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Here is a huge and scholarly undertaking, bringing 
together furniture history and botany It will be of 
enduring use to anyone who works with timber or 
collects or studies historic British furniture with any 
degree of seriousness, whether fashionable or vernacular. 
Adam has typically made the most thorough study of 
every possible piece of source material including charters, 
inventories, catalogues, reports and customs statistics, to 
glean as many names and as much accurate information 
as possible. In doing so he has corrected numerous 
previously accepted myths and inaccuracies, not least in 
E Lewis Hinckley's precursor volume of 50 years ago. 
Directory of the Historic Cabinet Woods (New York. I960'.

Following an overview of the history of timber and its 
uses, and on wood anatomy and structure, the book 
contains alphabetical entries on almost 500 species, home- 
grown and imported (Hinckley listed just 118), divided 
between hardwoods or trees with covered seeds (277 pp) 
and softwoods or trees with naked seeds (45 pp). Most 
entries cover geographical origins, growth patterns, timber 
characteristics and appearance, economic importance, and 
the history of use in British furniture-making. The copious 
illustrations of furniture and details are largely good and 
clear and most examples have not been published before, 
including the liberal use of named timbers on two 
excellent resources of different periods: the Percy Dean 
Cabinet at the Lady Lever Art Gallery (c.1760) and the 
Gillow workbox now at the Judges Lodgings Museum, 
Lancaster (c. 1808).

The useful appendices include a trade route map, a 
bibliography of works cited, and lists of botanical names, 
which are quoted throughout, alphabetically, by family and 
by origin. There is also a section of 149 well-reproduced 
photographic wood specimens. These come, like the text, 
with a warning that they should not be used as a guide for 
wood identification. ‘Descriptions ... are given only as a 
general guide, but variations ... must be allowed for, even 
more so when dealing with old, oxidized, faded, patinated 
or decayed timber’ (p. xxvi). This is very true, yet, like so 
many health warnings hopefully taken with due care, this 
will be one of mam uses of the book for many readers.

The entries on timbers vary from a few lines to much 
the longest, mahogany, at 29 pages of close-set type, three 
columns to a page. Some of the more major ones are 
divided into countries of origin or other sub-sections.



There are thorough footnotes 
to references and useful cross- 
references to help identify 
other names for the same or 
related woods. The indices 
that precede the Hardwood 
and Softwood sections are also 
helpful, as the titles of species 
in the text do not stand out as 
much as they might have. 
There are a few minor 
inconsistencies here (such as 
box and elm), but the much 
more comprehensive General 
Index at the end of the book 
allows for identification of 
woods with all the variations of 
spelling that inevitably crept 
into historic records.

An illustration from the book

The question of nomenclature is one aspect that is beset 
with problems and complexities. Most of the entries are 
arranged by their traditional trade or colloquial names, and 
in some cases Adam has included more contemporary 
names for clarity. However, in spite of long research in the 
Economic Botany Collection at Kew and much microscopic 
analysis where it was possible, the documentary names of 
some woods and some actual specimens remain 
tantalisingly unidentified. There are also problems with the 
customs records where, for example, imported wood called 
mahogany or ebony was merely timber that resembled 
them, rather than botanically genuine.

Areas like this might remain a minefield, and new 
discoveries will undoubtedly be made and technology 
developed, but I see this book as an invaluable 
achievement which will remain the standard work on the 
subject for at least the next 50 years.
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