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Taking a Seat 
on the 

World Stage
Ashley Franklin meets the makers of Long 
Eaton’s million pound, world-class industry

Hand Loom producing 
trimmings for Savoy Chair at 
Artistic Upholstery Limited
Photo: Andrew Mitchell
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Michael Lucking, Chairman of Long Eaton 
Chamber of Trade; Cllr Michael Powell, Lead 
Member for Regeneration & Planning, Erewash 
Borough Council; Cllr Chris Corbett, Leader of 
Erewash Borough Council; Andrew Mitchell, 
Managing Director of Artistic Upholstery

John and Aileen Campbell of Long Eaton Sofas with  
their sons Michael, Tom, Chris and Peter
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Long Eaton historian Keith Reedman is proud 
of where he lives but refers to it as ‘the largest 
unknown town in the country.’

This is because Long Eaton became a boom 
town at the turn of the 20th century, but what 
brought the boom was a product that didn’t bear 
the town’s name. We all know of nottingham 
Lace but how many of us know that most of it 
was made in Long Eaton? Then again, some of 
Long Eaton’s prosperity and growth was due 
to its role as the main supplier of labour for a 
huge railway hub which by the 1950s was the 
largest marshalling yard in Europe and the third 
largest in the world. However, everyone knew it 
as Toton Sidings.

For nearly a century, Long Eaton has grown 
another reputable industry for which, again, 
it lacks sufficient acknowledgment. Did 
you know that Long Eaton houses over 50 
companies involved in furniture manufacturing 
or allied industries like frame-making and 
cushion-making, that much of the upholstery 
manufactured is sold in ‘high end’ retailers in 
the UK and across the world, and that over 2,700 
people are employed in this industry which sells 
over £250 million worth of furniture per year?

As Keith Reedman states, ‘A Long Eaton settee 
is no better known than was Long Eaton lace.’ 
Yet Long Eaton’s name carries such kudos in the 
furniture trade that some upholstery businesses 
who manufacture elsewhere have permanent 
offices and showrooms in the town. Essentially, it 
benefits them to possess a Long Eaton letterhead.

The upholstery industry now possesses 
something even more tangible... something 
that will raise recognition, boost business and 
finally ‘put Long Eaton on the British map and 
in the minds of all discerning furniture buyers.’ 
Today, if you drive into Long Eaton or alight 

at the town’s railway station, your eye may be 
taken by a smart logo of a Union Jack in the very 
recognisable shape of a sofa. Across the sofa is 
the name Long Eaton and, beneath it, the words 
‘UK Centre of Quality Upholstery Manufacture.’  

‘It’s time we started letting the world know that 
it’s official,’ states Andrew Mitchell, Managing 
Director of Artistic Upholstery, who spearheaded 
the branding. He continues, ‘Derby is known for 
Rolls-Royce, Bombardier and Royal Crown Derby 
and I wanted people from the town and all over 
the UK to think “quality furniture” when Long 
Eaton is mentioned. So this new branding is a 
dream come true.’

It’s taken a long time to realise that dream. 
The first stirrings of a furniture realm in Long 
Eaton occurred in the early 1920s, following the 
collapse of the lacemaking industry – a victim of 
fashion, cotton prices and tariffs. on reflection, 
upholstery manufacture should have seemed 
like the perfect match. Long Eaton’s many 
large former lace mills were ideal premises for 
this burgeoning industry and the town’s large 
workforce was familiar with fabrics. 

The first two companies came into being in 
1920: Elson & Robbins, manufacturers of seating 
springs, flourished quickly owing to the demand 
for sprung seats in motor vehicles, which were 
starting to be mass produced; and the Slater 
Resilient Upholstery Company which achieved 
buoyant sales early on of its high class furniture.

By 1921, a partner in Slater Resilient, FC Wade, 
broke away to start his own upholstery business, 
also producing patent springing. Wades achieved 
such eminence that it eventually supplied 
furniture for the first class rooms on the Queen 
Mary and Queen Elizabeth liners.

Most of the town’s many furniture 
manufacturers grew from these three firms. 
The furniture industry has continued to grow, 
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new businesses being fathered by the older ones. 
Many of the companies are also family-run. For 
example, F & M Steed Limited, founded in 1965 
by Frank and Michael Steed – who trained at 
Wade Upholstery – is now in its third generation.

on its website, Steed is proclaimed as, ‘The 
UK’s finest upholstery business’. Browsing other 
websites or showrooms will reveal several Long 
Eaton upholstery businesses who can make a 
similar claim. In fact, Steed is one of over a 
dozen upholsterers in the 45-year-old Long Eaton 
guild of Furniture Manufacturers, exclusive to 
businesses producing ‘hand crafted furniture 
of the highest quality,’ all made in a traditional 
way. Paramount to Steed’s work ethic, according 
to Caroline Steed, is ‘meticulous attention to 
detail,’ adding that ‘every piece of furniture is 
produced by highly skilled craftsmen and each 
piece is individual.’ 

