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New research into London’s furniture industry in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries is revealing details about its organisation, location and business practice, while 
studies of patterns of consumption and the relevant human, social and economic contexts 
are throwing light on aspects of furniture supply and demand as well as its use and meaning 
within the home.1 Cane chairs are an interesting focus for study in this period since they 
survive in such large numbers and there is a considerable amount of documentary evidence 
about them. Although furniture historians have engaged with them over the years we are 
still some way away from a full understanding of their origins and history.2 In this paper the 
intention is to examine to what extent cane chairs were a London product when they were 
at their most fashionable between 1670 and 1730. What was the nature and scale of the 
London industry and how does this compare with other European cities and with other 
centres in Britain? Similar questions will be addressed as to their consumption; how much 
were they used in London and by whom, and how does this compare with other parts of 
Britain and Europe? Rather than reach for definitive conclusions, since much of this work 
is still in the early stages, the paper will set out some indications drawn from evidence found 
to date and will inevitably leave pointers for further research.

Exactly when and why cane chairs came to be made in England, and specifically London, 
is still something of a mystery. There is enough documentary evidence to indicate the scale 
of the London industry once it had become established from the 1670s onwards, but only 
one reference suggests a date for their introduction, mentioned in a petition to Parliament 
made by the cane chair makers, undated but assumed to be 1690, in which they state that 
‘about the Year 1664, Cane-Chairs, & c. came into use in England...’.3 The date given here 
is imprecise, and given that the petition was probably written some twenty five years later, 
should be treated with some caution until it can be confirmed from other evidence.

So far, the earliest reference to cane furniture in England in a dated document occurs in 
an inventory taken in 1639 of St Giles’s House near Wimbourne, Dorset, the home of 
Sir Anthony Ashley Cooper, who later became the Earl of Shaftesbury. It includes ‘2 cayne 
stooles’ in Sir John Cooper’s chamber, ‘one cayne stoole’ in Sir Anthony’s chamber, a ‘rotten 
cayne stoole’ in the chamber within Sir Anthony’s chamber and two other cane stools 
elsewhere in the house.4The early date of this reference to items of cane furniture in England 
is as yet unexplained and unique, but nothing in the way they are recorded suggests they 
were special or of any particular value and nothing else in the inventory is anything out of 
the ordinary.

References to cane chairs begin to appear in London inventories with some regularity in 
the 1670s, the earliest so far discovered being in the inventory of Thomas Seward, a wealthy 
London haberdasher, who had ’ 12 Cane Bottome Chayres’ in his dining room in 1673.5The 
evidence from inventories, discussed in detail towards the end of this paper, suggests that
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during this decade the new form of chair was relatively rare but became increasingly 
widespread after the 1 68os as part of the furnishings of at least moderately wealthy London 
homes. Allowing for a time-lag between the date of purchase and the date of an inventory, 
it is reasonable to assume that cane chairs were in use in London homes from the mid-i66os 
and possibly earlier.

The most informative documentary source for their manufacture is the Lord 
Chamberlain’s accounts, where the Chamberlain’s warrants and makers’ bills record 
detailed descriptions of furniture made and supplied for particular uses within the royal 
household.6 The earliest instance of a cane chair in these records is 1681, when ‘a Caned 
Chair for the Queene to move with Joynts and a footstoole with Ironworke to fold’ 
was supplied by Richard Price, Joiner to the Great Wardrobe, for the sum of £6.ios.7 
In the succeeding years caned, or cane chairs as they were more usually called, were 
supplied in increasing numbers, at first for furnishing the King’s yachts and tents and later 
for the royal apartments.8 The descriptions of the chairs provide a valuable guide to the 
dates at which particular features and decorative styles were current; those for the King 
himself were elaborately carved, such as this pair supplied in 1689 for the sum of £4: ‘For 
the Kings Clossetts att Whitehall, For z cane Chaires of Walnuttree carved rich the fore 
railes carved with figures Scroles and Leaves and the feet carved with Boyes heads and 
Scroles’.9 Chairs of a more utilitarian nature were supplied for less important locations, for 
example: ‘For 6 Cane Chaires at 7s each, For the Warehouse in the Office of the Great 
Wardrobe’, supplied by Thomas Roberts in 1689.10

The fact that the Royal Household was not ordering cane chairs until the 1680s, perhaps 
sixteen years or more after their introduction in London, might seem surprising, but in their 
earliest form cane chairs were simple backstools, cheaper alternatives to those upholstered 
with leather, turkeywork, needlework or cloth, and made more for daily use in middle- 
income households than for the pomp and ceremony of the aristocracy and royalty. They 
were modest chairs with twist-turned walnut frames, the back posts formed with octagonal 
blocks at the joints and topped by finials, and the seat and back rails often decorated with 
an incised diamond pattern (Figure 1). Many of these features were new to English 
furniture. Twist-turning had been popular in France and Holland since the 1630s but only 
reached England in the post-Fire period.11 Quite where the octagonal blocks and incised 
decoration originated is still unclear. And the cane itself was a novelty, used not just as a 
support for a seat cushion but as a decorative feature on the exposed back panel.

Inventories provide valuable evidence about the furniture industry at this period, such as 
that of Samuel Butler taken in 1 6y6.I1He was a member of the Drapers’ Company living in 
the parish of St Michael’s Cornhill, in the City of London, an upholsterer by trade, whose 
inventoried goods and monies were valued at over £3,000. The inventory shows that he was 
a wealthy businessman supplying fashionable upholstery and furnishings, including cane 
chairs. He owned a warehouse with large quantities of cloth, curtains, hangings and 
valences, bedsteads, feather beds and bolsters, screens, rugs, blankets and mats, quantities 
of turkeywork chairs, including ‘ 18 back and seats of ye lilly paterne turky worke’, 
as well as Russia leather chairs. Also listed in the warehouse were ‘ 14 caned bottom chairs’ 
and another seven in the shop, all presumably part of his stock, while in the house, in 
Mrs Butler’s well furnished chamber there were four cane chairs and, in the dining room, 
a further ‘ 13 cane bottome chaires’. He had a house in Enfield as well, where there were

5 4  C A N E  C H A I R S  I N L O N D O N  1 6 7 0 - 1 7 3 0



DAVID DEWI NG 55

‘7 cane bottome chairs wallnuttree’ in the ‘parloe’, and more in the chamber above.
Butler’s inventory suggests an upholstery business of considerable size, with large stocks 

of cloth as well as feathers and stuffing, tacks, trimmings and webbing. His chair frames 
and any caned chairs were almost certainly supplied to him, since there is nothing in the 
inventory to suggest he had furniture-making workshops or tools, nor any stocks of timber 
or cane. Chair making, that is, the making of chair frames to be upholstered or caned, was 
a specialist trade within the London industry, as evidenced by the inventory of John Shaw, 
of the parish of St Gregory by St Paul’s, taken in 1687.13 His appraised worth was £531. 3s. 
6d. and he lived in a three-storey house; in the garrets were ‘eighty foure back Stooles’ at 
6s. each and ‘21 elbow chaires’ at 8s. each. He seems to have lived mainly on the second 
floor, where the rooms were furnished with beds, a ‘walnutt tree Scrutore and Spice boxes

