
A Guide to 
Our Process
For Clients, Specifiers, Planners & 
Conservation Officers



About this guide

This guide has been put together to help clients, specifiers, 
planners and conservation officers understand a little more 
about our process - what’s involved, how we work and further 
detail on the team that will be working on the property. We 
have tried to collate all of the information previously requested 
of us by clients and those involved with the renovation of 
period properties. We hope you will find this guide to be of 
interest and that it will answer any questions you may have 
before we commence work.
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We offer a unique, mess free beam renovation service. Our process works on all internal 
and external beamed surfaces, even if they have previously been painted, stained, 
varnished or damaged by smoke, fire or water.

With our process there is no need for 
messy and disruptive sandblasting or any 
other blasting method, mechanical or 
chemical stripping. It is the only mess free 
alternative to blasting and stripping. We 
can work in fully decorated and carpeted 
rooms without disruption, mess or dust.

Using our unique treatment, we have 
successfully renovated the beams in 
thousands of properties across the UK and 
France. The end results are sympathetic 
to the age and character of the building, 
enhancing the internal and external look 
and feel of listed and period properties.

Our family to your home 
The process we use was invented by 
Penelope Penny, founder of Renaissance 
Beams. Penelope’s son, Back From Black 

MD Nick Sinclair, initially joined the family 
business to help refine and deliver this 
unique solution, before founding Back from 
Black as an independent company in 2007. 

As well as helping his mother to develop 
the finish she came up with, Nick has also 
sought to continue the family ethos within 
Back From Black. Our team is made up of 
family members and close family friends 
which leads to cohesive and trusted 
working relationships. We are a family 
of craftspeople, respectful of the family 
homes we work in. 

As the original inventors, we take great 
care and pride in what we do, working 
diligently to the highest of standards on all 
of our projects. 

In Summary

• It is a cosmetic treatment
• We use water-based materials
• There is no stripping, blasting or 

damage to the beams
• It is mess free, fast and efficient

• There is no need to clear rooms 
completely

• The application can be removed 
without causing damage
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Black Beams

It is believed that decorative painting of 
timbers began in the 15th century. Initially 
it was common to use limewash with 
naturally occurring pigments mixed in to 
add colour. In the 19th century, fashion 
dictated that colours made way for black 
which may have derived its colour from tar 
and/or coal liquid by-products used. Today 
in the UK, it is common for the exposed 
structural timbers in historic properties 
to have been painted using traditional 
black gloss paints. However, the phased 
decoration of timbers means that many 
layers can have built up over time, creating 
a rich history, but equally carrying a mix of 
leads, oils and other toxic substances that 
were ‘of their time’. 

There is now an increasing desire to 
remove this paint to either reveal the 
original timber or to lighten and lift rooms 
- the combination of black beams and 
low ceilings can create dark and gloomy 
feeling rooms or stark contrast on external 
facades. 

The removal of paint from historic timbers 
is difficult, can be dangerous and some 
techniques can be highly damaging to the 
timber itself. Given that many of these 
timbers are centuries old and help date the 
property and give clues as to its history, 
anything that risks affecting the integrity 
should be avoided. 



About Back From Black

Whilst Back From Black has been 
established since 2007, the process we use 
dates back a further decade to 1997. Nick 
Sinclair, MD of Back From Black, is the son 
of the original inventor, Penelope Penny. 

Penelope came up with the process in 
1997 after a client asked if there was 
anything she could do with the black 
beams in her 17th century cottage. The 
local conservation officer was against 
the use of sand blasting as it was a listed 
building. Chemical / hand stripping was 
further deemed to be too messy, would 
take too long and from a conservation 
perspective still risked the integrity of the 
century’s old beams. Over the next year 
the process (‘recipe’ and technique) were 
refined and improved.

Nick first became involved with the family 
business in 1997 and continued to work 
with his parents whilst also studying 
fine art at university.  In 2005 following 
graduation, he joined the business full time 
and took Renaissance Beams to France, 
restoring an old French cottage whilst 
there. In 2007 Nick returned to the UK 
and started Back From Black. 

