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Tutor Report 
Andrew has consistently applied himself to the Graduate Diploma in Conservation – Metals pathway 
course this 2020-2021 Academic Year. Having completed his two year FdA in Metalwork and 
strengthened his Metalworking skills, he has begin the process of harnessing these to become a skilled 
metals conservator, developing his problem solving skills and though process, as well as acquiring new, 
conservation related skills.  As before his practical work is of very good quality, and he has effectively 
made use of test pieces and testing programmes to ‘proof’ his treatments before implementing them.  
His written work is also coming along well.  Though there was some initial adjustment to the 
requirements of the GD, his writing and use of research has consistently improved and it is reasonable 
to expect that he will finish the rest of his GD year strongly.   
 
As with all of our students at West Dean and others throughout the UK and the world, Andrew has 
been affected by Covid-19 and lockdown, which has required that we reverted to online teaching and 
learning for January and February 2021.  Though he prefers learning and working practically in the 
workshop, Andrew handled this transition well and made the most of the learning opportunities 
available online.  In summary, I feel that Andrew is continuing to make very good progress in his studies 
at West Dean and to make good use the opportunities provided to him. 

Dr. Eric Nordgren, Subject Leader in Metals Conservation 
 
Student Report 
This year has been a huge learning experience as I have made the transition from making to 
conservation. My practical and hand skills have served me well whilst at the same time I have learnt so 
many new things with regards to caring and preserving objects made from metals. This has been a 
huge topic varying from how different materials interact with each other to the philosophy and ethics 
behind conservation. Although it has been a busy and hectic year we have covered so much in our 
lectures and in the workshop. 
 
Having a keen interest in arms and armour I was very excited when this 1796 Pattern British Infantry 
Officer’s sword (Fig 1) was presented to me as my first item to conserve. It is a beautiful piece with 
gilt brass fittings and an iridescent bluing interspersed with gilt details along the lower half of the blade 
(Fig 2). 
 

 
Figure 1: The 1796 Pattern British Infantry 
Officer's sword 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Blued and gilt decoration on the blade 



 

 
 
The 1796 pattern was designed by John 
le Marchant and saw use from 1796 to 
1822, it has several interesting features 
including a threaded tang and pommel 
nut and a hinged guard. 
 
There were many issues with the item. 
Harmful ammonia-based polish residues 
were present throughout, the wire wrap 
had come loose, the rear quillion was 
bent out of shape, there is severe leather 
damage to the scabbard (Fig 3) and the attached textile tassel is incredibly unstable.  
 
Polish residue was removed primarily through mechanical 
means, porcupine quills proved particularly effective being 
strong enough to remove stubborn residues but soft 
enough not to damage any remaining gilding. The more 
cleaning that was done the more signs of harmful stress 
corrosion cracking became apparent. Particularly common 
in brass this is where the zinc in the alloy is attacked (by 
the ammonia in polish residues in this case) causing cracks 
at areas of stress. Nowhere was this more apparent than 
at the bent rear quillion (Fig 4). The cracks were 
considered so severe that trying to correct its profile 
would likely result in breakage and as such it was decided 
to leave it in its current position. Tarnish was removed 
from the gilt brass fittings by polishing with precipitated 
chalk before being given a protective coating of 
Renaissance Wax. 
 
The wire wrap was something that the owner had 
specifically mentioned. Although much of the wire was loose 
both ends of both wires were still secure. My experience of 
wrapping sword grips in a number of replicas doubtlessly 
came in handy. Whilst leaving the ends secure, I repositioned 
wires and worked out the slack starting from one end 
towards the other, a conservation grade adhesive was used 
in conjunction with clamps to assist in securing the twisted 
wires in their correct positions (Fig 5). At the end it was 
found there was a surplus of wire, likely from stretching over 
the item’s life, as aesthetics were a priority on this item, this 
was removed from the end of the wires and they were 
resecured in their original holes.  
 
As I am training as a metals conservator these were the more 
comfortable aspects of this project. The damage to the 
leather scabbard and the adjoining tassel were much more 
worrisome as these are materials I have no training for. We 
do not have a textiles department currently in West Dean so 
I am currently emailing a specialist textiles conservator to 
consult with and advise on this element.    

Figure 3: Area of severe leather deterioration on Scabbard 

Figure 4: Bent rear quillion, not the 
damage at the bend (stress corrosion 
cracking) 

Figure 5: Tightening the wire wrap 



 

 
The tassel is very unstable and I feel warrants the attention of a specialist. However, we do have a 
books department at West Dean that often works with leather. As we have this resource and given 
my own interests in arms and armour and my desires to specialise in this area, I decided to turn the 
scabbard damage into a learning opportunity and am currently working with the books department 
and learning some basic leather conservation. I have started by consolidating the damaged area (Fig 6) 
and in the next few days will be applying a repair using Japanese tissue repair before trying to match 
the finish of the leather. 
 
Going Forward 
There is still much to learn this year and the complications of 
a global pandemic have made things more difficult than ever. 
However, I have applied to progress onto the MA in 
conservation of metals here at West Dean and am quite 
excited by some of the potential future projects I have 
discussed with my tutor. Following this I aim to seek a career 
in conservation, specialising in arms and armour if the 
opportunity arises. 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank The Arts Society 
Sussex for their support, without which I would not have been 
able to raise the funds to study at West Dean.  
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Figure 6: Consolidating damage on the 
leather scabbard. 

Figure 7: The re-assembled and conserved 
pattern 1796 sword, work is still ongoing on the 
scabbard. 