1. The earliest form of English caned chair, twist-turned walnut frame, London, C1670.
V&A Picture Library.



one elbow Chaire Six back Stooles a table’. There was no parlour, but in his dining room 
he had ‘24 elbowe Chaires at 8s p Chaire 5 douzen of back Stooles 8 backstooles at 6s a 
paire and one old table’, most of which must surely have been stock. In the shop he had 
stocks of chairs worth £50. 6s., including ‘ 12 one Carved Rib Chaires at 4s a peece 6 
douzen of carved Seate Stooles at 6s a peece, 18 plaine Seates at 5s a peece 22 horsebone 
Stooles at 7s a peece’ and so on. There were more chairs and stools, including children’s 
chairs, in the cellar and the shed, stocks of walnut and beech worth £200 and work-benches 
and tools valued at £100. It is not absolutely certain whether Shaw was making frames for 
upholstery or caning, and in fact he might well have had both types amongst his stock. 
The key point is that the inventory shows the scale of just one firm in the London chair
making industry at this time and reflects a strong demand for furniture of different styles 
and at prices to suit different degrees of wealth.

Although there were similarities between upholstered and caned chairs in terms of their 
structure and overall proportions, there were also many differences, such that the making 
of cane chairs became a specialist trade. With a caned chair, the frame itself was the most 
important decorative and stylistic element, as opposed to the fabric on an upholstered chair, 
and it was the type of wood and the quality of turned and carved workmanship on a caned 
chair frame which determined its price. Two types of specialist tradesmen appear in the 
records, cane chair makers and chair caners, many of the former being members of the 
Joiners’ Company and some, at least, of the latter being in the Basketmakers’ Company. 
The connection between caning and basket-making is not surprising, given the similarities 
in materials and techniques, and it seems perfectly plausible that in London it was in fact 
basket makers who first worked the cane into the seats and backs of chair frames made by 
joiners. At first, in the 1670s and 1680s, it was split into quite wide strips (about 2 to 3mm) 
and woven through widely-spaced holes in a six-way weave. Later, on high quality chairs, 
it was more thinly cut (about imm) and woven through more closely spaced holes, when 
the work was described as ‘fine cane’. The six-way weave is a traditional pattern for matting 
and basketry using either rattan or bamboo; archaeological evidence* shows it was practised 
in China over two thousand years ago.14 On Egyptian chairs and stools dating from around 
1500 BC, plaited reed or rush strands were woven through holes around the seat frame in 
a diagonal weave to create a flexible mat.15 In England, and presumably the rest of northern 
Europe, the traditional materials for basket making and matting were willow, straw and 
rushes and where a structural support was needed the material was woven around a frame 
rather than through holes because it was less likely to break. The split rattan, commonly 
called cane, has great flexibility and strength and can be bent at acute angles without 
breaking, so weaving through holes in a frame was possible.

Quite how and why cane chairs came to be made in London cannot yet be explained with 
any certainty for lack of evidence, but perhaps joiners were being asked to copy examples 
of caned chairs made in India and brought to London on East India Company ships, not as 
official imports but more likely amongst the private goods of the Company’s captains and 
officers.16 Cane was almost unknown in Europe before the seventeenth century. It is obtained 
from rattan, of a type called Calamus rotang, which is a spiny climbing palm from the 
tropical forests of south-east Asia. In Borneo, Malaysia and Indonesia in particular, it has 
been used for perhaps thousands of years for weaving into baskets, mats and screens, for 
binding bundles of goods and for tying the framing of buildings and other structures.
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It was a natural product of no great value but with many practical uses and it was no doubt 
shipped extensively all over the Indian Ocean and China Sea long before it was encountered 
by Europeans. It is often confused with bamboo, which in its split form looks remarkably 
like cane and has many similar uses, but bamboo is a type of grass, with a hollow stem 
divided by regularly-spaced nodules, whereas rattan has a solid, continuous core surrounded 
by a hard outer casing, and this casing is split away to provide cane suitable for weaving.

Upright chairs were not used in Asia before the Chinese began to make them between 
850 and 1050 AD .17 The normal practice prior to European influence was to sit on the 
floor, usually on a mat and often with cushions.18 It was the Portuguese who established the 
first European settlements in Asia in the early sixteenth century and they would have 
required furniture similar to that to which they were accustomed in Portugal. The few 
Indo-Portuguese chairs that survive are clearly related in form and proportion to 
Portuguese chairs of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, but made in the east of 
tropical hardwood and woven with quite coarsely split and widely spaced cane (Figure z ).'9

2. Indo-Portuguese chair, teak frame with caned seat and back, late sixteenth or early
seventeenth century.

By courtesy o f Manuel Castilho



58 C A NE  CHAI RS IN L O N D O N  1 6 7 0 - 1 7 3 0

3. Indo-Dutch ebony chair, originally with a 
caned seat, illustrated in Shaw’s Specimens of 

Ancient Furniture, 1836, now in the 
Ashmolean Museum, c.1650.

4. Ebony armchair with caned seat, made 
either in India (Coromandel Coast) or Ceylon 

(now Sri Lanka), late 17th century.
V&A Picture Library

These are simple, functional chairs, made for Europeans in a climate where upholstery 
would have been uncomfortably hot. Although it is likely that some of these chairs were 
shipped back to Portugal, perhaps as curios, there is no evidence to suggest that as a 
consequence cane chairs were made in Portugal, at least not before the eighteenth century.20 
What little evidence there is seems to suggest that Portugal was never a centre for making 
cane chairs and it is very doubtful that this was the source of any significant influence on 
their production in England.

In spite of this, historians have often assumed a strong Portuguese influence through the 
marriage of Catherine of Braganza to Charles II in i 6 6 z. The connection stems from an 
ebony chair in the Ashmolean Museum which was illustrated in Shaw’s Specimens o f  
Ancient Furniture, published in 1836, and described as being given by Charles II to Elias 
Ashmole (Figure 3).” At some point this chair and its pair were described as Indo- 
Portuguese and were said to have been part of Catherine’s dowry, which as John Evelyn 
recorded in his diary included ‘Indian’ cabinets and trunks, but no mention of chairs.22 The 
Ashmolean chairs are now acknowledged as being typical of those made for Europeans on 
the Coromandel Coast of south-east India, in Ceylon and Batavia (now Jakarta) in the 
second half of the seventeenth century (Figure 4).23 As suggested above, it is quite likely that
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chairs of this type would have been brought to England on East India Company ships and 
they probably provided the inspiration for the subsequent London industry.

