
The Story of a Church Chest
St.Mary the Virgin, Colton, Staffordshire

In 2003 the churchwarden of Colton Church approached 
Bob Meeson, the Staffordshire county archaeologist, about 
a chest that was discovered in the disused boiler house 
next to the church. He described it as the church 
muniments chest. It did not have any carved or applied 
decoration and was difficult to date precisely, but from its 
general form and construction it was most probably late 
medieval. It was approximately 2m long, 0.5m wide and 
0.4m deep, constructed with very wide oak boards held 
together by wrought iron brackets. It had two metal lock 
plates, and a central rebate marked a third. There were 
three iron strap hinges attached to the back and lid of the 
chest, and a strong metal hasp.

Meeson believed strongly that it would have been made 
for the church and that it should be conserved and 
returned there. He recommended specialist advice and 
appropriate conservation by experienced people for the 
woodwork and metalwork. In due course I was also asked 
to look at the chest in the damp, rather chaotic, old boiler 
house, in my capacity as the Lichfield Diocesan Advisory 
Committee furniture adviser. The boiler house was due to 
be refurbished and extended to become a meeting place 
for the church, and the chest had to be moved. No one in 
the parish could provide any evidence of its history or 
when it was placed in the boiler house.

A small team tried to lift the chest, but due to its 
general deterioration and fragility it was impossible to keep 
it together and complete, so the pieces were removed and 
placed on the lawn next to the building. It was beyond my 
capabilities to undertake the work so I spoke to Victor 
Chinnery who endorsed my thoughts: we should invite 
West Dean College to undertake the project. In due course 
Norbert Gutowski, the college furniture tutor, agreed to 
take the project on. The pieces were duly handed over at a 
rendezvous in Stow-on-the-Wold in September 2004. 
Norbert developed an assessment, with a proposed plan 
for conservation which Victor endorsed.

Progress was rather slow, due to student work and a 
lack of skilled and experienced personnel. Norbert did a 
great deal of the work himself, in the vacation periods and 
in conjunction with the metalwork department. I paid a 
visit to West Dean at one point, when photographs of the 
Colton chest showed it in a strapped up state (Fig I). 
Eventually, in September last year, the preserved chest was 
delivered back to Colton and transported into the church 
on a specially manufactured trolley. It now resides in the 
church vestry for safe-keeping (Fig 3).

The work included stabilisation of the wood and inserts 
where necessary; the metal straps and hinges were 
conserved to prevent further oxidation (Fig 2) and, where 
essential, corner straps were made to support the existing 
one; missing rose head nails were made and applied. The 

surfaces were bleached lightly and neutralised to return the 
colour of the oak, and then layers of beeswax and 
carnauba wax were applied which would harden to 
achieve the desired sheen to the top, front and sides; less 
to the back. The people of Colton were thrilled with the 
finished artefact, which can now be appreciated as a whole 
and not just as a collection of old bits of wood and metal.

Peter Stone

Fig. 1 The strapped up chest at 
West Dean College

Fig. 2 The metal straps and hinges were conserved to prevent 
further oxidisation

Fig. 3 The Colton Chest now resides in the vestry of St Mary 
the Virgin church
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