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One of the problems associated with regional furniture is its anonymity. The answers to 
questions about the maker, the locality, the original owner and purpose, and the subsequent 
history of a piece can be hard to find. So it is particularly satisfying to find a piece in the 
building for which it was made together with information on its date, ownership, and 
provenance. A cupboard in Churche’s Mansion, Nantwich, Cheshire, is exceptionally 
informative (Fig. i). It has been on display in the building which is open to the public as a 
restaurant, since the 1950s but has not been published outside the guidebook to the house.1 
Churche’s Mansion is a moated timber-framed merchant’s house built on the edge of the 
town at the end of Hospital Street. An inscription on the front of the house reads: ‘Rychard 
Churche and Margerye Church his wife Mai n 11 Thomas Clease made this work; anno dni 
m c c c c c lx x  v n in the xv i 111 yere of the reane of our noble queene elesabeth.’ The building 
consists of a central hall with a small raised dais and two projecting wings one containing a 
buttery and kitchen and the other a large withdrawing room. Upstairs are bed chambers, a 
nursery, a solar, and a dormitory. The cupboard probably stood in the hall; a motif 
consisting of a four petalled flower and two lines is repeated on the stiles of the paneling of 
the dais in this room and around the doors of the upper part of the cupboard (Figs 2 and 4). 
The motif is also found in the large withdrawing room and on the outside of the building.

In the sixteenth century Nantwich was a prosperous market town, second only to Chester 
in the county’. In addition, it was on the route to Ireland from London via Holyhead and was 
a day’s march from Chester so was used to garrison troops and as a stopping place by 
traders on the way to Ireland.2 The family of Churche is thought to have come from 
Leicestershire and bought property in Nantwich in the mid fifteenth century. Rychard 
Churche (1540-92) married Margerye Wright of one of the other prosperous families in the 
town. He was a successful merchant owning salt houses, a share in the corn mill on the river 
Weaver, tanning pits, and possibly a glass works. He owned much property in Nantwich 
and bought estates in Betton in Shropshire. His will, dated 21 June 1592, survives and an 
inventory of his goods amounting to £2 16  13s. 4d. taken on 12  October 1592 accompanies 
the will.3 The final entry reads: ‘ Item Tables cupboards formes stooles chaires coffers 
chestes and other household stuffe £4 6s. 8d.'

The cupboard is the only item of furniture that has been traced. It may have left the house 
on Rychard’s death in 1592 when his property was divided between his two sons: William, 
the elder, inheriting the Betton estates and Randle, the younger, taking the mansion. On the 
death of Rychard’s greatgrandson, another Randle, in 1674 the Nantwich branch died out 
and the properties were reunited. The cupboard may have been removed from the mansion 
at this point as it was let to tenants from this time. The house remained the property of the 
Churche family but they never returned and eventually it deteriorated until it became 
unlettable in the twentieth century and was purchased and restored by Dr and Mrs Myott in 
1930. In 1952 Dr Myott purchased the cupboard from a sale of contents at Betton Hall.
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i . Cupboard c. 1577 in Churche’s Mansion, Nantwich

The cupboard is 70V2 in. high, 68 in. wide and 25 V2 in. deep. It is of light golden colour, 
black shellac having been removed from it in the 1950s. The left hand end has been replaced. 
The front bears the arms of Elizabeth I in the centre with the leopard and the dragon of the 
Royal Arms appearing on the upper doors beneath the initials of Rychard and Margerye 
Churche (Fig. 2). Where one would expect to find columns on an English press cupboard of 
this type at either end of the upper half, elaborate caryatids of male and female form appear. 
Other Renaissance motifs are the three pilasters in the lower half of the cupboard and 
various classical mouldings such as echinus, acanthus, bead and reel, and a curious frieze 
consisting of miniature pilasters complete with echinus moulding and volutes. The male and 
female masks on the lower doors are said to represent the original ow ners. Certainly similar 
faces are carved on the outside of the building and the initials RM C appear linked by a knot
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2. Upper door of the cupboard

in a carved oak overmantel in the solar. The two ends of the cupboard are carved with round 
headed arches with echinus mouldings on the upper panels.

It might seem unlikely that a piece of such quality with strong Renaissance influence could 
be made in Nantwich, a town of some two thousand inhabitants in the sixteenth century, 
but there seems to be no reason to believe that the cupboard was not made in 1577 when the 
house was built or soon after. The natural reluctance of the landlord to spend money on a 
tenanted property meant that all of the interior woodwork of the house remained under 
later layers of paint and plaster. This displays similar skill and sophistication to the 
cupboard and suggests that the same craftsman worked on it. The large room in the west 
wing contains fluted pilasters and a carved overmantel (Fig. 3). The carving on the panelling 
is less detailed than that of the cupboard but appears to be the same pattern. In particular the 
echinus moulding which appears on the pilasters of the lower half of the cupboard is found 
on the capitals of the pilasters of the overmantel and around the room (Fig. 3) and in a 
simplified form on the base of the large pilasters around the room. The solar on the upper 
floor also has large fluted pilasters with similar capitals and a fire surround of two similar 
smaller pilasters surmounted by a fluted frieze and an overmantel of two arched panels and 
a square central panel bearing the initials R M C  joined by a knot.
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3. Overmantel, Churche’s Mansion

4. Detail of panelling in the hall
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There is no reason to believe that the house was not built at one period in 1577 by Thomas 
Clcase as the inscription records (in the past it was thought that part of the house was 
earlier). Little is known of Thomas Clease. He was involved in the rebuilding of the town 
after the disastrous fire of 1585 which destroyed most of the timber-framed buildings in the 
centre of the town. Churche’s mansion being on the edge of the town survived the fire. South 
Lancashire and Cheshire are noted for the decorative quality of the timber bracing of their 
timber-framed buildings of the late sixteenth century and Nantwich is no exception. After 
the fire there was a collection throughout England for the rebuilding of the town and Queen 
Elizabeth contributed £1,000. Once again the town was constructed of timber-framed 
buildings on sandstone plinths. No doubt much of the timber work was by Thomas Clease. 
He is also recorded as being responsible for the re-roofing in oak of the North and South 
transepts of the large fourteenth-century church of St Mary in Nantwich. An inscription on 
one of the timbers of the North side reads: ‘Anno Domine 1577 Thomas Clease made and 
fenished this werke in the 19 yere of Elizabeth Queene the 4 daye of November. Thomas 
Wright Richard Wvxted ye Church Wardens.’ (An inscription on the North transept 
records: ‘Richard Churche gave this beam’.)

Cheshire churches retain much Tudor and Stuart furniture and woodwork and although 
this has been recorded little analysis has been undertaken.4 St Mary’s in Nantwich has two 
pieces of inscribed furniture: the remains of an octagonal three decker pulpit inscribed 
‘M ade:9 :16 0 1  :Dave | Thomas Finche joiner made this’, while the altered altar table is 
inscribed on the stretcher ‘ 1636 Given by Thomas Clowes Clarke of this’. It may be that 
further research will confirm Nantwich as a centre of furniture making in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries capable of producing work of the quality of the cupboard of Rychard 
and Margerve Churche.
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