
TH E W E L ST O N  C O FFER  
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It is rare to find a piece o f Welsh country furniture with a provenance; this fine example 
appeared at auction in 19 9 0 1 following the death of Brigadier J .  O. M . Ashton o f Welston 
Court near Tenby, Dyfed (Fig. 2.). An inventory prepared by the Brigadier’s mother,2 M rs 
Gladys Ashton, at the turn of the century describes the coffer and lists the previous owners. 
It was apparently made for Michael Devonald, gent., who lived at the Court or *Cwrt’ near 
the village o f Eglwyswrw in North Pembrokeshire. His date o f birth is unknown but he was 
church warden at Eglwyswrw in 17 4 5  and died there in Ju ly  179 0 . He married twice: there 
is no record of Michael Devonald’s first marriage in the register for Eglw yswrw  which 
begins in 17 4 0 , it is therefore likely that it took place before this date; his second marriage 
occurred in October 17 7 6 . According to a copy o f his will he had three daughters, the one 
from his first marriage being named M ary. On 3 September 17 7 0  M ichael Devonald 
witnessed the marriage o f M ary to Richard Jones; their daughter, Leah, who married in 
December 179 9 , was Brigadier Ashton’s maternal great-great grandmother.3

The coffer is made entirely of oak of semi-boarded construction. The joined front is 
secured to the vertical sides using large wooden dowels and iron nails. The single plank
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x.  Oak coffer, inlaid M D , Welsh, eighteenth century, second quarter, Lg. 58 in.

3. Oak coffer, Welsh, eighteenth century, second quarter 
Courtesy of Richard Bebb
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moulded-edge lid, which originally had staple hinges, encloses a small lidded till on the 
right-hand side. The front, inlaid with holly and bog oak, frames three rectangular fielded 
panels, each is surrounded by a broad band of diagonal chequer inlay. The central panel 
(Fig. i)  is inlaid with four interlaced tendrils, with bifurcated floral terminals, issuing from 
an open flower-head base.4 The two outer panels are inlaid with a lozenge, a design which is 
repeated between the two lower drawers. Each drawer front features two inlaid panels with 
rounded ends, they have dovetailed linings and bottom boards running front to back. 
Beneath the drawers is an ogee-shaped apron. The vertical ends, which are shaped at the 
bottom to give the pretence of feet, have narrow strips of timber nailed to the top edge, 
perhaps to counter the effect of warping. Unusually, the mouldings are fixed to the front of 
the coffer with wooden dowels. The handles, drawer escutcheons and front feet have been 
replaced.

It is reasonable to assume that this coffer was made during the second quarter o f the 
eighteenth century to commemorate Devonald’s first marriage or perhaps the birth of his 
eldest daughter. Elements of the design seem archaic for the period but it is not unusual for 
popular motifs to persist. A well-known coffer on stand in the Welsh Folk Museum at 
St Fagans offers an interesting analogy.5 This piece, also from Pembrokeshire, could 
stylistically date from the late seventeenth century; it is however dated 17 3 4 . The type of 
inlay and the combination of joined and boarded construction used in the Welston coffer is 
consistent with other examples from Pembrokeshire; one such piece is shown in Figure 3.® 
Although its lid, drawers and feet are later, it displays the same characteristic inlay and 
semi-boarded construction.
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1. Phillips Auctioneers Cardiff, 15  November 1990, Lot 1080: ‘The dispersal sale of the contents of Welston 
Court’ .
2. The Brigadier and his parents moved from Cardigan to Welston Court in 1920: the inventory was compiled 
prior to this move.
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4. This distinctive style of inlay is discussed by Richard Bebb in The Antique Dealer and Collectors Guide, March 
19 9 1.
5. See Ralph Edwards’ Shorter Dictionary o f  English Furniture (1964), p. 205, fig. 23, where this oak box on stand 
is incorrectly described as pine.
6. It shows evidence of applied mouldings and staple hinges.


