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passed. Arriving at the William Morris Society’s 
museum, we were welcomed out of the rain by Thalia, 
an outstanding guide for both this museum and our later 
visit to Emery Walker’s house. The Society, founded in 
1955 to share knowledge of the life and works of 
William Morris (1834–1896), is based in the coach house 
and basement of Kelmscott House, 26 Upper Mall, 
where Morris lived from 1879 until his death. 

The current exhibition is on the work of John Henry 
Dearle (1859–1932), Morris’s apprentice and successor 
as Artistic Director of Morris & Co. Tapestries, 
embroideries, printed textiles and wallpapers, all from 
the Society’s collection, are on display until 17 December 
2023. 

There is a link on the William Morris Society’s 
website to the new walking guide for Hammersmith 
Riverside, which highlights some of the Arts & Crafts 
stories of the area and the key people of the movement. 

Further west along the river is 7 Hammersmith 
Terrace, the home of Emery Walker (1851–1933), a 
photographer, typographer and antiquary who became a 

great friend of William Morris. He co-founded the 
Doves Press with Thomas James Cobden-Sanderson 
(1840–1922), an artist and bookbinder. Walker’s house 
includes one of the largest collections of hand-blocked 
Morris & Co. wallpapers in situ and a superb range of 
textiles and embroideries. The mixture of seventeenth 
and eighteenth-century furniture with items designed by 
Philip Webb and others, embody the Arts and Crafts 
aesthetic. 

On loan from the collections of the V&A (W.4-2014) 
is an oak double bedstead c. 1900s that belonged to 
Emery Walker. Designed by Sidney Barnsley in a style 
closely associated with the Cotswold School, it was 
made by Heal & Son Ltd. The bed cover was 
embroidered by May Morris, who lived next door to the 
Walker family. The house is now owned and managed 
by the Emery Walker Trust. Our guides were Thalia and 
Angela, to whom we owe grateful thanks for such an 
informed and enjoyable visit. 

Liz Hancock

Book Reviews
Cains, Simon and Robertson, Brian. Piddington & 
Furniture a history and dynasty (Coval Consulting 
Publishing, 2022)

This is both a history of Piddington — a small 
Buckinghamshire village near High Wycombe — and a 
history of Benjamin North’s furniture factory. The two 
stories are intertwined because the village would never 
have existed without the factory. But in 1853, when the 
first Benjamin North set up his original factory in West 
Wycombe, the idea of moving the factory and creating 
an entirely new village in fields a couple of miles away 
must never has crossed his mind. 

The book starts with the Piddington site before the 
factory and village were built there. There are some 
surprisingly interesting anecdotes, given that the site of 
the future village was just empty fields with no buildings. 
Its history includes Welsh drovers, eighteenth-century 
highwaymen, and medieval skeletons in a nearby well. 

The next few chapters are largely based on the first 
Benjamin North’s autobiography, detailing his difficult 
childhood in Thame, Oxfordshire, his short-term jobs 
and his conversion to Methodism. His Methodist faith, 
and that of his son and grandson, would have 
implications for the future running of the factory and 
would shape the development of Piddington village — 
especially the location of the pub, well outside the 
village. North entered the furniture trade by chance, 
beginning as a turner after a short period of 
unemployment when the papermill where he worked 
closed. He then became a travelling furniture salesman, 
working for a fellow Methodist, taking wagons loaded 
with Wycombe furniture as far north as Leeds. 
According to his autobiography, he worked hard, saved 
hard, taught himself to read and write. He also sold 

locally-made lace on the return journeys, so that in 1853 
he was eventually able to set up his own factory in West 
Wycombe. Other sources for the early history of the 
West Wycombe factory include newspaper accounts, an 
employee’s notebook, an early photograph, pages from a 
catalogue and a patented chair from this period. There 
are insights into how furniture factories’ perennial 
challenges of strikes and fires were dealt with, and a 
sense of how these affected the wider community. There 
are also accounts of more festive times such as factory 
social events and a West Wycombe chair arch to rival 
the better-known High Wycombe examples. In common 
with so many of the factories in the area, North’s 
expanded from Windsor chairs to ‘fancy cabinet 
furniture’ in the later nineteenth century. 

By 1902, and now under the leadership of the third 
Benjamin North, the factory must have seemed like an 
immutable element of West Wycombe village, as well as 
being its largest employer. But when the factory, for a 
combination of reasons, suddenly found itself needing 
more space, the West Wycombe landowner was 
unwilling to sell any land to North on terms he could 
accept. The solution was a move to the empty fields a 
mile or two away that became Piddington village. 

We learn how the move affected the workforce and 
other villagers — from old men who now had a much 
longer walk to work, to widows who could no longer 
conveniently get their firewood from the factory. We 
also discover how the factory affected the development 
of the village, for example by providing an early source 
of electricity for the village. A wealth of photographs 
from the early years of the new factory, inside and out, 
illustrate this section, many previously unpublished. 
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Later chapters deal with another aspect of local 
Piddington history, with army exercises taking place 
there in the years running up to World War I. Further 
developments include new furniture styles of the 
twentieth century, Coronation furniture and World War 
II. The original buildings still remain and the site still 
houses a furniture factory. The village hall now occupies 
the site of the original factory in West Wycombe. 

