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Classic restoration - from the inside The Boston Globe
Amesbury's LeBaron Bonney has gained a niche in renewing antique interiors

By Bill Griffith
February 24, 2008
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AMESBURY - It's a scene you might imagine taking place during many a car
restoration project.

In 1959, Lee Atherton purchased a 1931 Ford Model A Deluxe Roadster and
started "fixing it up." He did the mechanical work, then had a local body shop do
some metal work and painting. By this point he realized his project had become a
restoration, not a fix-up. But he didn't know how to handle one facet of the
undertaking: how to handle the upholstery.

That's when some workers from the re-upholstering department of the Atherton
family's Haverhill furniture shop stepped up. They said they could duplicate the
original interior and convertible top. It turned out they did an even better job
than promised.

When Lee displayed the roadster at car shows, other Ford owners not only
marveled at the quality of the work, but asked if Lee could have his employees
work on their cars, too. It proved key to the partnership of Lee (LeBaron)
Atherton and his brother Jack (Bonney) Atherton, a pair of entrepreneurs who
had launched a variety of local businesses going back to Cape Cod bicycle rentals
in 1938. But now their company, LeBaron Bonney, had found its niche,
specializing in antique automotive interiors - their services would include
carpeting, door panels, upholstery, headliners, and convertible tops.

From the beginning, they insisted on attention to detail and historical aceuracy.
"My uncle Lee was a stickler for that," said Steve Atherton, Jack's son and the
company's current marketing manager. "We'd get an original model of a car, tear
it down, and record everything from measurements to materials to stitching.
Then he'd have to work with mills to make the fabries.”

Over the years, LeBaron Bonney expanded its Ford interior and top "kits" to
include more than 200 models for the years 1928-1954. In 1995, the company
purchased Hampton Coach, which specialized in Chevrolets from 1916-1954 as
well as other GM wehicles. In 2006, it added ABC Auto Upholstery of
Philadelphia, a firm specializing in 1955-1962 Ford interiors - an era during
which the auto industry began to use embossed vinyls and other synthetic
materials. LeBaron Bonney's total offering now includes more than 800 models
and variations.

Still, the company will be forever linked to the Model A. "Ford made about 4
million of them," said Atherton, "and they were all steel, not metal and wood like
many early cars, so more of them tended to survive. And to own one is to be part
of a big group, much like riding a Harley-Davidson. The Model A's get passed
around the family or sold, and sconer or later someone decides to restore it
again. After a half-century, we still get a steady stream of orders and inquiries
about Model A kits."
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The decision to restore an interior can carry a big priee tag. A full interior -
including upholstery, door panels, headliner, and carpeting - runs between
$1,000 and $9,000, depending on materials used (leather is far more expensive
than vinyl) and the complexity of the model. If the job is done correctly, however,
the increased value of the vehicle usually surpasses the money invested in the
restoration.

LeBaron Bonney now occupies Amesbhury's "Biddle & Smart" building. Biddle &
Smart was a major player in the manufacture of carriages - Amesbury was the
country's leading carriage manufacturer - and later auto bodies, including
Hudson bodies. "I recently received an e-mail from the owner of a 1929 Hudson,"
said Steve Atherton. "Even though we don't do kits for this car, he hought
materials from us and did it himself. He wrote to thank us and say that he felt his
car had come full eirele because its body had been built here by Biddle & Smart."

The company keeps a relatively low profile, promoting itself mainly through
advertisements in eollector-car publications such as Hemmings Motor News, and
on its website, lebaronbonney.com.

Generally, it takes about six weeks from order to delivery.

Steve Atherton estimates that three-quarters of the company's customers do the
kit installations themselves, with professional restoration shops doing most of the
rest.

"When someone advertises a car for sale, noting that it has a LeBaron Bonney
interior tells prospective buyers that an important part of the vehicle - usually the
final stage of restoration - has been done right," he said. "And, over the years,
that's usually come to be abbreviated as 'LB int' or just 'LB.'"=
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