Today, Back From Black is a specialist beam 
renovator, based in West Sussex. We are 
a second-generation artisan business. We 
offer a highly personalised service and 
help clients expose the secrets of their 
properties.

The original black beam specialists
We invented the process in 1997, and 
we are proud to be the originators of this 
method of beam renovation . We take our 
role in working on clients houses extremely 
seriously and as a result of our experience 
renovating beams in thousands of houses, 
we are also able to provide advice to 
homeowners on associated maintenance 
and design of period properties.

We understand the importance of 
conservation and preservation and we 
are driven by delivering quality outcomes. 
With the experience built up over many 
years, our team is able to help you locate 
and identify carpenters’ marks, tool marks, 
ritual marks and early decorative finishes, 
often obscured by many layers of paint. 
This attention to detail, knowledge and 
craftsmen-based approach is what adds to 
our value. 

 



The beams in the vaulted ceiling of this 
former coach house in Buckinghamshire had 
been recently exposed following the removal 
of a false ceiling. The result was some very 
dirty, rough, and dark beams but with huge 
potential to create an airy living room with 
height and light. 

Anna had an ‘old meets new’ vision for the 
room with modern furniture and smooth 
and crisp white walls combining with period 
features and exposed beams to create a 
Scandi style. 

When planning the work on the property, 
Anna spoke to a friend who was part of 
the production team on the George Clarke 
Old House, New Home TV series and 
had therefore seen our work on previous 
episodes. Having spoken to Anna about her 
plans for the property, tastes and ultimate 
finished look, we agreed on a variant of 
our weathered grey finish, toned down to 
provide that cool, light Scandinavian style 
she wanted for the house. Now completed, 
this historic house has a new lease of life 
where the beams have become a key feature 
instead of being hidden away. 

Client: Anna Hill
Property Style: Former Coach House
Room(s): Living Room
Treatment/Finish: Light, cool toned grey
Location: Taplow, Buckinghamshire

Case Study: Former Coach 
House, Buckinghamshire

Back From Black in Action
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Meet the Team

As the originators of the process, we have built up over 20 
years’ experience of applying it and working in thousands of 
unique period properties. 

Our artisan team is made up of university educated craftsmen, 
who take extreme care in their work and will happily share 
with clients the knowledge and experience of the properties 
they have been fortunate enough to work on. We offer a 
highly personalised service and help clients expose the secrets 
of their properties as well as providing advice on associated 
maintenance and design of period properties. 



Nicholas (Nick) Sinclair BA 
(Hons) Fine Art – Managing 
Director

Nick originally began 
working for the family 
business in his late teens 
and had gained a wealth of 
knowledge and experience 
from working in period 
and listed properties. 
He graduated from De 
Montfort University in 
2005 with a Ba (Hons) 
in Fine Art. Nick enjoys 
sculpting, painting and 
working with metal in his 
(very little) spare time and 
is the main creative driving 
force in the business. With 
years of experience under 
his belt your beams and 
house are in safe hands.

Peter Lorrimer Ba (Hons) 
Fine Art

Peter joined the Back 
From Black team in 2004 
and graduated from De 
Montfort university in 
2005 with his degree in 
Fine Art. We are always 
hearing back from clients 
telling us what a pleasure 
it is to have Peter in their 
homes. His diligent manner 
and attention to detail will 
ensure that your timbers 
are lightened to perfection. 
Peter also enjoys playing 
gigs with his guitar in 
Ireland where he resides 
with his wife.

Lucy Newton Ba (Hons) 
Language and Linguistics

Lucy joined the business 
in 2017 after graduating 
from Brighton University 
with a Ba Hons in English 
Language and Linguistics. 
She now manages the 
office and will most likely 
be the first person you 
speak to! She runs a 
tight ship here and has a 
wealth of customer service 
experience. Her friendly 
and personable manner 
means she is a great person 
to talk beams with, so don’t 
hesitate to get in touch. 
We’re very proud to say 
that Lucy is also studying 
towards her Masters is 
Business Administration.



