NT
NICK THWAITES

DESIGNER-MAKER OF FINE FURNITURE

George Park
Awliscombe
Honiton
Devon EX14 3PJ

01404 548467
nick@nickthwaitesfurniture.co.uk
www.nickthwaitesfurniture.co.uk

NEWSLETTER
MAY 2009
Recent work
A couple of weeks ago I delivered a large desk which had kept me busy for a few months
(www.nickthwaitesfurniture.co.uk/Gallery). My clients wanted a calm piece for an upstairs
study: a place for ink and longhand rather than screens, printers and cables. They also asked
for a chair to go with it. The study has oak bookshelves, in a square lattice pattern, lining
one wall, so we agreed on oak as the main timber for the desk and chair, and I
incorporated the square motif into the design for the sides of the pedestals, which were
panelled in elm.

Desk drawers can be an unsatisfactory storage medium. Small objects tend to get shoved
into them and, over time, repeated opening and closing mixes the contents into a sort of
muesli in which broken off bits of rubber and pencil shavings play an important part.
Drawer bottoms tend to be hard and smooth so all these bits and pieces slide and rattle
about unpleasingly. To try to ensure this never happens to my clients, I divided the top
drawer on each side into compartments and lined the bottom with soft calfskin. There is
also a pen tray, which sits on top of these compartments and slides back to reveal the
items below. The remaining drawers are simpler affairs, with cedar of Lebanon bottoms,
famously fragrant to humans and repellant to moths. It’s never actually been proved that
moths attack expensive stationery, but why take the risk?

Timber
As a small-scale buyer, I am very aware that fine, interesting timber is a scarce – in many
cases diminishing – resource. The best mahoganies and rosewoods that our great
grandfathers would have used as a matter of course are simply not available now; English
walnut, the staple of fine furniture for a hundred years in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, is always a struggle to find. Huge quantities of European oak, trucked in from
Germany, Poland, even Russia, pass through British timber yards, but there are few, if any,
commercial hardwood plantations in this country: you have to get it where you can.
Sometimes this means buying a tree extracted from a local field or garden for planking and
drying. There is satisfaction in this: working with wood from a place you know gives you a
rare connection with your material, and the “wood miles” are minimal.
Early last year a friend and I felled and planked three oak trees on land belonging to a
neighbour of his near Axminster. At the same time we were shown a huge elm that had

fallen across a deep stream gully. Still connected to its roots, it was going to be a problem
even to cut out, let alone extract, so we thought about it for a year. In February we
managed to bring into alignment a good local tree surgeon, a sawmill owner with a very
large truck equipped with a hydraulic grab, and enough dry weather to make us all
confident the truck wouldn’t get bogged in the field. Astonishingly all went according to
plan: the tree was felled and de-branched without collapsing into the gully and the butt,
weighing several tons, was hoisted onto the truck and trundled off to Cullompton for
planking to our specification, leaving me, not for the first time, in awe of our forebears who
managed these things without hydraulic grabs and powered bandsaws.
Even now, such operations are inevitably a leap in the dark: the costs of felling and planking
are significant and are incurred before you know what the planks actually look like. Several
of our 15 ft elm planks duly turned up with a substantial proportion of rot, but there is
enough beautiful sound timber to have made the exercise worthwhile. Now, carefully
stacked for gentle air drying, it is waiting for the moment, one, two, three years hence,
when the first boards are pulled out, their weathered rough sawn surfaces are planed to a
smooth lustre, and cut, shaped and jointed into a chair, a table or an elegant cabinet that
started its life by a stream in a Devon field.
Exhibitions
I will be participating in the Hackwood Art Festival at Tunworth, near Basingstoke from 11th
– 14th June: www.hackwoodartfestival.co.uk. Now in its fourth year, the festival, which has
concentrated on fine art in the past, has invited a small number of contemporary craft
makers to exhibit alongside 80 or so painters and sculptors. The setting is beautiful, entry is
free, and there will be workshops for adults and children who want to do more than just
look. It would be good to see you there if you can make it.
The previous weekend, 5th – 7th June, I will be at the Contemporary Craft Fair in Bovey
Tracey, on the edge of Dartmoor, with other members of the Devon Furniture Makers:
www.devonfurnituremakers.org.uk. This is one of the premier craft events in the South
West with artists and craftsmen from a wide range of disciplines. It is well worth a visit if
you’re in the region. You can find out more at www.craftsatboveytracey.co.uk.
Looking further ahead, several members of the Devon Furniture Makers, including me, are
hoping to take part in a big William Morris exhibition at RHS Rosemoor, near Great
Torrington in North Devon, next Summer (2010). The exhibition will include a section on
contemporary arts and crafts inspired by Morris and his group. And finally… we’re
planning to be back at Rosemoor in July 2011 with a dedicated Devon Furniture Makers
exhibition over two weeks. The gardens at Rosemoor are stunning and the exhibition
space is first class so put it in the long-range planner now.