These ebony chairs have twist-turned frames and are similar in form to a type of Dutch 
chair, usually of twist-turned walnut with an upholstered seat and back, which appears in 
genre paintings between c.1630 and c.1660. Quite a number of the Indo-Dutch ebony 
chairs with caned seats survive in museums and private collections in Holland, presumably 
brought back by members of the Dutch East India Company.14 One might have expected the 
Dutch to have been the first Europeans to make cane chairs but in fact there is no evidence 
to support this. The earliest surviving caned chairs actually made in Holland conform to a 
London type of the late 1690s (Figures 5 &  6).15 Compared to the large number of English 
caned chairs of the late seventeenth century which survive, Dutch examples are relatively 
scarce and, in stark contrast to the abundance of evidence for the making and use of cane 
chairs in England, there is apparently very little in Holland. Moreover, caned chairs are 
almost totally absent in paintings and prints of Dutch interiors, nor are they present in any 
of the Dutch dolls’ houses of this period.16 It is clear now that there was not a significant 
industry producing cane chairs in Holland in the late seventeenth century.

Indeed, England seems to have been the only European country where these chairs were 
produced in large quantities in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Evidence of 
their use across Europe from Scandinavia to Spain is known, but the instances are relatively 
scarce and mainly in the context of aristocracy and royalty, and it seems clear the chairs 
were either made in England or closely copied from English models; in France they were 
known as ‘a l’Anglaise’ (i.e., in the English manner).17Later, well into the eighteenth century, 
cane was used in many European chair-making centres, sometimes simply as a support for 
a seat cushion or squab and sometimes as a decorative feature in a chair back, but 
essentially as a secondary material rather than as a primary feature.

So why was it that, in the seventeenth century, cane chairs became so popular in England, 
and what was so different about London as a centre of production compared with other 
cities across Europe? It seems almost a cliche to say so, but perhaps it was the Fire of 
London in 1666 which created circumstances in which caned chairs could become an 
instant success as a new and alternative form of seating. The fire destroyed 13,000 houses 
and probably much of the furniture in them; people would have removed what they could 
carry or load onto carts and boats but it must have been the case that a massive amount of 
furniture was reduced to ashes. Not only were house contents destroyed, but also 
warehouses, workshops and shops stacked full of timber, cloth and finished goods. As with 
every disaster, there were economic opportunities in the aftermath, and in the rebuilding of 
London over the following decades tradesmen of every sort, not least joiners and others 
engaged in furniture making, must have enjoyed a period of exceptional demand for their 
services. Many migrated to London from the provinces and others came from the 
Continent, attracted by the prospects of employment and the chance to earn good wages.

The fire created both a demand and an opportunity, but equally important was the state 
of London’s economy at this time. Trading companies formed under Royal Charters earlier 
in the century were now generating profits for merchants and financiers and London was 
developing as an internationally significant mercantile city. Manufacturers, traders and 
professionals were creating prosperity both for themselves and for the nation and London 
was growing in size and wealth, especially in the middle ranks of society. In these
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5. English armchair, twist-turned and carved walnut frame with ‘horsebone’ scrolls, 
caned seat and back, London, c.1695.

Geffrye Museum
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6. The earliest form of Dutch caned chair, twist-turned and carved walnut frame, 
c.1695. Wallace Collection.

© By kind permission o f the Trustees o f the Wallace Collection, London



circumstances the market for goods of all sorts was strong, and it is not difficult to 
understand why there might have been interest in a new type of chair which was both 
fashionable and relatively affordable.18

Rattan was a commodity of little monetary value in the East, and of no obvious use, at 
first, in the West, which raises the question as to why it was shipped to England at all. The 
most likely answer is that it was used as dunnage in ships’ holds to prevent valuable cargoes 
from shifting during the long voyages back from India.29 Treated as a form of ballast, the 
rattan would have been unloaded and set aside, almost as surplus material, while the more 
precious goods were shepherded into the East India Company warehouses under the 
watchful eyes of the Customs officers. Rattan is very rarely mentioned in the records of the 
East India Company, which shows how little it was regarded, but a letter from the 
Company to the Governor of Fort St George (later Madras, now Chennai) in 1687 states:

We require you for the future, not to suffer any ship to come to us wth [sic] empty 
Tonnage, But in case of any such inevitable necessity... fill up our empty tonnage wth 
Canes and Rattans rather than let it come wholly empty, for those will pay us some 
freight...30

The reference here to canes and rattans illustrates a difficulty in identifying exactly what 
was meant by these terms at the time. Cane was used to describe the material for walking 
sticks, of which the best known were Malacca cane and Jambee cane, and in fact this 
material was obtained from a species of rattan (Calamus sciponium). Rattan was the 
common term for the plant which was subsequently split to produce cane for weaving and 
tying. It appears to have been imported as rattan and split as part of the process of caning 
chairs,3'leading to its description in the customs records as ‘canes rattan’.

There is evidence that canes, in this case almost certainly of the walking stick variety, 
were allowed by the East India Company as ‘private trade’, whereby the ship’s captain and 
senior officers were allowed a certain amount of space in the ship for goods which they 
could trade for their own profit. An incident illustrating this point occurred in 1691-2 when 
the Court of Committees of the East India Company ordered that the Committee for Private 
Trade should examine the ‘over Tonnage Trade’ brought home by Captain Heath on the 
ship Defence, which comprised tea and ‘a parcel of 60000 canes’ bought in Malacca for the 
Company, two thirds of which were ‘converted to his own use to the Companys great 
prejudice’.32

The customs records for London prior to 1696 have not survived, so the evidence for the 
importation of rattan up to this date is patchy. In 1696-7, the record shows 220,602,800 
‘canes rattan’ imported from the East Indies; they were valued at the rate of 10s. per 1,000 
giving a total worth of £110,301.8s.od.33This was an exceptionally large amount in one 
year, for which there is no clear explanation.34 In the following three years the average was 
615,327 ‘canes rattan’ per year and their value was at the rate of 3s. 4d. per 1,000. Indeed 
from 1700 to 1740 the quantities ranged between 36,910 in 1735-6 to 1,329,113 in 
1724-5 and the value was constant at 5s. to 7s. per 1,000.35

In the years prior to 1696 there is evidence in the East India Company records that canes 
and rattan were being shipped to London and sold, but either this was happening 
sporadically or the records are incomplete, because there is no consistent pattern. The
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Company’s General Ledgers record shipments of ‘Kaines Cambaya’ from 1681 to 1683, 
‘Canes’ from 1692 to 1694 and ‘Rattans’ from 1689 to 1694. O f particular interest is an 
account referring to Abraham Wilmer dated 1691, recording ‘to Cash pr Isaac Puller an 
overpaiement on Rattans’.56 Abraham Wilmer was a merchant dealing in a variety of East 
India Company goods including rattan, while Isaac Puller was a member of the 
Basketmakers’ Company and a prominent figure in the cane chair industry. Both of their 
names occur on a further East India Company record dated 1696, listing bundles of rattans 
imported on the ship Sarah, ‘weighed unto Mr Abra. Wilmer p Mr Isaac Puller’, while a 
further list records rattan ‘weighed unto Mr John Smith p Ic Puller’.57