The Process

• Our process is an applied finish which 
goes over the top of the existing 
surface of the beams, meaning that 
there is no stripping or blasting 
involved

• The natural grain of the wood is 
highlighted so the true character 
(knots, carpenters marks, grain) of the 
beam is enhanced

• The process creates a very natural 
looking finish. It certainly doesn’t look 
like ‘another layer of paint’

• There are three different finishes to 
choose from, to match other beams or 
the age and style of the property. The 
options are: aged oak, warm oak and 
weathered grey

• Every property and beam is unique 
and our process reflects this. There 
is a level of customisation with the 
finish and we can adapt to suit taste, 
preferences or reflect other beams in 
the property. We can show samples of 
the finish on the beams on site so that 
a true feel for the end product can be 
seen in situ with the actual lighting/
interior

• We can match different timbers from 
different ages and also match pine 
beams to oak ones – harmonising 
different timbers 

• As we use all water-based materials, 
there are no harsh chemicals used and 
no fumes to worry about. The building 
does not need to be evacuated as it 
would with other methods of beam 
renovation 

• The original surface of the beams 
is preserved underneath our finish 
(which can be removed) therefore not 
disturbing the history of the beams

• The treatment takes around 1 hour to 
be touch dry and is fully dry within 24 
hours

• The work is completed in up to 4 
phases, broadly as follows:

• Preparation
• Base treatment – to lighten  

the beams
• 2nd and 3rd layers to create  

the finished look (as necessary)

Process



Method Statement

We can normally carry out the works without a site visit in advance. On the day(s) of the 
work itself, the following activities will be carried out:

On Arrival
Upon arrival we will carry out a brief inspection of the area our team will be working in.  
We will be looking for:

• clear access to the property

• good access to the full extent of the beams

• good ventilation

• lighting and power 
We will also advise on any additional furniture movement/removal required in order to 
complete the work safely and ensure furniture and belongings are protected. 

Beam Inspection
Over the years, we have uncovered the 
secrets of many beams. We know that 
carpenters’ marks are not always straight 
forward roman numerals. We have 
discovered roundels, heat applied branding 
and many intricate carvings which all help 
to add to the historic narrative of the 
property. We seek to identify these before 
we commence work so we can ensure we 
highlight these amazing features. 

The beam inspection also allows us to give 
a detailed assessment as to their condition 
and identify any issues which may mean 
we cannot complete the works. Following 
inspection, we can also provide better 
guidance as to the exact style of finish we 
apply.

❶

❷



Sampling
Before we start work, we need to understand what the ultimate finish needs to look like. 
If we have not had chance to agree this in advance, now is the time to consider samples 
in situ. There are three different finishes to choose from, to match other beams or the age 
and style of the property. The options are: aged oak, warm oak and weathered grey.

There is also a level of customisation with the finish and we can adapt to match or 
harmonise different timbers in the property. 

We will either provide prefinished samples for consideration or carry out sampling in a 
small test area on the actual beams. 

Treatment Application
This is the fine detail work which highlights the features of the beams and picks out 
the grain and any carpenters’ marks etc. This is usually touch dry within 1-2 hours of 
application, but we recommend that the beams be given a full 24 hours to dry completely. 

Clear Down and Final Inspection
All materials will be cleared from site to enable a full final inspection of the beams. At 
this stage, we will talk the property owner through any features or hidden marks we have 
found during our works and explain how we have highlighted them and where possible, 
what they relate to, helping to add to the story of the property.

❸

❹

❺



Fast
• The process is fast. We recommend ventilating the area in question for 

24 hours post application, but only to aid the drying process. Rooms 
can typically be used again on the same day.

Non-Corrosive. 
• We do not use corrosive chemicals in our process.
• All applications are water based.     

Mess Free
• With our process there is no need for messy and disruptive 

sandblasting or any other blasting method, mechanical or chemical 
stripping. It is the only mess free alternative to blasting and stripping.