This benchmark of quality has been present 
ever since the first upholstery business was 
founded: it was said that Slater Resilient’s ‘high 
class’ furniture was ‘not within the means of the 
average Long Eatonian.’ Indeed, gaze at the sofas 
and chairs made by guild companies like Steed, 
Artistic, Duresta, gascoigne Designs and David 
gundry, and they exude elegance, refinement, 
opulence and luxury. It’s no surprise that Steed’s 
bespoke furniture is in country houses, the homes 
of celebrities and embassies around the globe. A 
recent commission saw them furnish an ocean-
going yacht.

Importantly, Long Eaton’s leading upholsterers 
have a customer base which extends across the 
UK into Europe and, in more recent years, as far 
as China, Japan, Russia and Australia. 

As Duresta’s Chief Executive Clive Kenyon-

Brown told me, his company has several flagship 
stores in China, as it’s very much the go-to 
marketplace for fine furniture: ‘China has 650 
million middle-class people, which is bigger than 
the whole of the European population, and the 
people positively embrace heritage, craft and 
quality. That extends to cars and watches as well 
as sofas; it’s anything that exudes luxury as they 
don’t have the heritage to deliver that. Also, if 
you live in China and want to show your wealth, 
you generally have something from Europe or 
the USA and, fortunately for us, British brands 
have the reputation of being beautifully crafted 
with attention to detail and made to the highest 
quality. It’s the same in Japan and Russia.’

Duresta furniture has found its way to the 
residences of Japan and Russia’s most eminent 
figures. Clients also include royalty, several 
British ambassadors and many famous hotels; the 
list of celebrities with Duresta sofas and chairs 
is mightily impressive too.

Employing 200 people, producing hundreds 
of pieces of furniture per week and with 1,000 
fabrics in their standing collection, Duresta is 
the largest luxury furniture business in the UK 
and possibly Europe, supplying to 40 countries 
regularly and 65 countries ‘irregularly.’ Having 
already established export markets in Europe, 
the Far East and Down Under, the US beckons: 
they are soon to launch with a studio in ‘one of 
the best stores in new York.’

That launch is with Duresta’s Matthew 
Williamson Collection, representing an exciting 
first collaboration for the company with an 
international fashion designer. Having already 
created collections such as: English Classics – 
‘traditional look’; International Luxury – ‘haute 

Staff of Artistic Upholstery: Andrew Edwards, Sue Allan, Steve Lacey, Liz Eley, Dave Williamson, Margaret Daniels, Jason Danby, Sharon Kokins, Paul 
Carruthers, Claire McGrath Ryan Flood, Robbie Brown. Sitting: Iain Mitchell, Andrew Mitchell, Jo Mitchell

Clive Kenyon-Brown, Chief 
Executive of Duresta
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Caroline Steed of Steed Upholstery David Gascoigne of Gascoigne Designs

WEBS apprentices: Ian 
Hitchcock (Duresta), Jake 
Jones (Andrew Paul 
Furniture), Dylan Michael 
(Wades), Shaun 
Wadsworth, Upholstery 
Trainer, James Woolley, 
Head of Programme 
Management, Lorraine 
Jameson, Head of Business 
& Quality, apprentices 
Dean Saunt (Parker Knoll, 
Alfreton), Ryan Slater 
(Wades)
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couture for the home’; and Boutique Abode – ‘for 
a chic, formal look’, the Matthew Williamson 
Collection is very colourful and contemporary, 
providing ‘individuality and quirky charm’.

As Clive points out: ‘This collaboration is 
to help the consumer understand that luxury 
crafted furniture is not fuddy duddy. It also shows 
that we’ve embraced change while keeping all the 
virtues of a heritage luxury furniture business.’

Clive welcomes the recently-introduced 
branding for the Long Eaton furniture industry: 
‘It’s an exceptionally good idea on two levels. 
First, for the pride and self-esteem of the people 
within that industry who come to work each 
day and now go past those signs, as indeed 
do our customers from Harrods, John Lewis 
or Hunters in Derby. Second, it should enable 
us to retain our craftsmen and women rather 
than see them being seduced by Junction 28 
or other areas making upholstery. The logo is 
saying, “Would you rather play in the Premier 
League or the Championship League?” This is 
the Premier League – here in Long Eaton; and 
for the retailer who comes and buys from us, 
there’s a real sense of them buying from the best 
place. Buying upholstery from Long Eaton is like 
buying beautiful shoes from northampton, or 
even glass from Murano.’