The records of the Basketmakers’ Company mention Samuel and Isaac Puller, 
presumably father and son, as well as Anne Puller, referred to as a widow in 1685, who was 
probably Isaac’s mother, and Jonathan Puller, Isaac’s son, who was made free of the 
Company in 1698.58 Isaac Puller’s trade card shows that he was at the Golden Plow, on the 
south side of St Paul’s Churchyard, and that he sold ‘ ...Cane-Chairs, Stools and Couches of 
all sorts... and sells Rattan-Canes, whole and split...’ (Figure 7). Although Isaac Puller was 
a member of the Basketmakers’ Company, he had one of his apprentices, John Allon, 
admitted to the Joiners’ Company in 1716, which was allowed because Puller was ‘a Frame 
Caine Chair maker’.59 A second apprentice, David Jones, was taken on by Puller in 1720 but 
was ‘turned over to Joseph Wormell, Cityzen and Joiner’ in 1722 because Puller had died
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IS a a c  P u lle r , at the G olden  P low  
in the South fide o f  St. P a u ls 

C hu rch-Y ard, L o n d o n, makes and 
fells C a n e-C h a ir s , S to o ls  and C o u 
ches  o f  all fo rts: A nd alio Eafie 
C h a ir -F r a m e s , C h a ir -S to o l F r a m es  
both round and fquare, to cover : 
and fells R a tta n -C a n e s , whole and 

• fplit, at reafonable Rates. ^

7. Trade card of Isaac Puller, with inscription dated 1714.
The Metropolitan Museum o f A rt, Gift o f Bella C. Landauer, 1947 (47.y1.14) 

Image © The Metropolitan Museum o f Art



in i7 2 i .4°O n his death Isaac’s goods and chattels were appraised in an inventory which 
gives the impression that he lived a somewhat frugal existence in a sparsely furnished home, 
although it is likely many of his personal items had already been removed by his widow and 
children. Apart from his bedroom, kitchen and a room above the shop, much of the house 
was filled with chair frames. In a room up two flights of stairs he had a stock of 24 
armchairs, on the first floor ‘Chairs and Wood’ valued at £20 and in the shop ‘Chairs in 
two Cases and the other Chairs’ valued at £52.65. There was a ‘parcel of split cane’ in the 
back room over the shop, and wood in the shed and in the cellar, along with tools and 
benches. The total value of his appraised goods was £ 172.11s.41 From his will we learn that 
he left his wife Catherine the leaseholds on two houses in Old Fish Street and divided the 
rest of his estate into four parts, giving one part to his daughter Sarah, who was married to 
William Warden, and the other three parts to his son Jonathan, who was named as his 
executor.41 William Warden was one of five children of Thomas Warden, chair maker, whose 
inventory and will have also survived (and are discussed below), and who was no doubt a 
close associate of Isaac Puller, their business connections being cemented by the marriage 
between their children. This combination of personal and business relations was not 
uncommon, and as more research is undertaken into the furniture trade at this period, more 
of these interconnections are being revealed.43

Isaac Puller was involved in a lengthy campaign by the Basketmakers’ Company to 
obtain a royal Charter, which began in 1664, to no avail, and was revived in 1682 when 
they drew up an agreement with the ‘Kainers’ to ‘joyntly act together in the obtaining of a 
Charter’.44 The caners were represented by four men: John Franklin, Thomas Thirtickle, 
John Berrey and Isaac Puller, who jointly entered into a bond on behalf of the chair caners 
and offered to pay seventy pounds, to be matched by the Basketmakers, towards the 
expenses of obtaining the Charter. Amongst the Basketmakers listed was Samuel Puller, 
most likely Isaac’s father. The petition was referred to the Attorney General and rejected 
in 1683. Further efforts were made in 1684 and 1685, and again in 1690/1. The final 
attempt was made in 1698, but at this point they were opposed by the Joiners’ Company, 
whose members included cane chair makers and who must have seen a potential loss of 
influence and income if the caners were to be formally incorporated with the 
Basketmakers’. The Joiners’ Company minutes for November 1698 record the position:

... severall Caine Chairmakers members of this Company on behalfe of themselves and 
others made their request that this Company would appeare before my Lord Mayor and 
Court of Aldermen who desired in opposicon [sic] against the Wardens of the Company 
of Basketmakers who would have the Cainers of Chairs Incorporated into their 
Company, while this Court doth vote and consent unto provided the Charge hereof be 
on the account of the said Caine Chairmakers.45

The Basketmakers and Joiners were to have been heard by the Court of Aldermen but since 
there is no record of the hearing it seems the matter was dropped and the Basketmakers 
abandoned their attempt to obtain a charter.46

The Joiners’ Company appear to have been keen to support the cane chair makers and 
chair caners from the start, presumably because they were no threat to the joiners’ trade and 
in fact were beneficial to them in securing new business. Much less enthusiastic about the
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new industry were the upholsterers, the Worshipful Company of Upholders, who were 
alarmed at the quantity of cane chairs being sold in direct competition, as they saw it, with 
upholstered chairs. They petitioned Parliament, arguing for a clause to be inserted in a ‘Bill 
for the Encouragement of the Consumption of the Woollen Manufacture of England’, to the 
effect that the making and selling of cane chairs should be prohibited. They claimed that 
before cane chairs were made, more than 60,000 turkeywork chairs and 20,000 cloth 
covered chairs were made and sold annually, for which great quantities of wool were 
required. Cane chairs, they argued, were made of French walnut and Indian cane, and 
because they used no English wool they were causing the ruin of some 50,000 people 
employed in the woollen industry.47

This petition was brought to the attention of the Joiners’ Company in 1689 by several of 
their members who were cane chair makers, and in response the Company agreed to present 
its own petition to Parliament in their support.48 They put the case that the making of cane 
chair frames created more employment than the making of upholstered frames, ‘there being 
but little Work in the Making, less Work in the Turning, and generally no Carving at all in 
those Frames.’ The petition states:

That about the Year 1664, Cane-Chairs, &c. came into use in England, which gave so 
much Satisfaction... that they came to be much used in England, and sent to all parts of 
the World; which occasioned the Chair-Frame Makers and Turners to take many 
Apprentices; and Cane-Chairs, & c. coming in time to be Carved, many Carvers took 
Apprentices, and brought them up to Carving of Cane-Chairs, Stools, Couches, and 
Squobs only: And there were many Apprentices bound only to learn to Split the Canes, 
and Cane those Chairs, &cc.49

The Joiners claimed that there were ‘Six thousand Dozens’, or 72,000 cane chairs, stools 
and couches made in England in a year, of which more than 24,000 were exported to 
‘almost all the Hot Parts of the World’. Even allowing for a certain amount of exaggeration 
to add weight to their case, the petition shows that this was a considerable industry, 
involving many different trades and providing employment for large numbers of skilled 
workers.