Non-Hazardous
• We recommend ventilating the area in question for 24 hours post 

application, but only to aid the drying process. Rooms can typically be 
used again on the same day.   

Minimal Disruption
• We can work in fully decorated and carpeted rooms without 

disruption, mess or dust.
• Furniture can be covered, rather than removed. 

No Invasive Tooling
• The process is applied with brushes only. The timbers will not be 

damaged at all.     

Key Information



Louis and Sarah had recently bought their 
first home together in Hove and what a 
project they undertook. The 16th century 
cottage needed a lot of work doing to 
it, both structurally and decoratively. In 
search of inspiration and décor ideas they 
originally came across Back From Black 
having seen our work on Instagram.  Their 
decision was confirmed following a personal 
recommendation from TV personality George 
Clarke who we had worked with on previous 
properties for his show. Having spent time 
at the property with them sampling, and 
considering their other ideas for how the 
rooms would look, they settled on a warm 
oak finish, which has lifted the ceiling and 
provided a more traditional feel to the 
property. 

Having completed the downstairs rooms, 
we have been asked back to complete the 
upstairs which will once again feature as 
part of the George Clarke ‘Old House, New 
Home’ series. This was a lovely building 
and such a pleasure to work with a couple 
embarking on a significant renovation and 
restoration project. 

Client: Louis and Sarah
Property Style: 16th Century Cottage
Room(s): Ground Floor
Treatment/Finish: Warm Oak
Location: Hove, Sussex

Case Study: 16th Century 
Cottage, Sussex

Back From Black in Action
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Your Questions Answered

We appreciate the fact that black beams can make rooms feel heavy and dark, especially 
when combined with low ceilings, another feature of many period properties. It is for this 
reason that we invented our process. 

Rather than stripping back layers which may contain archaeological evidence of the 
building’s construction and development, we apply an additional cosmetic layer that helps 
to highlight the original features of the timber, whilst also lightening the look and feel. 

We feel our solution enhances what is already present and allows you to balance 
aesthetics with conservation. We simply create another step in the long timeline already 
associated with your property. 

What is the difference between sand blasting/
stripping and what you do?

Blasting, chemical and mechanical stripping actually 
remove historic layers of paint and the timber. This 
is a messy, time consuming and damaging process 
that can affect the integrity of the timbers and most 
importantly remove archaeological evidence of the 
building’s construction and development.

Our process is a cosmetic treatment applied to the 
timber, without the removal of any historic paint or 
timber layers - even the black remains! As such, our 
process is fast and clean and does not require the area 
to be cleared. By applying an additional layer, we are 
highlighting historic dating rather than removing it.

Can you treat 
external and 
internal timbers? 

Yes, we can. We have 
worked on a number of 
properties to renovate 
their external timbers 
as well as internal 
works. The process and 
treatment is similar for 
interior and exterior 
beams.

Q&A



Does the room need clearing? 

We do ask clients to clear the room(s) as much as 
possible. Larger pieces of furniture such as beds and 
sofas can remain in place, but need to be covered, and 
we can work around these.

All small furniture and valuables should be removed 
and soft furnishings like curtains and blinds should be 
taken down.

To all intents and purposes, the same precautions 
are necessary as if you were carrying out routine 
decoration. If the building is undergoing full 
renovation and the room is clear, then all the better.

Is it a chemical based treatment?

No. It is purely a cosmetic treatment using water-
based substances. This means the process is quick, 
clean and there is very little odour. 

How long will the 
process take?

Most rooms can be 
completed inside a 
day. We recommend 
ventilating the area for 
24 hours to aid drying, 
but because we do not 
use chemicals, rooms 
can normally return to 
use the same day.

What is the substance you use?

It is a combination of water-based materials (mixed 
with specialist knowledge and years of dedication!).

Is it toxic in any 
way to people or 
animals?

No, it is purely a 
cosmetic treatment 
using water-based 
substances. 

Does it require a risk assessment? 

