell you stuff is sold rather than let you have it. The technique is this. The first time you make a purchase from one, he’ll quote you a good high price, there’s no question about it. But instead of objecting, say something like, “Well, that’s more than I was going to pay, but I suppose you men have to make a living too.” In fact, you can even ham it up by being sympathetic about how high his overhead must be, and how hard it is to get steady help, and like that. He’s probably paying fifteen dollars a month for his store, and fifty cents an hour to his stumble-bum help, but it is impossible for you to go too far. Junk dealers are smart, and almost always are secretly rich, but one thing they all have in common is absolutely no sense of humor.

kits (reproductions)  Here I have to make a completely unsolicited (and, believe me, unpaid) commercial. The biggest operator in this field is Francis Hagerty, of Cohasset Colonials, Cohasset, Massachusetts. His line is limited to reproductions of Early American pieces, but he has everything from cupboards to cobbler’s benches, and they’re good. I’ve assembled and finished a lot of them, and with a little “distressing” you can hardly tell them from the real thing (see section on AGING ANTIQUES).

I suppose the real purpose of making reproductions in kit form is to be able to sell them reasonably by mail. There are many shops making reproductions and selling them unfinished but assembled. These sell in their own local areas. However, there is some sale by mail. See listing for unfinished furniture (reproductions) at the end of this section.

lumberyards  Many people don’t realize that most lumberyards not only sell standard lengths of lumber, but will for a small extra charge cut it, plane it, and otherwise work it. Places called “mills” will do all kinds of woodworking for you. These are places that make storm windows and doors, built-ins for kitchens of new houses, and so on. Any carpenter can help you locate one. Often, lumberyards and mills are combined operations.

If you can measure, and make a scale drawing, you can have furniture kits cut out of pine boards, and also trestle tables, shelves, bookcases, record boxes, and things like that. Built-in cupboards are a good trick, too. I once made one which covered the whole end of a room about ten feet wide. First make a sketch to decide what you want the thing to look like. Make it big, or redraw it bigger. Then make your measurements against the wall—you can even draw the setup on the wall—and then mark down the lengths of board needed on your drawing. If you are going to have doors, don’t order the wood for them at first. Wait until you have the risers, shelves, and facing pieces all up. Then measure the size of the openings for the doors, and take these measurements down to the mill. The reason for this is that the openings may not turn out the size you expected, and it makes the measuring in the first place easier.

The room-end cupboard with shelves and doors that I made cost about thirty-five dollars for the lumber and another ten dollars for cutting, and took a day to put up and paint white. It could have been stained. Can you imagine how much all that shelf and storage space would cost today even in the cheapest unfinished furniture?

pickers  They are the bird dogs of the antique business. They came into existence because the areas in and around cities have been literally picked clean of old furniture. So the dealers in those areas—where most of the selling is done—have come to rely on people who live in the hinterlands to do their buying for them.

Sometimes even whole states get picked clean. Dealers from Connecticut, for instance, buy most of their stuff from pickers in upper Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. And recently, of course, from Canada, where the pickings are best. Pickers buy a lot of things at auctions in their areas, but many things are brought to them, because everybody has found out that they will give five or ten dollars for a two-hundred-year-old curly-maple table. They then sell it to a dealer from the suburbs of some city for forty dollars. The dealer has it refinished, and sells it to his customers for something over a hundred dollars.

A picker will sell to you as well as to a dealer, and for the same price—especially if you tell him you are furnishing a house and will be back for more. The trouble is finding these pickers with their barns full of treasures.

[image: ]

One of the best ways is to cruise around looking for antique shops that are on back roads off the beaten path of even the summer tourists. The logic of the situation is, How could he be making a living if he wasn’t selling to other dealers. Of course, most won’t even have signs out. The only way to find them is to marry a newspaper reporter (male or female) who knows how to ask questions in the right places—of the licensed auctioneers in an area, for instance.

Salvation Army stores  The same situation as with Good Will stores. See listing in this section.

town dumps  Many city people will laugh at this, but in many small towns, the town dump is called “the store.” I am sitting in a chair, next to a table, both of which came from our dump. A sort of general agreement comes into being that when you have a piece that might be of some use to somebody else, or could possibly be repaired, you don’t throw it over the edge of the dump, but place it to one side.

The best times of the year are at spring-cleaning time, and when the summer people are closing up their cottages and houses at the end of the season. Good pickings.

unfinished furniture (modern)  It is amazing what a good finish can do for these pieces. See sections on FINISHES.

unfinished furniture (reproductions)  Some very good chairs, and sometimes even tables and chests, are offered by mail through the mail-order sections of the “home” magazines, and there are many factories doing local businesses around cities. You find these outlets especially in recently developed suburban areas, as opposed to old-time residential sections. Of course, you don’t find them as frequently as places selling unfinished modern.
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