The inventory of Thomas Warden, chair maker, who, as shown above, was connected to 
Isaac Puller through the marriage of his son Jonathan to Puller’s daughter Sarah, provides 
an insight into the scale of one business at a time when the London cane chair industry was 
probably at its peak.50 Warden’s inventory was appraised in 1701 by Samuel Walsch and 
William Gardner, both of the Joiners’ Company. William Gardner’s trade card shows that 
he made and sold cane chairs in St Paul’s Churchyard (Figure 8), close to where Warden 
lived ‘in the parish of St Gregory’. Isaac Puller’s name appears in the inventory as one of 
those to whom Warden owed money and he was also his executor. The inventory shows 
that Warden’s house was four storeys high including the garret, and that the main chamber 
on the third floor was furnished with an old bedstead, an old table, five chairs, an old chest, 
a screen, a cradle, curtains, bed-hangings, linen and clothing, and included gold rings, a 
watch and a silver cup. Apart from the kitchen, all the other rooms appear to have been 
crammed with chair frames or were used as workshops. In the garret were ‘4 Frame makers 
benches and 2 carvers benches’, showing that, in Warden’s case, these two trades were
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W i l l i a m  G a r d n e r  at t / r j n in  
:/ the one Ccinc Clwirr// the Jputh 
f/[/ ( / S1 Pauls-CJumh , London . 
maketk aih/jcllctli CaneChairs , 
Couches,anJ- C ane-Sallies at 
rcujcmi!fcJ\atci. £y
/ ‘/ dn/Gouebt ij/Acn y<’///’Liui
( tuntie> i/ou nuu/ truly Depend.-

8. Trade card of William Gardner, dated 1703, with an inscription on the reverse dated 1712.
Lincolnshire Archives

undertaken in the same workshop although they were clearly separate skills; in other 
workshops it might well have been the practice to sub-contract or buy in the carved 
elements for chair frames from independent carvers. As Laurie Lindey has noted, there was 
no rattan or cane listed in the inventory, suggesting the work of caning was undertaken by 
others, perhaps by Puller. Warden’s stock of chairs, chair frames, couches, stools and ‘stobs’ 
was extensive and varied, 639 pieces of furniture in all, filling two of the upstairs rooms 
and the ground floor shop. They included, for example, ‘8 Black Elbow Chaires’, £3. o. o., 
‘24 Walnut polished Chaires’, £9.125., ‘ 12 Ordinary Beach Chaires’, £2. 2s., ‘ 12 Feanex 
Chaires’, £2.1 is., and ‘ 12 Best peacock Stobs’ £4.168. These are stock values rather than 
retail prices, and possibly they were for frames which were not yet caned and perhaps not 
fully varnished and finished.

The total appraised value of Warden’s goods, chattels and premises was £170.155. 6d., 
but he also owned ‘shares in canes’ worth £200. In his will he describes these shares as being 
in the ‘joint stock of Caine Chaire Makers and the Caners of Chaires’.51 Further research is
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needed to establish more about this joint stock, but it seems likely Isaac Puller was involved 
and perhaps he was buying cane from the East India Company, as mentioned above, on 
behalf of this group of makers and caners. The will also mentions ‘what moneys may arise 
of the Wallnutt Tree trade after Mr Fisher and Mr Davis is payd what moneys is due to me’, 
again suggesting cooperation in the purchase of stocks of timber. Warden’s inventory 
includes a list of those who owed him debts, nine people owing a total of £91. is. 4d., and 
a further list of ten to whom he was in debt, to a total sum of £390.125. 6d. The largest 
debts were £51 owed to Robert Fisher, £ 113.10s. owed to Richard Errington and £135. 4s. 
6d. owed to Isaac Puller. The scale of these debts, the amount of money invested in the joint 
stock of the caners and the trade in walnut suggest Warden was quite a speculator as well 
as a chair maker, as indeed was his friend Isaac Puller.

Much remains to be discovered about the structure and organisation of the London 
furniture industry, and about the cane chair trade and the people involved, but what is 
already clear is that the industry at this period was a complex web of suppliers and makers, 
mainly small-scale businesses and often quite specialist in nature. In the making of chairs 
alone the different trades involved included frame makers, turners, carvers, gilders and 
japanners, caners and upholsterers. Within the City they were still under the jurisdiction of 
the Livery Companies, although their influence would decline in the following decades as 
the industry shifted west to St Martin’s Lane, Long Acre and Covent Garden. Because the 
manufacture of furniture was undertaken by such an array of specialists, all interdependent, 
they needed to be in close proximity to each other. They also had to be within easy reach 
of suppliers of timber, cane, cloth and upholstery materials, varnishes and other finishes, as 
well as tools and workshop equipment. From an analysis of the 1692 Poll Tax records, 
which list householders and their occupations in all 28 wards of the City, there were 34 
whose occupations were described as chair maker or chair frame maker. Three of these were 
in the Bishopsgate/Portsoken wards in the north-east of the City but all the rest were in the 
wards on the west side of the City between St Paul’s and Holborn: Castle Baynard, 
Farringdon Within and Without, Bread Street, Aldersgate, and Cripplegate Within and 
Without.51 Many were clustered around the edges of St Paul’s Churchyard, which had 
become established as a centre for the London furniture industry. This clustering was just 
as marked in 1721, when a listing of the names and professions of householders in parts of 
the City included 25 chair makers and cane chair makers, of whom 15 were in St Paul’s 
Churchyard and all were within the four wards of Castle Baynard, Farringdon Within and 
Without and Bread Street.53

Thus far, there is very little evidence to show that cane chairs were made in England 
anywhere other than in London. The very paucity of evidence is highly suggestive that in 
fact London dominated this trade; there are no cane chair makers outside London listed in 
the Dictionary o f English Furniture Makers before the beginning of eighteenth century and 
only four listed between 1700 and 1750: Joseph Merrick, Bristol (1739-54), Thomas 
Trested (Trusted or Trusthead), Bury St Edmunds (1725-29), John Voice, Kings Lynn 
(1717-21) and James Webb, Canterbury (1714).54 Francis Hudson, joiner of York, 
advertised that he had cane chairs for sale at his premises in 1729, but it is not clear whether 
he made them or not. Similarly, Francis Lomax of Shrewsbury, cabinet maker and 
upholsterer (active C.1730-C.1750), advertised on his trade card that he sold cane chairs 
as part of a very wide-ranging stock of furniture but whether he actually made cane chairs
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is open to question.55
In the Dictionary o f Norfolk Furniture Makers compiled by John Stabler there are five 

makers associated with cane chairs who were active in the early eighteenth century. O f 
these, three were not chair makers but caners or ‘bottomers’, whose job was to weave the 
cane onto frames made by others and repair canework when it became worn or damaged.56 
The other two, however, described themselves as makers of cane chairs. These were James 
Thirstead, ‘newly come from London’ in 17 z6 and Thomas Trested, the same man as is listed 
in the Dictionary o f English Furniture Makers, also from London in 1728, whose rates he 
claimed were more reasonable than those in London.57 Given the proximity of London and 
the importance of Norwich as the second largest city in England in 1700, one might have 
expected cane chair makers in Norwich earlier than this, but it was presumably the case that 
London chairs were easily obtained in Norfolk so there was no need for a local industry. By 
the mid-to-late 1720s, when these two makers were advertising their services, the demand 
for cane chairs in London had already passed its peak, and it is possible that these men were 
moving away from the capital because there was a surplus of skilled makers, and they were 
seeking to pursue their trade in a region where cane chairs were still fashionable.