If you buy from David gundry Upholstery, you 
are purchasing ‘exquisite furniture’ from a family 
business with ‘a passion for furniture’ and which 
is constantly ‘pushing the boundaries of precision 
and elegance.’ David has had sufficient years in 
the industry to know all about quality furniture: 
this month he celebrates his 65th year, having 
started in 1952 at Wade Upholstery, where his 
own father worked. In 1973, David and his wife 
founded the current company, aiming to ‘produce 
elegant bespoke upholstery made to the highest 
standard possible.’

‘It’s a standard still kept today, something we 
are very proud of,’ says son Paul. There’s pride 
in their progress, too: when they began, David 
gundry had a range of ten fabrics; now, they offer 
a range of over 250 ‘sourced from the finest mills 
around the world’. As Paul adds: ‘The emphasis 
for us is always on the quality, detail and bespoke 
nature of a tailor-made sofa, that can be made to 
any size to meet a particular customer’s needs 
– something that is unique in today’s world of 
mass production.’ 

You’ll find furniture from gascoigne Designs in 
palaces all around the globe. ‘Kings and queens 
have personally selected our furniture,’ says 
David gascoigne; and so too, have film stars, 
opera singers and sporting legends.

gascoigne Designs is also a family business 
– run by David gascoigne and wife Lynda with 
help from son Jordan and daughter Liberty – 
which produces hand-crafted products in fabrics 
sourced from the world’s finest weaving mills, 
with an exclusive library of over 1,000 luxury 
fabrics, several of them designed by the couple 
themselves. David describes his job as ‘magical’.

‘It’s so rewarding to produce something that so 
many people admire,’ adds David, ‘particularly 

Duresta – Coco

Artistic Upholstery – Conversation Seat  Photo: Matt Oliver

Duresta – Collingwood Large

when you have designed the pieces from your 
imagination.’ The company has a range of over 
70 designs ‘ranging from the traditional to the 
modern and opulent.’

Pertinently, Long Eaton’s standing in the 
furniture domain is something that drives David 
continuously: ‘The town’s skill base produces 
some of the finest furniture in the world, so 
you have to go that extra mile, always trying to 
offer something special. Sometimes we’ll design 
and make something that’s been created in the 
customer’s own imagination.’

John Campbell’s company PF Collections was 
so keen to promote the town and its new branding 
that the company now trades as Long Eaton 
Sofas. This is an extraordinary family business, in 
that everyone you meet in the showroom or office 
is a Campbell. John works alongside his wife 
Aileen, with four sons – Chris, Peter, Michael and 
Thomas – all with individual responsibilities. For 
John, it gives his company a distinct edge: ‘The 
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Steed – Jubilee Model

is their use of Ultimate fabrics, described as ‘the 
most technically advanced upholstery fabric’, 
designed to resist wear and tear and, better still, 
stains – its density of fibres repels liquids, leading 
to the strapline ‘Ultimate: Hard to Stain – But 
Easy to Maintain.’

Long Eaton Sofas has also got behind the new 
branding with admirable zeal, as John points out: 
‘I think we have embraced it more than anyone 
else as the branding now appears on all of our 
literature, stationery, in-store signs, websites and 
every piece of furniture we make. We think it’s 
an excellent initiative.’

For that initiative, John can thank Artistic 
Upholstery’s MD Andrew Mitchell, who worked 
with his father Jim, a furniture designer, straight 
after leaving school in 1959. ‘The work was tough 
and the hours were long,’ recalls Andrew. ‘I may 
have been the son of the MD but there were no 
perks. I had to cycle to and from work whilst my 
father would travel in the company van. More 
than three minutes late and a quarter of an hour 
was deducted from your wages. Working a week 
in hand was the norm, so when I do eventually 
retire, I might just get that first wage packet!’

Andrew remembers his father as a ‘wonderful 
designer’ who, as he further recalls, got a big 
breakthrough in 1978 when he rebuilt a fire-
damaged Chesterfield sofa, upholstered in 
leather: ‘A Stockholm dealer bought exclusive 
rights to sell the design all over Sweden, which 
lasted 25 years. My father made the headlines in 
the 1980s, coming back with £25,000-worth of 
orders, a lot of money for a small family business 
then.’ Andrew now runs the family business 
with his sons, Iain and James, and daughter Jo.

A tour of Artistic’s factory revealed the 
traditional skilled craftsmanship that goes into 
a piece of upholstery. My eye was especially 
caught by one of five extra-long sofas bound for 
a new ocean-going liner, perfect for a staff photo! 

Everything is handmade, right down to the 
trimmings, and built to last. ‘our frames and 
springs are the best in the country and last a 
lifetime,’ states Andrew. Michael Lucking chips 
in to say, ‘My parents have had a Long Eaton 
sofa for 40 years and it’s still as comfortable as 
the day they bought it,’ and, as Andrew adds, 
‘Because of the classic nature of our designs, we 
are producing the antique furniture of the future.’