This book is engagingly written and very accessible. 
One of the strengths is the plentiful illustrations, despite 
a small minority being unattributed. Another strength is 
the clarity with which it is written. With the potential 
confusion of three generations of Benjamin Norths, it is 
always clear which generation is being referred to, and 
historically ambiguous or unfamiliar terms are clearly 
explained. It’s also refreshing to have the role of women 
workers included and to understand the pitifully poor 
earning potential of women at this time. 

The authors tell us that this book emerged partly 
from walks taken during the strict lockdown rules of 
2020. It’s good to know that one of the positives that 
came from that challenging time is this very readable 
addition to furniture (and local) history. 

Catherine Grigg 

McKenna, Rachel. Traditional Architecture in Offaly: 
History, Materials and Furniture 1800 to present day
(Offaly County Council 2022), 288pp, ISBN 978-1-91632
87-6-1.

It is available online via https://www.offalyhistory.com/
shop/book-store, price €30.00 
The author Rachel McKenna is architect for Offaly 
County Council and has been researching vernacular 
buildings since 2018 when it was realised that the 
number of thatched buildings in the county was 
declining rapidly. After Claudia Kinmonth9 recorded 
and documented Carrigeen Farmhouse, an amazingly 
untouched survival of a traditional house and its 
furnishings, Rachel carried on the research. She made a 
point of asking home owners about their furniture and 
fittings and often found good pieces of local furniture 
which had been relegated to farm buildings and 
outhouses. 

The book has chapters covering the history of 
Carrigeen Farm, the setting of vernacular buildings in 
the landscape, farmyards and farm buildings, 
architecture (including plan types, construction, 
materials and thatching) and many aspects of social 
history from food, farming, pigs living in the house, 
employment and housing improvements (with the 
eviction of the pigs!) But the chapter of greatest interest 
to RFS members is Chapter 5 Interior and Furniture
which fills pages 98–213. In every case the furniture is 
looked at in the context of the house and family, how it 
was used and why it was designed the way it was. The 
kitchen hearth was the focus of family life, for heating 
and cooking, eating, talking, story-telling and music-
making, and much of the furniture in this room is 
described in relation to the it. The dresser often stood 
opposite the fireplace, where the leaping flames would 
light up the delf (delft, though most of it was not 
actually Delftware) on the dresser shelves and make it 
glow. By the end of the nineteenth century the dresser 

was the most important item of furniture in the house 
and was often built in situ in one piece, a fact which may 
have made its survival more common than might 
otherwise have been the case. An annotated diagram 
describes all the parts of the dresser, with the working 
surface known as the dresser bed, and the decorative top 
piece being the fascia or the crown board. This could be 
moulded, pierced, or have a decorative outline along the 
bottom edge. The earlier dressers were open below the 
drawers, with a central splat baluster support, and are 
known as either fiddle front dressers or goose dressers, 
as it was common for nesting geese and/or hens to be 
housed in the base. The precise arrangement of plate 
shelves, cup hooks and slots for spoons could vary from 
family to family, making these intensely personal items. 

Other furniture in the kitchen often included a cup 
rack or hanging dresser, originally a simple frame fixed 
to the wall with hooks for cups and jugs; some also had 
a narrow shelf at the bottom. Beds could be nothing 
more than a chaff or straw bed placed on the floor or 
sometimes, for visitors, on some chairs, but the settle 
bed featured in many kitchens, providing seating, 
storage and a bed in one piece of furniture. Dressers and 
settles sometimes had sledge feet which could absorb the 
damp from the ubiquitous earth floors and be replaced 
when necessary. A large meal chest or ark stored food 
for the hungry months of June and July when last year’s 
potato crop had run out and the next crop was still 
growing. Like the wall-mounted salt box it often had a 
sloping lid to prevent things from being put on top. 

The book looks in similar detail at the furniture in the 
parlour and the bedroom of the three-roomed houses, 
and describes press beds, corner cupboards, parlour 
chairs and dowry chests. The author suggests that many 
items of furniture may have been made by the local 
wheelwright, using his draw knife to create simple 
chamfers around panels instead of the more complex 
mouldings produced by a carpenter or joiner. Simpler 
items were probably made by family members. She also 
discusses the changes in painting and colour schemes, 
which were often coordinated with the furniture, the 
fireplace surround and the front door all being painted 
the same colour. This is especially true in the later 
period of gloss paints in bright colours and seems a little 
startling to those of us used to furniture in varying 
shades of brown. 

The author quotes from many contemporary sources 
and from Claudia Kinmonth’s work, and Carrigeen 
Farm features prominently throughout the book. It is 
sumptuously illustrated with numerous superb 
photographs, from the buildings to the landscape, from 
iron gates to close-up details of a precious cup stapled 
together after a breakage. Contemporary line drawings, 
paintings and maps add to the mix, as well as Rachel’s 
own pen, ink and watercolour sketches and house plans 
which have a magic of their own. This is a book not so 
much about architecture and furnishings as about the 
everyday life of the Irish people as revealed by their 
homes and their belongings and is a worthy addition to 
anyone’s bookshelves. 

Linda Hall 

9 Author of Irish Country Furniture 1700–1950 and an unpublished 
survey of Carrigeen Farmhouse.