Stabler’s research on Norfolk furniture makers has no parallel elsewhere in England and 
until further work of this nature is undertaken in other regions our only recourse is to the 
Dictionary o f English Furniture Makers. The fact that only four cane chair makers have so 
far been identified outside London in the period up to 1750 is highly significant. Even if 
further makers are discovered as a result of new research in areas other than Norfolk, these 
are likely to be isolated occurrences of individual tradesmen rather than major centres of 
industry. And if the pattern suggested by those non-London makers already known is 
repeated, any new discoveries are likely to be no earlier than 1710 and therefore past the 
peak of the London trade. In England at least, we can thus be fairly sure that cane chair 
making was virtually confined to London until well into the eighteenth century, and that 
there was never a large-scale industry in the making of cane chairs outside the capital.

In his study of Welsh furniture, Richard Bebb has suggested that caned chairs might have 
been locally made in the period between 1690 and i720.58The examples he cites are mainly 
of oak, which would suggest a provincial rather than London origin, although stylistically 
they are clearly influenced by London chairs. Caned chairs made of oak are quite unusual 
today, suggesting that in fact few were made in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries, and perhaps these were isolated instances where, for example, a local maker was 
asked to copy a London chair to make up a set, rather than as the regular output of a 
provincial workshop. Supplies of cane would have been needed in the regions for repairs; 
by the 1720s cane chairs appear to have been in widespread use in middling and upper-class 
households across the country and there would have been a regular demand for re-caning 
and repairs which might well have been undertaken by itinerant chair caners or specialists 
in the larger towns, like those recorded in Norwich. The distribution of cane across the 
country is indicated by the shipments recorded in the Gloucester Port Books showing that 
cane was one of the commodities regularly transported up the River Severn in the 1720s 
and 173os.59 Some of it might have been destined for Francis Lomax, the cabinet maker of 
Shrewsbury mentioned above, who advertised that he sold, amongst a huge range of 
furniture, ‘ ...Cane Chairs and Dutch Chairs both Course [sic] and fine...’. Since cane was 
being distributed to regions such as this, it must have been possible for caned chairs to have 
been made well away from London, using the timber readily to hand. However there is no



evidence to indicate a large-scale provincial industry, either in Wales or England.
Whilst the London industry appears to have stifled any significant cane chair making 

activity in England and Wales, it was different in Scotland. A royal licence was given to 
William Scott in 1690 ‘to be the Sole and only Maker of all Cain Chaires...’ in Scotland for 
the next eleven years. The licence states that their Majesties (William and Mary) were ‘well 
informed of the sufficiency skill and expertness’ of Scott ‘in the Art of making Cain 
Chaires’, so he had clearly been doing so for some years prior to 1690. The licence 
prohibited anyone else from making cane chairs in Scotland during this period without his 
permission, and he had the further benefit of being exempt from any customs and excise 
duties on goods relating to the making of cane chairs.60 William Scott was Deacon of the 
Incorporation of Wrights and Masons, which controlled the Edinburgh furniture industry, 
from 1692-4. Given the apparent benefits of the licence, it is rather surprising that in the 
Scottish records studied to date there are very few references to Scott supplying cane chairs, 
one being for ‘ 12 cain chairs at 7/6 per piece’ and ‘2 armed chairs at 9/6 per piece’ supplied 
to the Earl of Panmure in 1691,61 and another a mention in correspondence dated 1693 
between Alexander Hamilton and Captain Bennet.61 Cane chairs were also supplied in 1703,
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9. Caned chair, turned and carved walnut, c.1705. The carved thistles suggest this chair was 
made in Scotland, probably in Edinburgh. The seat has been replaced.

Glasgow Museums, Burrell Collection
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after Scott’s licence had expired, by one of his former apprentices, Robert Moubray.6’
As with English cane chairs, no Scottish example has yet been positively ascribed to any 

particular maker, and indeed it is difficult to prove that any particular chair was made in 
Scotland rather than London. It is tempting to ascribe a Scottish origin to those chairs with 
decorative devices such as thistles, and there are a number of features which recur on chairs 
studied in the collections of Holyroodhouse, the National Museums of Scotland, Provands 
Lordship and the Burrell Collection which are unusual in English chairs (Figure 9). With 
further analysis it should be possible to identify with some certainty whether a chair is 
English or Scottish. A richly carved pair of armchairs in stock with Norman Adams, 
London, in 2004, has characteristics which could be tentatively ascribed to Scotland, such 
as the use of narrow vertical splats in the back rather than a caned panel, incised decoration 
on the flats of the back splats, which by this time had largely fallen out of fashion in London 
chairs, and carved husks on the outer edges of the cresting of the back rails, both top and 
bottom, and on the front stretcher; they each bear the initials WS, stamped eight times, but 
it would be stretching credibility to assume these were by Scott in the absence of other 
evidence (Figure 10).64

10. One of a pair of armchairs, turned and carved walnut frame, caned seat, stamped with 
initials WS, c.i 695. Several stylistic features suggest the chair is Scottish.

By kind permission o f Norman Adams Ltd
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11. Pair of oak chairs, c.1710, English or Welsh. The form of these chairs is clearly derived
from contemporary cane chairs.

By kind permission o f Alistair Sampson Antiques Ltd

It must be said, however, that the majority of cane chairs which survive in Scotland, 
many still in private houses, are likely to have been made in London and shipped up the 
coast. References to cane chairs appear in inventories relating to Holyroodhouse, 
for example, with twelve cane chairs listed in the dining room and five caned armchairs in 
‘my Lord’s Bedchamber’ in i684.6sIt seems probable that these would have been supplied 
from London.

Although beyond the scope of this paper, it is worth mentioning in passing that cane 
chairs influenced the style of regional chairs at this period in England, Scotland and Wales, 
particularly in their proportions and in the decorative use of turning and carving. There are 
many variations, and they have yet to be studied in detail, but they are clearly the country 
cousins of the urban cane chair (Figure 11). They are very often made of oak or beech, with 
turned front legs, boarded seats and tall panelled backs or spindles, and with turned back 
posts and a carved crest rail. The Conwy Valley in North Wales, for example, appears to 
have been a significant centre for the making of such chairs.66



Evidence for the consumption of cane chairs in London in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries is no less compelling than that for their manufacture. We have already 
noted that they appear in London inventories from 1673, and earlier evidence may yet be 
discovered. In a study of the City of London Orphans’ Court inventories, Peter Earle noted 
the rise in the incidence of cane chairs as compared with turkeywork chairs, showing that 
in the 1680s they were about equal and from then on cane chairs were the dominant form 
into the early eighteenth century/7

