Peterborough DAC

Care of woodwork, including hinges and related ironwork

Guidance note
DAC policy

Woodwork inside churches is generally in a more favourable environment than that suffered by domestic furniture where heavy use and over-heated rooms may cause rapid deterioration.  However, for obvious reasons, doors and other elements than are constantly exposed to the weather are vulnerable.  Nevertheless, with minimal care many old doors continue to give excellent service over many centuries.

Where the condition of the woodwork gives rise to concern the PCC should consider the following points in seeking a treatment.  Before undertaking any works, even of a minor nature, PCCs should consult the DAC office to see whether the Archdeacon’s authorisation or a faculty are required.  There are sad cases in the Diocese where ancient timber has been ruined by a kind volunteer offering to repaint or polish using the wrong materials and this should be avoided if possible.

Some issues for consideration

Age

· If of great age the wood will have darkened and probably be weakened and fragile from past insect attack and/or structurally rotted by ineffective damp-coursing.  The latter will necessitate skilled treatment for both cause and effect.  

· Insect attack (if still active) can be self-treated by applying the appropriate fluid worm-killers, an operation requiring no particular skill.  However, no timber treatment of any sort should be undertaken without seeking the Archdeacon’s permission and advice.
Appearance

· The patina which develops on old woodwork is an intrinsic part of its charm and character.  The colour of the woodwork is most difficult to change without the risk of resultant patchiness which can be quite severe on carved or recessed areas.  It can be done successfully by skilled craftsmen but may prove a costly operation because of time taken.  It may detract from the quality of the woodwork as a whole and should only be undertaken after specialist advice has been obtained.

· An improvement is often possible by cleansing the darker area with genuine turpentine to remove layers of grime and allowing it to dry for a few days and then applying beeswax polish.  N.B. It is essential to experiment first on a not too obvious part and only if the result is satisfactory should the treatment be extended.  In oak work a silver-grey colour is generally considered a desirable asset, and it would be unwise to attempt any modification before seeking expert opinion regarding the particular result desired. 

· Where woodwork is seen to have a jaded appearance an application of linseed oil mixed with an equal quantity of genuine turpentine will impart a reasonable gloss and tend to unify the colour.  The preparation should be applied quite liberally with a cloth pad or cotton-wool and can with advantage be left on to work for up to two days before removing the surplus with clean rags.  

· N.B. On no account must the oil be allowed to dry on the work beyond two days, otherwise a paint-like film will form as the oil becomes oxidised.  Very pale coloured woods will be appreciably deepened in colour but this will revert back to some extent over a period of several months.

Wall plaques, hatchments, furniture, carvings, statuary, misericords, wall panelling.

Dust gently with a soft brush. If there is no flaking or cracking use a vacuum cleaner at its lowest power setting. The nozzle should be covered with gauze and should not be allowed to touch the surface being cleaned. Crevices and carved work should be brushed out at the same time with a hogs hair or paperhanger's bush, depending on the scale of the carving, using brush in one hand and vacuum in the other. Damage to carved work can be avoided by wrapping a piece of foam rubber around the head of the crevice tool of the vacuum cleaner.
Polished wood should be dusted as described above occasionally buffing up the surface with a duster or chamois leather. Only apply polish once or twice a year very sparingly and evenly using a wax polish of the same or slightly lighter colour than the wood being polished.
· Silicone waxes and furniture creams are generally more expensive and less suited to church furniture than a beeswax polish.  Kept in airtight jars a few years’ supply of the latter can be made at a considerable saving over proprietary polishes.  

· A recipe for Beeswax polish:  

Two or three pounds of yellow beeswax, shredded

Enough genuine turpentine to cover the shreddings in a suitable vessel

Place the vessel within a larger one containing water and gently heat until the wax is fully dissolved then pour into airtight containers.  When cold the wax should be of the consistency of soft butter, add a little more turpentine if too thick or more wax if too thin, putting the jars in the warm water vessel to re-melt the wax.  

N.B. It is a good idea to have two grades: a thinner one for carved and moulded work and the general purpose one for a normal consistency.