No. Because there are no chemicals used in the process, there is no risk assessment 
required. We work on the same principles as a decorator would.

What preparatory work is required? 

Other than preparing the room so that our team can work safely and so furniture/
valuables are protected, there is no preparatory work on the timbers themselves. In 
the case of dusty/hard to reach roof beams, we will clean the timbers with a damp 
cloth before we begin work. 



Will it cause any noise or dust? 

No. The process is mess free and is applied in the same way as paint decoration, so 
there is no noise. Our process is without doubt the kindest and most gentle way to 
lighten the beams.

Will there be a certification of works? 

No. Because our treatment is classed as decoration 
only and not building works, no certification is 
required/issued.

Does it affect the 
integrity of the 
structural timbers? 

Absolutely not. 
Unlike blasting or 
stripping, our process 
does not affect the 
timber in anyway. 
We effectively apply 
a new layer on 
top of the existing 
paints. Nothing is 
removed and historic 
paint layers remain, 
preserving historic 
integrity.

Does it impregnate the timber?

No. Our process does not affect the timber in 
anyway. We effectively apply a new layer on top of 
the existing paints, nothing is removed and historic 
paint layers remain, preserving historic integrity.

What Insurance 
cover do you carry?

We carry Public 
Liability insurance of 
up to £1 million. 

Have you worked on listed properties before?

Yes. Needless to say, many of the properties with 
exposed beams are of significant importance and can 
carry designations. We have worked on all classes of 
listed building. 

Your Questions Answered



There are many benefits 
from the Back from Black 
process...

No Need to Clear the Room
Simply protect valuables and furniture as if you were decorating.

24h

Fast
The process is fast. We recommend ventilating the area in question for 
24 hours post application, but only to aid the drying process. Rooms 
can typically be used again on the same day.

Mess Free
With our process there is no need for messy and disruptive sandblasting 
or any other blasting method, mechanical or chemical stripping. It is the 
only mess free alternative to blasting and stripping.

Highlights Original Features
Where black paint hides features, our process exentuates and  
highlIghts original timber features.

Can be Removed
When creating our treatment, we also made sure that it can be easily 
removed if necessary, again without the need for blasting or stripping.

Preserves Historical Integrity
Our process is a cosmetic treatment applied to the timber, without the 
removal of any historic paint or timber layers.



Jane and Alan approached us whilst planning 
the total renovation of their Farmhouse 
Kitchen, a project which was to feature on the 
TV Series George Clarke’s Old House New 
Home. 

When Jane contacted us, she explained that 
the beams in the house were one of the 
features that attracted them to the property 
but were equally something they hated as the 
dark colour was so oppressive. 

Jane says “Having a new kitchen was the 
push we needed to see what we could do 
to change them (the beams).  We looked at 
several possible methods to transform them, 
but having carried out a lot of research, we 
were impressed and intrigued by Back from 
Black’s concept of transformation to a natural 
colour we wanted, without any mess or 
damage to the beams”.

She continues “We chatted with Lucy and 
Nick who were really helpful and it was clear 
to us that as the family business who had 
invented their unique no mess process, they 
were the team to work with.  I confess we 
were a little nervous when they came to carry 

Client: Jane and Alan Southcott
Property Style: Farmhouse
Room(s): Kitchen
Treatment/Finish: Aged Oak
Location: Mellor, Stockport

Back From Black in Action

Case Study: Farmhouse 
Kitchen, Stockport 

out the job right at the end of the kitchen 
build when all our units were in and the floor 
cleaned - but we need not have worried.  The 
process was, as they said it would be, mess 
free”.

Alan concludes “The beams are one of the 
most important finishing touches to our 
kitchen renovation. The room feels bright and 
airy and so much bigger without the darkness 
of the beams above us.  We are absolutely 
thrilled with the results.  The transformation of 
the beams totally surpassed our expectations”.





Email: info@backfromblack.co.uk
Telephone: +44 (0)1483 361140
Web: www.backfromblack.co.uk
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