
136

THE ANCIENT CHEST OF ST. NICHOLAS'S 
CHURCH, LIVERPOOL.

By Henry Peet, M.A., F.S.A.
Read November 3rd, 1927.

IN the parish church of Ladykirk, pleasantly situated 
just over the border on the Scottish side of the 

Tweed, almost immediately opposite Norham Castle and 
about six miles from Berwick-on-Tweed, there is to be 
found a beautifully carved oak chest, which I saw for 
the first time in August, 1927.

The existence of this oak chest has been known to me 
for many years, in fact, since 1892, when I was one of 
the churchwardens of the parish of Liverpool, and as 
the chest has a carved inscription which states that it 
was the gift of Edward Williamson in 1651 to the Church 
of St. Nicholas, Liverpool, I wrote to the then minister 
of Ladykirk (the Rev. Wm. Dobie) and requested him 
to furnish me with such information as was within his 
knowledge of the recent history of the chest, how long 
it had been in his church, and to explain, as far as he was 
able, how it came to wander so far from its original 
home.

Mr. Dobie informed me that it was presented to his 
church in the month of October, 1885, by Lady Marjori- 
banks, of Ladykirk, and that it was purchased by the 
late Mr. Jonathan Melrose, solicitor, of Coldstream, and 
factor to Lady Marjoribanks, at a sale in Edinburgh, by 
public auction on nth April 1885. The auctioneer, he 
informed me, was Mr. Thomas Chapman, of n Hanover 
Street, Edinburgh, and Lot 131 was catalogued as the 
property of a bankrupt estate in Sheffield. I thereupon 
wrote to Mr. Chapman for further information. He was
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not at first very communicative, but gave it as his 
opinion that the chest in question was a " modern 
antique." Upon pressing him still further he replied 
in a letter under date 24 September, 1892, in which he 
says : " After I got your letter I wrote the party who 
had to do with the goods I sold from Sheffield, and I 
quote a portion of his letter applying to the chest," as 
follows : ' The chest was a genuine old chest, have 
never made a chest yet, and should not think of doing 
so as I can buy them at the price of the wood. I re­ 
member that one very well and found all the details of 
it. There had been some carving done to it.' Mr. 
Chapman declined to put me into direct communication 
with this mysterious man from Sheffield and I had to be 
satisfied with the cryptic explanation given above.

The chest is of old oak, of massive construction, and 
measures 2 ft. 6 ins. in height, 4! ft. in length and 22 ins. 
in breadth. The lid presents some very elaborate work­ 
manship, and consists of a frame-work, into which are 
set three panels with richly carved mouldings. On the 
centre panel is carved in bold lettering, ' Saynt Nycholas, 
Liverpoole ' ; on the top of the frame-work, ' It is more 
blessyed to give than to receive,' and below the centre 
panel ' Gods worst is better than the worldes best.' The 
centre panel also contains the following : ' Man shall 
not live by bread alone but by everie word that pro- 
ceedeth out of the mouth of ye Lord.'

On the front of the chest are three carved panels, also 
richly moulded. The centre one contains a representa­ 
tion of the Flight into Egypt, below which is the date 
1651. On the left-hand panel is depicted a Chalice, 
borne by crossed Croziers and a Bible, beautifully carved ; 
and a similar design occupies the right panel. This 
would indicate the use for which the chest was intended 
 a receptacle for the sacred vessels and the altar service 
books when not in use. On the upper rail the date is
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again carved, and the name of the donor, as follows :  
' Edward Williamsons Gift to ye Trulye Poore and Aged 
of ys Pah.' Below the panels on the lower rail, ' My 
Trust is in God alone,' and on the plinth (which rests on 
an enriched moulding) there appears in bold antique 
letters the words of our Blessed Lord, ' I was hungrie 
and ye gave me meat, I was thirstie and ye gave me 
Drinke, a stranger and ye tooke me in, naked and ye 
clothed me, I was sicke and ye visited me.'

The panels on the lid, other than the centre panel, 
contain two raised escutcheons, on which are coats of 
arms and crests. That on the left side, Arg. a chevron 
gules, between three trefoils slipped sable [WILLIAMSON] 
impaling, sable ten billets, 4. 3. 2 and i arg. [BLUNDELL]. 
This is surmounted by an esquire's helmet, and for crest
 an arm emboived in armour, holding a cutlass, ppr 
[BLUNDELL.] On the right-hand panel the same arms 
and the same crest are depicted, with an additional crest
 Out of a mural crown gules, a demi-dragon or 
[WILLIAMSON].

I do not profess to be an expert or judge of old furniture. 
My opinion must therefore be taken for what it is worth. 
I made a very careful examination of this elaborately 
carved chest, and if it is a " modern antique " the work 
has been most cleverly and skilfully executed. The 
chest itself is undoubtedly a very ancient one. The 
hinges (one broken) are rusty and apparently of wrought 
iron of antiquated make. The keyhole is not in the 
middle of the chest, but slightly to the right side. Some 
portion of the carving on the lid, notably the two coats 
of arms, appeared to me to be, if anything, more modern 
than the carving of the centre panel, or the carving on 
the front, and somewhat more evenly and finely cut. 
But the interior of the chest was rough, worm-eaten and 
certainly not modern. I know, of course, the miserable 
dodges to which modern forgers of oak furniture resort
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in order to procure purchasers, and the decayed parts 
and the worm-eaten appearance may have been manu­ 
factured, but the carving, other than the coats of arms, 
impressed me as the patient, painstaking work of an 
unusually skilful workman.

The opinion I formed was that this was the original 
chest presented to the Church of St. Nicholas, Liverpool, 
by Edward Williamson in 1651, but that it had been 
manipulated and slightly added to by a modern carver.

Whether this be the original chest, or a ' faked ' modern 
antique, I think it desirable that some account of its 
known history should be placed on record. Gathering 
up all the facts revealed from the letters I received thirty- 
five years ago, and my personal inspection of the chest 
last August, I have come to the conclusion I have above 
stated. Possibly some member of this Society who has 
expert knowledge, may be inspired to visit this interesting 
neighbourhood, call in at the church, examine the chest, 
and give us a report.

In conclusion, if this is the undoubted original oak 
chest, it is somewhat surprising that the Minister and the 
members of the congregation of Ladykirk should care 
to retain in their possession a piece of furniture which 
was presented to the Parish of Liverpool more than two 
centuries ago, by a devout and influential parishioner, 
who in 1653 filled the office of Mayor, and whose coat of 
arms and crest are emblazoned in one of the windows of 
the south aisle of St. Nicholas's Church.

On the other hand, if the chest is a modern forgery, a 
fraudulent piece of roguery, it is the more surprising that 
the reverend Minister of Ladykirk should keep it in the 
house of God, and place it altarwise at the east end of 
the church in the position usually occupied by the Holy 
Table. A lie in oak had surely better be in a secular 
building.

The Rectors and church officers of Liverpool at some
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unknown period sadly neglected their duty, as custodians 
of the ' moveables ' in their charge, by permitting this 
chest to leave their church, unless, as is quite possible, 
it was stolen during the troublous times of the seventeenth 
century. That the parish of Ladykirk acquired it in a 
perfectly honest and legitimate manner is, of course, 
beyond question or dispute.


