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Work
Experience
Working for 12 months in the 
renowned Edward Barnsley 
workshop in the UK was a 
career inspiring experience 
for WA furniture maker 
Nathan Day.

Nathan Day in the 
Edward Barnsley 
workshop. Below 
are his first ‘training’ 
pieces: breadboard, 
bookends and 
dovetailed stool.

I

First pieces
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Notes and photos

The Edward Barnsley Workshop in Froxfield, Hampshire UK, is very training oriented. They take on 
one new apprentice each year as well as fee paying pupils who can pay up to £350 per week. 
The training emphasises handwork and getting hand skills up to the level that is required in the 
workshop.

The workshop keeps alive the ideas of the Arts and Crafts movement which Edward Barnsley played 
a significant role in continuing as he established himself as one of the leading designer makers of 
his time. His father Sidney and uncle Ernest had been inspired by William Morris and embraced his 
radical ideas. Today the workshop builds new and contemporary one-off pieces using a combination 
of traditional and modern techniques while utilising the most up to date technologies. For more 
information visit www.barnsley-furniture.co.uk

EDWARD BARNSLEY WORKSHOP
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GAMES TABLE
I started by constructing the table itself. Fairly 
straightforward! It incorporated some veneering 
and inlaying of the drawer runners and some solid 
timber shaping of the legs. The joinery was a mix 
of dominos, dowels and biscuits.

The real fun began with the veneering of the top 
and the lifting mechanism that transformed the 
table to a card table. Given that the top would, 
in a sense, be floating it was imperative that it 
stayed perfectly flat. The top was veneered in 
a rather simple pattern that required, however, 
absolute precision in its execution. Given the 
irregular grain pattern in the timber veneers, if 
they weren’t exactly where they needed to be and 
matched up perfectly, the look of the whole top 
would be ruined and need to be redone. With 
careful planning and even more careful workings 
the end result was perfect.

The underside was then veneered with the same 
grain orientation to counter balance the top and 
ensure flatness. I then applied the green baize 
and the top was finished with a dark walnut 
edging that was mitred and glued on the top 
surface and fastened with polished brass screws 
on the underside to allow for easy servicing 
and repair of the baize if it were to be worn or 
damaged.

The two lifting mechanisms were placed either 
side of the drawer box. Each mechanism 
consisted of aluminium u-bar, a gas powered 
spring and a cam. The idea was that once 
released, the front edge of the top would be 
lifted 25mm above the front rail so you could 
comfortably get your fingers underneath to lift 
and turn the top over.

This took over a week to accomplish with many 
mock-ups and trials failing. The springs also had 
to be returned to have the pressure set correctly. 
Too much pressure meant the top was lifted too 
fast and abruptly, too little meant that the top 
was not lifted high enough to get your fingers 
underneath and get a comfortable grip. The 
calculations were critical as were the pivot points 
and shape of the cam. A testing exercise, but a 
stunning result!

Working to 
commission

Nest 
Olive ash
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CHEST OF DRAWERS
The success of the chest of drawers 
would depend largely on a polished 
hand dovetailing technique as there 
were 120 to be cut in the drawers 
alone. This was the one thing I had 
struggled with to this point. Two hours 
of intensive coaching from one of the 
workshop craftsmen and some practice 
and I had it down, cutting and fitting 
the tails straight off the saw with very 
little cleaning up.

The carcase was all rippled sycamore 
veneers on the outer face with four 
curved solid legs joined at 45˚ to the 
sides. The problem in executing this 
joint was applying the correct pressure 
in the correct position to get the joint 
to close up.

With the legs on, runners inlaid and 
carcase together and cleaned up, 
work began on the drawers. The solid 
sycamore drawer fronts had already 
been selected and machined down to 
3mm oversize. Along with the rest of 
the drawer timber—quarter-sawn oak 
selected for its stability—they had been 
strip-stacked in the workshop one 
month previously to acclimatise.

The finishing touches came in the 
simple handles, shaped into the 
drawer fronts, a 1.5mm walnut inlay in 
the top and a neatly finished panelled 
back. The Barnsley badge that is a 
trademark of all one-off commissioned 
pieces was set into the back rail and 
the piece was complete.

We delivered the chest of drawers 
and games table to their new home 
much to the delight of the clients. The 
Christmas deadline was met, which 
meant that when I returned from the 
break it would be a new year and a 
new job and only 12 short weeks until 
my time in the Barnsley workshop 
would come to an end.
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Nathan Day can be 
contacted by email at: 
nathanhday@bigpond.com

Looking forwardWALNUT CHAIR
This chair design had been built only once before and was one of the most comfortable 
that I have ever sat in. The combination of curves in the seat and crest rails and the curve 
and shape of the back bars hit all the right parts of your back. The chair was described by 
many in the workshop as like sitting down and getting a cuddle.

All the curved rails in the chair were formed by laminating 1.9mm re-sawn walnut veneers. 
The main joinery was a combination of dowels and dominos and the back bars joined the 
seat and crest rails using small mortise and tenons.

Fitting the back bars into the crest rail was the most complicated part of the job. The 
seat and the crest rails had a different radius, the outside and the inside back bars 
had different curves and the crest rail leaned back on a 22˚ angle. This meant that 
the back bars splayed out and twisted around and into the crest rail and all the angles 
compounded.

After much debate it was decided the best way to proceed was to fit a dummy crest rail 
and notch out the parts of the rail where the bars would finish. This meant that I could 
scribe a shoulder line and mark the angle and direction of the tenon.

Small scooping rounds between the back bars and diminishing rounds that flowed from 
the front to the seat rail on both sides enhanced the design and finished the chair off. It 
was given three coats of oil and fitted with a tan leather seat.
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