Floorboards

Polished wood floors should be dry polished from time to time. Be careful not to let the polisher brushes become impregnated with polish. A woollen cloth impregnated with a 50/50 mixture of paraffin and vinegar can be wrapped round a mop to collect dust and leave the floor shiny. Two or three times a year apply a thin coating of Johnson's Traffic Wax. Unpolished wood should be mopped very occasionally with a damp mop rinsed in clear water and dried off with a dry mop.

Gilded and painted woodwork

· Gilded or partly gilded work should not be cleaned; water is harmful and on some gilding will remove it entirely.  

· Painted woodwork should also be attended by an expert and advice sought before making any attempts to clean it.
Defects in the structure and damaged woodwork

These should always be treated professionally, to avoid any future criticism of unsatisfactory results from incorrect attention.

Doors

· Doors should not be varnished or oiled; varnishing darkens the oak considerably and prevents the development of the silver open grained appearance for which it is so renowned.  

· Oiling encourages the absorption of rust stains from the hinges and dirt into the wood.  They should be treated with a good clear wood preservative, such as Cuprinol, Wykamol or Peter Cox P.C.C. every three years.  This will feed the oak and will not prevent the development of the silver appearance.  

Ironwork

Hinges: it is suggested that these are painted with a slightly off black matt paint as a pure black gives a rather lifeless appearance to the door.  This can be made by mixing a little grey paint with the black. 

Painting hinges: Clean off all rust with a stiff wire brush making sure that the door is not scored in the process, treat with a rust inhibitor, give a first coat of primer and finish off with the off-black top coat.

Oiling hinges: This is an alternative treatment, which can only be carried out if the hinges are already removed from the door.  

· The ironwork is heated gently with a blowlamp with great care being taken to ensure that individual parts are not overheated. 

· Do not heat much over the boiling point of water and this can be test by stopping as soon as a small amount of spittle hisses on the iron.  

· DO  NOT TEST BY DIPPING IN WATER, as tempering may be affected.

· This first heating removes corrosion deposits which scale off on heating, and of course may be omitted if there is no corrosion present.  

· After cooling careful brushing with a wire brush may be necessary.

· Heat very gently a second time to about the same temperature and then plunge into a bath of mineral oil.  The heating opens up the pores of the metal and allows it to retain the oil.

· Allow to cool and only replace the hinges on the door when completely dry so there is no chance of oil staining occurring.  A single treatment can remain effective for up to about ten years.

Information needed for a Faculty application

· A photograph of the area/object to be treated/repaired

· A description of the present situation and what the proposed works are intended to achieve.  In many cases a conservator will need to be employed to produce the condition report.  Grants may be available from the Council for the Care of Churches to fund such research.
· A specification/estimate 

· Information about the conservator who is to undertake the work e.g. a CV and list (preferably illustrated) of other work which s/he has done

Wider consultation

· It is possible that English Heritage or other bodies will need to be consulted about proposals.  If the DAC believes that this is the case the PCC will be advised early on in the consideration of the work.  The DAC will do its best to help the PCC to achieve good communication with whatever bodies have to be involved.  The consultation may only require correspondence but in some cases a site meeting will need to be convened.  Occasionally the DAC will not advise consultation at the outset but the Chancellor will require it when the faculty application is made, however such cases are very rare.

· If the works involve timber treatment and there are known to be bats in the building the PCC should consult Natural England as quickly as possible to discuss the proposals and dates when works may legally be undertaken. If the specification has not been drawn up by the church architect the DAC is likely to suggest that s/he should be consulted about the scheme of work.  The PCC may find it helpful to do this at the outset rather than after the DAC has discussed the proposals. 

Further information

Timber Assessment and Treatment; DAC guidance note available from the DAC office or http://www.peterboroughdiocesanregistry.co.uk/timber2006.doc 

English Furniture, Decoration, Woodwork and Allied Arts 

A S Thomas, ISBN 97814106568 

Printed on demand – contact English Heritage bookshop online or 
telephone 0870 429 6658

The National Trust Manual of Housekeeping is published by Elsevier at £49.99. Hardback format, 954 pages. ISBN: 0750655291
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