Cane and turkeywork were not the only options, since chairs upholstered in other types 
of cloth or needlework, or Russia leather, were also common in middle to upper rank 
households. Chairs with wooden seats or with a ‘matted bottom’, meaning rush-seated, 
were also recorded, but these were generally of lower value and were more often used in 
kitchens or back rooms. Nevertheless, the rise in popularity of the cane chair over three 
decades from 1670 to 1700 was remarkable and as Earle has shown, it coincided with a 
decline in popularity in turkeywork. Recent research at the Geffrye Museum based on a 
sample of 70 Orphans’ Court inventories dating between 1660 and 1739 shows that cane 
chairs occur with increasing frequency between 1680 and 1710 and begin to decline 
thereafter (Table 1). Allowing for the time lag inherent in inventories it is likely that cane 
chairs were at their peak in terms of occurrence in London households from 1690 to 1710 /8

72 CANE  CHAI RS IN L O N D O N  1 6 7 0 - 1 7 3 0

Table 1: Analysis of the incidence of cane chairs in London inventories, 1660-1739

Decade Number of Number of Percentage of
inventories in inventories with inventories with
sample cane chairs cane chairs

1660-69 8 O 0%

1670-79 4 O 0%

1680-89 9 3 33%

1690-99 8 4 50%

1700-09 2-5 23 92%

1710-19 5 5 IO O %

1720-29 5 4 80%

1730-39 6 3 50%

Total 7o 42 60%

Source: Geffrye Museum, transcriptions of Orphans’ Court inventories

The majority of the Orphans’ Court inventories are for London householders from the 
middle ranks of society, citizens who were freemen of the City and members of Livery 
Companies and thereby licensed to carry on a trade or business within the City. At the lower 
end of Earle’s sample the annual income was around £50 and personal wealth was a few 
hundred pounds, ‘enough to live a comfortable lower-middle-class life’/9 In the Geffrye 
Museum sample the assessed wealth of the householders ranged from around £200 to over
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£49,000, but there is no obvious pattern to indicate that cane chairs were more likely to be 
owned by the wealthier people; indeed the evidence shows that they were just as likely to 
be amongst the furnishings of a modest tradesman as a wealthy merchant, suggesting that 
although they were relatively inexpensive they were also fashionable. As an illustration of 
their consumption at the top end of City society, Sir William Turner, a draper of St Paul’s 
Churchyard who had been Lord Mayor in 1668, had six cane chairs supplied in 1675 f° r 
his bed chamber in his house in Warwick Lane for £ i. 18s., or 6s. 4d. each. A person of his 
standing could, one imagines, easily have afforded upholstered chairs at more than double 
the cost, but perhaps he chose cane because it was new and unusual.70 By 1690, Nicholas 
Barbon was writing that cane chairs had already ‘grown too Cheap and Common’ for use 
by the gentry, adding weight to the notion that they were essentially a fashion which faded 
quickly once the novelty had worn off.71

By the mid 1680s cane chairs were available in a choice of materials and finishes, with 
more or less decoration according to taste and price. The least expensive were those in 
beech, with relatively coarse canework, and sometimes finished in a black varnish to 
resemble ebony (Figure 12.), while the most expensive were in walnut with the richest

12. Caned chair, ebonised beech or walnut, London, c.1705. 
Geffrye Museum



carving and the finest canework. The bills for furniture made for the Royal Household 
provide the clearest evidence of the range available; in 1689-90, for example, Thomas 
Roberts supplied ‘6 Ordinary Cane Chaires of Beach’ at 6s. 6d. each, and in the same bill 
but rather more expensive were T o  Cane Chaires of wallnuttree oval backs and fine Cane’ 
at £1 each, with two armchairs to match for £1. 10s. each.71 The beech chairs were required 
‘For the Woman who attends the Ladies of the Bedchamber’ and we may therefore assume 
they were fairly typical of cane chairs at the lower end of the range in quality and price, 
whereas the better-quality walnut chairs were for the ‘Office room in their M a’ts great 
Wardrobe’ and were three times as much.

Inventories also reflect changes in domestic life in the second half of the seventeenth 
century, which impacted on the type of furniture people wanted in their homes.73 The 
transition in terminology for the main living room from hall to parlour occurred in London 
in the middle of the seventeenth century, the use of the term ‘hall’ in inventories declining 
abruptly in the 1650s.74This was not simply a change of name; the parlour evolved from its 
earlier function as a relatively private room within a large house, separate from the hall, to 
become the main reception room in more modest houses. This was possible because the 
earlier function of the hall as a meeting and dining place for the entire household, including 
employees, apprentices and servants, and any guests, was declining. There was more 
separation between family and staff as the century progressed and the main reception room 
could therefore be smaller and more private, more a parlour than a hall. But because one 
of the main functions of this room was as a place for meals and entertainment, it was often 
referred to as a dining room, particularly in smaller houses where there was less likely to be 
space for both a parlour and a dining room. Whichever name was given to these rooms they 
were almost invariably furnished with a table and chairs. The tables were sometimes 
described as folding tables, the earlier type being draw-leaf tables and the newer type, 
introduced in the 1660s, being oval with flaps (commonly known today as gate-leg tables). 
Up to the mid 1680s the associated chairs were likely to be upholstered with turkey work 
or leather, and caned from then until the 17ZOS, although many are simply listed as chairs.

Cane chairs were very suitable for these new domestic arrangements, where it was 
common for one room to serve the functions of parlour and dining room, and furniture 
needed to be easily moved and adaptable to different situations according to the time of day 
and the needs of the household. It was also common for chambers to be furnished with more 
than just beds. They very often included several chairs, indicating that these rooms were used 
for social activities during the day, as well as for sleeping at night, and one can imagine 
women, particularly, using them for conversation, needlework and bringing up the children. 
Again, it would have been useful to have furniture in these rooms which was light and easy 
to rearrange, and it is not surprising to find that in inventories cane chairs are often listed in 
chambers. The Orphans’ Court inventories studied by the Geffrye show that in some 50% 
of the households with cane chairs, the chairs were listed in chambers, while in the other 
50% they were in the main living room, described as either the parlour or dining room.7S

The high incidence of cane chairs in these inventories of the middle and upper levels of 
London society provides the counterpart to the evidence for a large-scale London industry 
in the making of cane chairs in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Research 
into inventories for areas of England beyond the capital show that cane chairs were not 
uncommon in the houses of the middling and upper classes, although they generally occur
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a few years later than in London. Much more work needs to be done in this area of research 
to establish any definitive pattern of consumption but the studies described below provide 
an initial indication at least.

