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The founding director of Silverlining Furniture leads our two-car convoy along
winding roads lined by tall-hedged residences near Chester, north-west England.
From his Maserati, Mark Boddington signals towards my family-economy Nissan
that we should turn left into a concrete yard lined with red-brick outbuildings.
They belong to the Grosvenor Estate and are currently empty, but he wants to
show me the place where, 33 years ago, he began a career making furniture. “I had
£38,000 of orders when I graduated,” he says. “And this is where I made them.”

Today, Silverlining has 72 employees working five miles away in Wrexham, north
Wales. The company specialises in items of furniture that test the limits of rarefied
and expensive materials. They are one-off showpiece commissions, most of which
are bound for ultra high-end yachts or homes abroad.

Boddington may have started his career in the outbuildings of aristocracy, but
Silverlining’s clients represent Asian new money. “The world is moving east,” he
says, “and 98.8 per cent of our work is exported”, to 14 countries. This year,
Silverlining won a Queen’s Award for Enterprise in international trade, but
Boddington worries about the future of craft at home. In the UK, he says, “there
are furniture design degrees . . . but the courses dedicated to work at benches have
disappeared. So how are we going to nurture talent?” At 55, he is considering his
legacy and plans to create an academy for talented makers in a new workshop
facility.
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Silverlining’s playbook: elegant yacht interiors

Chester company’s designs combine skills in marquetry, cabinetmaking and leatherwork
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If Boddington’s name rings a bell it might be because he’s from the Manchester
brewing dynasty, which his father and uncle ran. Two mentors guided his career:
first, his mother who, denied an education during the second world war, cooked in
a café and read widely (“she’s the best cook and most intelligent person I know”).
Second, John Makepeace, the celebrated furniture designer, maker and teacher of
Parnham, Sussex. When Boddington decided against a career in brewery
management, his mother encouraged him to undertake two years of training with
Makepeace. “She told me to follow my heart as a craftsperson.”

https://www.ft.com/content/d521f66c-8e3d-11e7-9580-c651950d3672


After his training, Boddington founded
Silverlining in 1985. Unusually, the
company’s identity hasn’t centred on a
particular style. “You can’t necessarily spot
Silverlining when you see it,” says 43-year-
old Steve Hudson, one of the in-house
designers. “Each commission is different,
for a specific person, or vessel.” If the
company has a speciality, it is glitteringly
refined surfaces of luxurious materials that

rely on invisible support structures.

While training under Makepeace, Boddington pursued the Arts & Crafts ideal of
honest and conspicuous construction: mortices and pegs and dovetailed joints.
During his last year, he was making a table with thin legs that attempted elegance
beyond inherent strength. “John Makepeace said ‘Why don’t you try metal
fixings?’ ” At first, Boddington was appalled at adding a hidden reinforcement, but
a car accident changed his mind. “When I crashed the car and broke my [right] leg,
the surgeons put metal pins in it. I figured that if metal were good enough for my
bones, it was good enough for furniture.”
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The other benefit of the smash was learning to delegate, as he took on apprentices
to complete the order while he recovered. They had to have the requisite talent,
and he trained them in his own techniques and standards. His current team has
been carefully selected and trained in a wide range of skills.
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Boddington is the chief salesperson now, as well as the manager, but by taking on
senior management staff he has freed up time to work on concepts. They evolve
through collaboration between half a dozen designers led by Stuart Westwell,
formerly of Conran, and the makers in the two workshops: one for furniture
carpentry, the other leatherwork and marquetry.
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Monthly working breakfasts encourage open thinking about ideas and techniques,
the best of which emerge as finished portable sample panels that line the reception
room. Marine and flight themes predominate. One jagged panel is studded with
glass orbs, another a whorl pattern carved through coloured layers of ply. A subtle
piece is of flat marquetry emerging from a carving of feathers. Perhaps the most
lavish is an inlay of blue flowers in sycamore, the petals outlined with beaten silver
strips.

The marquetry building lies across the car
park, and there works Lena Nordenstaal
from Delsbo, Sweden. “In my final year of
college at Gothenburg, I wanted to see how
you could make marquetry more modern,”
she says. “France is quite conservative, the
UK definitely more inventive.” She sits on a
stool by a laptop where she translates the

code used for the designers’ drawings into “Alphacam” code that can be read by the
laser cutter. This £200,000 machine operates over a 2m x 4m bed, and is capable
of pinpoint precision as long as the surface is flat: its beam is conical and cuts at its
focused point. One of Nordenstaal’s finished 6ft panels is a Russian eagle, wings
akimbo, in which a glued, stained and shaded, matt-varnished jigsaw of laser-cut
marquetry feathers is almost photographic in its realism. Soon the panel will line
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the wall of a yacht.

Designer Steve Hudson accompanies me through the workshop. He is smitten with
a technique of linear designs applied to veneer panels. What looks like the
geometry of a seafaring chart has been laser-etched through a varnished panel,
then filled with powdered metal bound in resin for contrast, and finally spray-
coated with sheer lacquer to finish. The innovative effect is more precise than tools
could achieve.
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Leatherwork is processed in an adjacent space and there, conspicuous in quantity,
are the tough-bubbled hides of shagreen from farmed skates, some limed white.
Hudson explains that Boddington himself designed the wardrobe doors laid flat
here, of reflective chrome hexagonal latticework, framing padded umber shagreen
infills with mother-of-pearl hexagonal studs at their centres.

In the same workshop, cowhides are also used to clad cabinets and wall-panels.
The thick, smooth leather can be embossed by laying it face-up over a sheet of
carved “Tufnol” plastic and submitted to “Bertha”, a 60-year-old Dutch press that
exerts 1,000 tonnes.
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In the carpentry workshop is Constant Mulet from north-eastern France, who
encountered Silverlining’s reputation when he won the Médaille d’Excellence in
the 2013 World Skills Festival, as a 20-year-old ébéniste, or cabinetmaker. He
works long days on his present project, a pair of cabinets for a yacht with great
ripples that will be finely veneered. “Each will take 900 hours,” he says. How they’ll
get into the boat is a further cause for wonder.
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Boddington reflects over the past 33 years of his company. “If I hadn’t taken up
furniture, I’d be a chef seeking a Michelin star,” he reckons. Though many
perfectionist chefs are burnt out by 50, he is driven to develop his business and
realise his other passion — growing unusual vegetables organically. He envisions
his new factory and academy with a café where his mother’s inspiration and his
own produce will feed his creative staff, and also the public outside working hours.
It’ll be a one-off thing, he says, a personal project — like everything Silverlining
makes.
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