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SIX-THIRTY A.M._and the melodious ring of my Little Ben alarm. Why s0
cheerful at such an hour? Then | remembered, | was off 10 Lancashire. Visils to
the County Palatine are akways looked forward to, Good and down to earth
practical men and magnificent women with large chins plus a very
independant mannar,
| 'was off 1o visit the Strand sealing factory at Lowton, medway belween
Liverpos! and Manchaster, 10 find out something about theatre and
cinema seating,
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A NEW LEASE OF LIFE

ZIRST things firsl. In the Strand
‘actory the piece of furniture that you
and |, dear readér, call a “seat’” 15
zalled by them a "chair’. Or 1o be
more accurale, because we are in
Lancashira, a "churr”

The men in charge are Len Hoime
and Geolf Molyrieux, “"Churr’” men

one was to surgically open their
chesis, springs and wool would

whao said, quite unperturbed “No,
polyether loam nowadays, not steel
Springs.”

The factory itself, built about 50
A years ago, s a large and rambling

2| buflding, originally 1he Sovereign

Toltes Works, as teshlied to by a
rather sad plague 1o those departed
sweetmaals in the antrance lobby

My interest this visil was in The arl
of restoration, A reasonably
significant parl of the seating scene
al Lowlon, Let me-explain. Mot
always do customers wish 1o re-seal
a theatre or cinemna with all new
seating. They may wish 1o retain the
original appearance, they may be
sanlimentally attached 10 the oid
chairs, or they may even |ust want i
save a little money,

If one stands Tor any tme in the
factory yard, the chances are that a
lorry groaning under the weight of
seviral hundred old iheatre chairs
will lurch towards the unicading bay
What a scene ensues. A group of
Lowton demolition mean will seize the
cargo and guickly, with a few
knowtedgeable taps and blows
reduce the'chairs to frames,
standards, seat backs and arm pads
See how knowledgeable | have
already become, even the correct
naming of parts.

Pathetic scenes somelimes
transpire — one famous theatra’s
whaobe auditorium seating found ils
way 10 Lowton. So successful had
their booking policy been that rear
stall seals had been so undisiurbed
by patrons that they conlakned
saveral mouse nests, whose
denizens objected strongly 10 baing
disturbed. Some of the demedition

say which theatre. Thal knowledge
must go with me 10 the grave

The factory’s large slorage areas
are extremely useful, because lhey
are kept full of old seal frames and
standards. A recent example of their
wseluiness has been in the
refurbizshing of the existing sealing al
the Birmingham Hippodrome. A new
layout decided on by the architects
daesigned to improve both sight lines
and access lor the audience meant
that extra row end standards were
needed. These would have to match
the standard currently used, a 50
year old design known as “G.B.
Sunray”. | must not-get carried away
into another burst of thifies
enthusiasm, bul this is a well-known

{rom way back. | always faal that if

shoot out! | mentioned this to Geoff,

men even complainad of the odd bite.
Mo, dear reader, | am not prepared (o

pattern used in Gaumont British
Cinemas bafore they came under the
Rank bannear in about 1940,
Goodness knows how they ever o
inte Birmingham's leading variaty
theatra which incidantally, is home
slill of the world's first MMS memory
board — but they did, And Lowton
wera able to go to thair large stocks
of oid paris and come up with the
extra matching standards. It was not
the visual matching of the degign that
matterad — that was destined [0 be
coverad by panels upholstared in the
same material as the new sealing
covers anyway — but the maiching
of the pin height, 1he fioor rake, etc.

This Birmingham job is worth
looking at in a little more detall. Itis &
truiem 1o say that any trade has its
secrets and its experlise, and this s
just as true of tip-up chairs as of
elecironics or theatre mandgement.
Let me explain. First, the economics.
Itis & fair guass to say that fully re-
furbished ssating will ba only half the
price of a compietely new job. And
“fully re-furbished" in Strand lerms
means just that. The chairs are
collectad from the theatre, tolally
stripped down and all cloth, webbing,
flock, coil springs and anything else
thal can deteriorale are cast
ruthlessly aside.

The standarde and all othar
iromwork are cleaned off and
resprayed, 1ne seats and backs are
remade as necessary using band
sawn hardwood frames and fire
retardant potyetner foam in place ol
the old coil springs, and than the
whole is recoverad either in a
fraditional wool maguette, a woal
synthelic mixture or perhaps one ol
the very attractive new tweeds that
have become so popular. Nylon
based fabrics are nol a good idea
One cigarette burn is fatal. You dan't
aliow smoking in your theatra? Ah,
but whal about rehearsals, and
conferences? and the cleanars
having a sit down and a wead?

Az explained, standards can be
modarnised by new panels 10 cover
the old iron work details. Of course, il
the standards are od enough 1o have
bunchas of grapes and arl nouvaau
COrnuUCORia, of sametimes even
nymphs and shepherds, nen we
would suggest re-gilding, as the seals
made aboul 1890-1910 were real
works of arl, being elegani and
delicate and just ideal fora Victorian
or Edwardian awdiborum,

The original chair construction at
Birmingham was rather strange,
Whan the seafing was installed the
backs were fixed with bolls rght
through the Wooden inner frames o
the metal struciures, and right
through the covering o the seat back
as well, 30 two bolt heads showed on
gach chair. The re-furbishment was
used a5 an opporiunity to change this
construction 1o ulilise el screws so
— no visible fixing.

The abzsence of visible scraws and
fastenings has always been accepted
as ane of the critera of good design
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