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the wear of normal usage and keeps it 
in good working order. The rails that 
side-hung drawers slide on have often 
been replaced, and the grooves in 
the drawer sides may have had fillets 
inserted to keep the drawers sliding 
smoothly. These are acceptable main-
tenance: reaching for your socks in the 
morning should not involve a strug-
gle with a recalcitrant drawer. Relining 
refers to the rebuilding of the interior 
of a drawer, which some may consider 
maintenance, and others restoration.  

Replacement usually refers to the 
replacement of working parts, such as 
handles, hinges, and latches, that have 
worn or broken with use, but it can 
also refer to the replacement of a com-
plete component, such as a door, a lid, 
or feet. In these cases it may be called 
restoration. Not much seventeenth-
century hardware has survived, and 
old replacements are not considered 
too major a fault: only a serious collec-
tor, for instance, would decide not to 
buy a bible box because its hinges had 
been hand-wrought in the mid-eigh-
teenth century. 

These terms are not always used 
consistently or clearly. There is a gray 
area, for instance, where replacement 
overlaps with restoration: a strip of 
geometric molding on a drawer front 
may be legitimately labeled ñreplacedò 
or ñrestored.ò  A new lid on a coffer 
may also be labeled ñreplacedò or 
ñrestored,ò as may the bun feet on a 
chest of drawers. In these cases, we 
strongly prefer the word ñreplaced.ò  It 
indicates that the whole element has 
been replaced and that there is no evi-
dence in the piece itself to tell us if the 
replacement is restoring the piece to 

its original form, or if it is ñenhancing 
it.ò New bun feet, for instance, may 
have replaced stile feet, in which case 
they are not restorations, but enhance-
ments. The replacement is an attempt 
to increase the financial value or visual 
appeal of the chest. Enhancement is 
fakery. 

How Much Is Too Much?

Of course, a piece in original condi-
tion is always preferable to one that 
has been restored. Restoration is al-
ways a negative, but not all restorations 
are equally detrimental. There is no 
one-size-fits-all formula to distinguish 
between acceptable and unacceptable 
restoration, but there are a few guide-
lines to help you decide. 

Rule of thumb #1: Rarity outweighs 
restoration. One helpful criterion is 
what we might call the ñtime-till-the-
betterò principal: How long will it take 
you to find an equivalent in better 
condition? There is no point in buy-
ing a coffer with a replaced lid because 
youôll only have to walk down the street 
to the next dealer to find two or three 
whose lids are original. No point, that 
is, except the price ð which should be 
low, very low. On the other hand, you 
may find a wainscot chair with rare 
and distinctive carving and a replaced 
front stretcher. If you have been look-
ing for five years to find carving that 
catches your eye in the way that this 
does, donôt let another five go by with 
a void in your house, your heart, and 
your collection. Buy the chair, enjoy 
the wonderful carving, and rest your 
feet on the stretcher. 
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Rule of thumb #2: Frequency is a 
good excuse. You should also consider 
how common the restoration is. If the 
normal history of a piece frequently 
produces the need for restoration, the 
restoration becomes almost mainte-
nance and is not too serious a draw-
back. For instance, the rear feet of 
case pieces have often been ñtipped,ò 
ñended out,ò or ñpiecedò (you will 
come across all these terms). This is 
because the back feet stood against the 
wall on the dampest part of the stone 
floor where they rotted: their normal 
history frequently produces the need 
for ending out. The rear feet of back-
stools, too, have often been tipped 
because they have taken most of the 
weight. Restoration to the rear feet of 
these pieces is not significant and may 
almost be considered maintenance. 
On the front feet, however, the in-
crease in visibility and the decrease in 
frequency makes the equivalent resto-
ration considerably more significant.

Rule of thumb #3: Significance in-
creases with the distinctiveness of 
the restored part. The components 
of a piece of furniture are not equally 
important to its identity. The most 
distinctive feature of a court cupboard 
may be its gadrooned cup-and-cover 
supports: restoring or replacing them 
is far more significant than replacing 
the top boards ð nobody buys a court 
cupboard because they love its top 
boards. The element that first attracts 
your eye is the one that, above all oth-
ers, should be original. Elements that 
make one piece stand out from others 
should always be original. If a distinc-
tive feature has come from the hand 

of the restorer, it may be an enhance-
ment, not a restoration. Beware.

Rule of thumb #4: Quality counts. 
The skill of the restorer should ap-
proximate as far as possible that of the 
original maker. If the carving on a re-
stored part is stiff and mechanical, it 
will offend you more and more as time 
goes by (a possible exception to this 
rule is a farmhouse repair whose crudi-
ty may have a charm of its own). Good 
restoration is not only technically skill-
ful; it is sympathetic with the original. 
Assessing the quality of the restoration 
is similar to, and as important as, as-
sessing the quality of the original.

Rule of thumb #5: Aim high (most 
of the time). Always buy the best you 
can afford and occasionally the best 
that you canôt! The anxiety of writing 
a check that is larger than you had 
planned will fade quickly: the plea-
sure of a great antique will last forever. 
Weôve lost count of the number of 
times that a customer has told us, ñI 
paid more than Iôd planned to for it, 
but Iôm so glad that I did!ò Or, more 
sadly, ñI had the chance to buy one a 
few years ago, but it was more than 
I could afford at the time.ò  Equally 
common is the lament on the other 
side of the coin: ñI bought it because 
it was cheap, and Iôve regretted it ever 
since.ò As dealers, we, too, have to 
remind ourselves to buy the best that 
we can afford, and sometimes need 
to screw up our courage with the old 
adage: ñGood stuff ainôt cheap, and 
cheap stuff ainôt good.ò

If you think that you may turn 
into a serious collector, set your stan-