The recent branding is a fillip for Long Eaton’s 
upholstery future, not least in competing in the 
worldwide marketplace. As a guild of Long Eaton 
Furniture Manufacturers spokesman points 
out: ‘Business is tough, especially for high-end 
manufacturers as they are selling a premium 
price product perceived as being expensive, 
though there’s no difficulty with this when you 
appreciate what goes into that product, and 
although the market will always be challenging, 
there is no company here on short time.’

Indeed, only about a year ago, Long Eaton 
company Acclaim created 50 jobs owing to an 
increase in production. Also, back in 1968, four 
Long Eaton companies founded a training centre 
in Beeston – WEBS – which operates today in a 
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Artistic Upholstery – Verona  Photo: Liquid Image

Steed – Ritz Model

advantage of our family business is the passion 
we all have for the business and the product. 
Industry is littered with family businesses that 
have fallen out over business direction or work 
commitments and then self-destructed. We 
happen to all sing off the same hymn sheet.’

Unlike many of the aforementioned upholst-
erers, Long Eaton Sofas’ business is market led 
and all about dealing directly with the public. ‘We 
identify what customers want and are flexible 
enough to make it,’ says John. They had to be 
very flexible recently when asked by Ian and 
Angela Carroll, owners of a narrowboat at Mercia 
Marina in Willington, to provide a bespoke sofa. 
not only did it need to be specially made to fit, 
it also had to be made up of separate sections in 
order to get the sofa through the boat’s narrow 
entrance door. ‘It’s extremely comfy,’ declares 
Angela, ‘and the crushed velvet is perfectly suited 
to the art deco interior.’

one strong selling point for Long Eaton Sofas 4
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£4 million state-of-the-art building providing 
City & guilds qualifications in cabinet making, 
frame making, upholstery, cutting, sewing and 
polishing. Currently, there are just under 200 
apprentices on day release training, mostly from 
Long Eaton companies.

It’s encouraging to hear from Lorraine 
Jameson, Head of Business & Quality, that the 
number of learners who remain in the industry 
is very high, ‘A lot of apprentices also go on to 
run their own business and it’s heartwarming 
to have these ex-apprentices coming back to us 
to take on their apprentices, so we are obviously 
doing something right!’

Furthermore, 95% of WEBS Training officers 
are past apprentices; and the centre works with 
Sudbury and Ranby Prisons on an offender 
Learning scheme where, in the last year, the 
achievement rates for prison learners was 71%.

There are three other bodies playing an 
important part in this story: Erewash Borough 
Council, which has pledged its support to 
help develop the recent branding; Long Eaton 
Chamber of Trade, whose Chairman Michael 
Lucking brought the proposal to the council; 
and Maggie Throup, MP for Erewash who is 
‘banging a drum’ for Long Eaton upholstery as 
the Vice-Chair of the All Party Parliamentary 
group for the Furniture Industry.

Michael is delighted to be promoting the 
upholstery industry as he admits he wasn’t 
previously aware of just how big it was locally. 
‘Mind you,’ says Michael, ‘even the town’s Civic 
Society was amazed at being told about the size 
of the industry in the town.’

Steve Birkinshaw, Head of Planning & 
Regeneration at Erewash Borough Council was 
similarly amazed: ‘When Andrew Mitchell gave 
a speech about the branding, I nearly leapt out 
of my seat. I suddenly saw that we had a world 
class industry with a hallmark of quality. Sadly, 
manufacturing tends to be the poor cousin of the 
economy, especially as it’s been in decline since 
World War I, so it’s good to see Long Eaton is 
bucking the trend.’

The Borough Council also had the bright idea 
of involving the townsfolk in the branding: it 
organised a competition to design a logo, and 
then asked the public to choose the winner. 
The logo is now registered as a trademark, with 
Andrew Mitchell revealing that all retailers 
selling Long Eaton produce get signage that says 
they stock furniture made in the town. Also, 
an increasing number of national adverts are 
mentioning Long Eaton. As Andrew Mitchell 
says: ‘We intend to make this brand noticed so 
it becomes as familiar as the Woolmark.’ 

‘I am very proud and honoured to be part of the 
heritage of Long Eaton,’ states David gascoigne. 
‘Upholstery is engrained into Long Eaton and 
has supported our family for generations. This 
new branding is a prestigious accolade which 
should help to sustain the lifeblood of this town’s 
craftsmen and women for generations to come.’w
Special thanks to Andrew Mitchell for his help with 
this article.

Sofa on narrowboat Huff & Puff, made by 
Long Eaton Sofas

David Gundry Upholstery – Montrose Sofa

David Gundry Upholstery – Manhattan Sofa

Long Eaton Sofas – Bazzano

Gascoigne Designs – Savannah