A search through the extensive collection of inventories of the Norwich Consistory Court 
for references to cane chairs between 1670 and 1705 revealed the earliest to be in 1690, 
wherein the goods of Thomas Wilkins, clerk, included six cane chairs in his parlour and 
another two in the chamber.76 They occur very rarely in inventories up to 1703, and 
thereafter with slightly more frequency.77 One of the most notable was that of Charles Cobb, 
rector of Norwich Thorpe, whose estate was appraised in 1705, and his furnishings 
included six cane chairs in the hall chamber, valued at £ i . i o s . ,  one cane squab at 8s. and 
two cane chairs at 6s. in the passage room, six ‘horsebone’ cane chairs at £ i . i 6 s . ,  six ‘turnd 
raile’ cane chairs at £ i. 8s. and two cane armchairs at 15s. in the parlour, and lastly, four 
cane chairs at 16s. in the hall. The total value of his estate was appraised at £134. is. zVid.78

The impression given by this sample of Norwich inventories is that cane chairs were 
owned by middle- and upper-income households, which in this survey included those whose 
appraised estates were valued in a range from £69 to £623, but that overall the incidence 
of ownership of cane chairs was far lower than in London, and, allowing for a time lag 
between acquisition and inventory, they must have been rare before the 1690s. The 
terminology of rooms and their uses is not the same as for London, there being few 
mentions of dining rooms in Norfolk in the period under study, but cane chairs were 
generally found in the parlour or main chamber. Whether these chairs were made in London 
or Norwich is impossible to say, but given the dates associated with the Norwich makers 
listed by Stabler (see above) it seems more likely that they were made in London.

The incidence of cane chairs in Buckinghamshire inventories appears to be somewhat 
similar to Norwich, with very few occurring before 1690 and slightly more thereafter.79 The 
earliest in a survey of 159 inventories of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury between 1660 
and 1714 to mention cane chairs is that of James Sale, gentleman, dated 1681/2, whose 
goods in the chamber over the hall included a bed and ‘Six cane Chairs 2 Cushions and the 
dressing Glass.’ His inventoried estate was valued at £1095. 5s. 6d.80Other early examples 
include Jonathan Attwater of Eton with eight cane chairs in his chamber in 1687/8,81 and 
Piercy Longrack, gentleman of Stony Stratford, whose goods were appraised in 1692, with 
‘Six Caine Chaires the best sort, Five shillings a peece’ and ‘Six of another sort, Four 
shillings a peece.’ For comparison, he also had four wicker chairs valued at 6d. each.8i In 
the 28 inventories dated between 1692 and 1714 only six include cane chairs, so the 
incidence overall is about 1 in 5 and they are generally recorded in households at the upper 
levels of Buckinghamshire society. With no evidence to suggest a local cane chair industry, 
we might safely assume that these were London-made chairs. The same appears to be true 
for Oxford, where a small number of inventories in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury 
series show cane chairs to be present in the 1680s and 1690s. One example is that of 
Edward Betteris, a surgeon, who had fourteen cane chairs in ‘the Blew Roome’ in 1686.83 
Again, no cane chair maker has yet been recorded working in Oxford before the middle of 
the eighteenth century.

In a search of around 400 inventories of Bristol Deanery dating between 1674 and 1711, 
the earliest reference to cane chairs found was in the inventory of Elizabeth Watkins, tallow 
chandler, whose goods were appraised in 1699 and included six cane chairs in the ‘Lodging



Room’.84 Other instances were found between 1705 and 17 11 , but they were surprisingly 
infrequent; out of approximately 180 inventories searched for this period only eight were 
found to include cane chairs and these tended to be of households of the wealthier sort.85 
The incidence of cane chairs was certainly increasing in 1710 and it might well be that 
further research on inventories between 1710 and 1720 would show that in this period they 
became more common amongst the wealthier merchants and tradesmen of Bristol. The 
probate inventories of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury include a number of Bristol 
householders in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, which also show that 
cane chairs were in evidence, although none has yet been found dating earlier than 1690. 
The inventory of David Dorvill, merchant, in 1690, includes T o  Cane Chaires and 
Cushions’ valued at £6 in ‘the best Chamber’, and by way of comparison, ‘6 old Turkey 
worke Chares’ valued at £1. 4s. in ‘the fore Chamber’ .86

These somewhat uneven studies give an indication of the pattern of usage across the 
south of England. Similar work in the north and west would be helpful in establishing the 
extent to which this pattern is reflected across the country. Records relating to the 
furnishing of the houses of the landed gentry and aristocracy in many parts of the country 
indicate that cane chairs were often present in the 1680s, and these were almost certainly 
supplied from London. One example serves to illustrate the point. The inventory of 
Michael Warton, who died in 1688 and was by repute the wealthiest man in Beverley, 
Yorkshire, records that his home at North Bar House included furnishings in high fashion, 
including fourteen cane chairs and a ‘cane squabb’ (a stool or bench, usually furnished with 
a cushion) in the Summer House.87 At Ham House, home of the Duke and Duchess of 
Lauderdale, extensive alterations and refurnishings were carried out between 1672 and 
1675. The inventory of 1677 records that the marble dining room was furnished with 
‘ffourteen Kane chares’ and there were more elsewhere in the house including the Duke’s 
dressing room and the Duchess’s bedchamber.88

There is always more research to be done, but this study has revealed certain patterns 
about the manufacture and consumption of cane chairs in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries which are unlikely to be overturned. London’s dominant position in the 
production of these chairs seems certain, with Edinburgh the only other British centre but 
on a much smaller scale. In London the trade appears to have developed in the aftermath 
of the Fire, during a period of economic expansion and in response to unprecedented 
demand, particularly amongst middle-income householders, for affordable and fashionable 
furniture suitable for the new type of townhouses being built in this period. The novelty of 
using cane for chairs was almost certainly inspired by its use on chairs made in India, 
Ceylon and Indonesia for Europeans, first for the Portuguese and later for the Dutch and 
English, but in no other European country did the production of caned chairs become a 
major industry, not even in Holland, which has long been assumed to be the originator of 
the European cane chair.

Cane chairs made in London were widely distributed across Britain, finding a ready 
consumer market amongst traders and professionals in cities and towns and landowners in 
the country, whilst provincial makers adopted the new forms and made their equivalent in 
local timber, substituting canework for boards, panels, rushes and spindles. Although not 
touched upon in this paper, cane chairs were exported to America, and were made there 
from the early eighteenth century. As we have seen, they were also exported to many parts
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13. Caned armchair, walnut, London, c.1715. 
Geffrye Museum



of Europe and, if the cane chair makers’ petition of 1690 is to be believed, large numbers 
were exported to ‘almost all the Hot Parts of the World...’, although few have survived the 
effects of tropical weather and termites.89

The London cane chair was very much a product of its time, made for and by the very 
people who were instrumental to Britain’s rise as a world power over the following two 
centuries. Its manufacture on an industrial scale was achieved by sub-division of skills 
amongst independent masters who cooperated within the system of livery companies and 
on occasion by pooling resources to invest in stock. The frequency with which the form and 
structure of the chairs changed and new decorative devices were introduced is an indication 
of both competition amongst makers and strong demand from a fashion-conscious market. 
In many ways cane chairs were highly expressive of their age, reflecting England’s 
increasingly confident and influential place in world affairs, the rise of a powerful middle 
class of merchants, financiers, lawyers, manufacturers and traders, and the growth of 
London into one of the world’s largest and most successful cities. By 1710 cane chairs with 
exceptionally tall backs, steeply raked rear legs and elaborate crests (Figure 13) showed a 
confidence and swagger which could be said to match the spirit of the age.
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