
D A RVEL CHAIR UPDATE

Stephen Hunter

I lived in Darvel, Ayrshire, for the first twenty five years of my life and there was in our 
kitchen a chair known by the family as the ‘Windsor’ chair. The article, ‘Darvel Chairs’ , 
in Regional Furniture 1995 introduced me to the true identity of the chair as a product 
of a distinctive regional tradition that once existed in the area. It caught my imagination 
and inspired me to find out as much as I could about this unique local type. This article 
is an interim report on the supplementary information that has been discovered since 
1995. What follow are the practical observations of a chair maker.

Little evidence can be found other than the chairs themselves. There are no 
monuments or factories and very few folk memories. The number of chairs made over 
the years in open to conjecture, but my recent survey of owners showed that nearly one 
hundred examples are known to survive in Scotland and further afield.

Early examples are simple and elegant with understated turning detail. The seat slab 
is usually 50 mm thick and contoured to fit the sitter’s body. The arm rail is formed 
from a bent branch split, trimmed to the correct curve and scarf jointed at the back. 
The back is formed with between seven and eleven spindles, never tapered, brought 
through the arm and let into a head rail. The seat is angled back for comfort and the 
back is further raked to provide a sitting position of optimum ease. Small pegs are used 
to ensure that the critical joints remain tight. These chairs were given an original 
coating that has, in all cases, now turned black.

The ‘intermediate chairs’ , dating from the early nineteenth century, have more 
elaborate turnings on the front arm pillars but the leg turnings remain simple. The 
Victorian chairs, dating from after 1840, all have elaborate front arm support turnings, 
many have arm bows cut from the plank rather than from a branch and are usually 
thicker than 50 mm. The number of back spindles becomes stabilised at ten and pegged 
joints are no longer used. Most examples were varnished with shellac, usually of a 
rather unrefined type that gives the chairs a distinctive orange colour. A common 
variant was the ‘bobbin’ chair that featured bobbin-turned arm supports, legs and 
stretchers. On some examples the spindles, too, are turned in this manner.

Three makers have left autographed chairs that span these periods; John McMath, 
J. K. Black and Hugh Shields. McMath was born in Darvel in 1797. His father was a 
cooper and his grandfather was a wright (a worker in wood) from the neighbouring 
village of Galston. John carried on the family tradition of working in wood from 
premises in West Main Street, Darvel. In the Census returns after 1841 he described 
himself as a cabinet maker. J. K. Black does not feature in any of the Census returns. 
Because the only recorded example of a chair bearing his stamp is identical to a 
McMath chair it can be surmised that Black worked with McMath and perhaps died or 
left the area of the Irvine Valley before 1840.

Hugh Shields was an inn-keeper and cabinet maker in Newmilns, the next village to 
the west of Darvel. He trained with McMath and developed his chair design, becoming
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2. Darvel chair of the ‘ intermediate’ 
period, ten back spindles, unstamped 

Private collection

i. Darvel chair of the ‘ intermediate’ 
period, unstamped 

Private collection, Kilmarnock

3. Darvel chair of the late Victorian 
period with bobbin-turned legs, 

stretchers and arm supports 
Private collection, Beith, Ayrshire

4. Darvel chair of the late Victorian 
period with elaborately turned legs, 

stretchers and arm supports. 
Varnished in orange shellac. 
Attributable to Hugh Shields 

Author's collection
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a specialist in elaborate turnings of very precise execution. One family tradition I came 
across in researching surviving chairs was a name, ‘Grandfather’s Shiellie chair’ , passed 
down the generations and applied to a particularly decorated example of the Darvel 
pattern. This could be successfully attributed to Hugh Shields.

These nineteenth-century makers consistently used American birch for their chair 
seats. This was a timber that gave the necessary depth of seat from front to back. 
Contemporary suppliers who imported American birch to Scotland included the firm 
of Brownlees, who had branches in both Glasgow and the Ayrshire town of Kilmarnock, 
a regional centre close to Darvel. Local timber, ash, oak and elm from the Earl of 
Loudoun’s estates was used to make the chair legs and arm bows.

It is possible to make general observations about the technology involved in the 
manufacture of Darvel chairs. In the majority of cases the arm bow was made from a 
naturally curved branch that was halved, opened out and joined at the back with a scarf 
joint. Some examples still retain a little bark. Some of the later chairs, including those 
by Shields, have arm bows cut from solid birch plank. The spindles in Darvel pattern 
chairs are almost always 9/16 of an inch in diameter and were made using a rounding 
plane; they were never turned on a lathe. From examination of dismantled seats it is 
evident that spoon bits were not available to the makers— or perhaps they were 
deliberately not employed. This accounts for the very thick seat slabs that allowed the 
leg sockets a good housing without the risk of the lead screw piercing the finished 
surface of the seat when the socket was drilled. The top rails on the comb backs of the 
chairs were sawn out of the solid. This technique, combined with the way in which the 
arm bows were formed, suggests that the makers of Darvel chairs were not comfortable 
with steam bending, unlike the English ‘Windsor’ chair markers, such as those working 
in the Thames valley.

The production on early Darvel chairs must have been severely restricted by the need 
to find the correct natural bend of a branch for each arm bow and the cutting of the top 
rails from the solid must have added greatly to the cost of manufacture. It can be safely 
assumed that Darvel chairs were never produced on the same industrial scale as their 
counterparts in say Nottinghamshire or the North West of England. One decidedly 
interesting feature about the Ayrshire chairs is that most of the back spindles are of 
exactly the same diameter and would appear to have been made with the same rounding 
plane. The odd size of 9/16 of an inch is far from standard and of course a drill bit of 
corresponding size would have been needed. It is not impossible that this valuable tool 
was inherited by McMath from either his father or grandfather, used in the workshop 
by J. K. Black and eventually passed down to Hugh Shields on John McMath’s death.


