
Braunton St Brannock Church
St Brannock's, Braunton, with its tower unusually placed 
over the south transept, had the aisles removed in the 16th 
century and a massive single span wagon roof installed 
allowing the installation of a remarkable uninterrupted run 
of benches occupying the full width and length of the nave. 
This surviving set, with 94 oak bench-ends, are recorded in 



the parish records as being installed in nine episodes 
between 1557 and 1607 and again in 1635, when increased 
prosperity in the area led to additional seating demands for 
the laity. Don White, in Regional Furniture XXX 2010 and 
Todd Gray, in Devon’s Ancient Bench Ends, tell us much 
about the project, recording that an itinerant ‘Joyner and 
his company’ was contracted to ‘sett up’ these benches 
having manufactured them in the Bay (Barnstaple) rather 
than the more usual practice of manufacturing in premises 
adjacent to the church. Braunton’s location at the head of a 
navigable creek feeding into the river Taw would have 
allowed for easy transportation of such heavy cargo by 
water. Five named local woodworkers completed either the 
carving or the less skilled structural work, from oak, 
recorded in 1601 as coming from the churchyard.

In complete contrast, a spectacular six-foot chest 
attracted much attention. While it bears similarities to a 
chest of similar dimensions with black wax-filled, engraved 
decoration of scrolls that we had seen the previous day at 
Hall, this was an altogether finer piece.

The chest may be of White Cedar (Thuja occidentalis) 
known in John Evelyn’s time as Arborvitae meaning Tree of 
Life, which he noted ‘grows in all extremes, in the moist 
Barbados, the hot Bermuda’s, the cold New England, even 
where the snow lies’. Although called a white cedar - to 
which it is related - it really belongs to a different family.

The construction, using extraordinary complex dovetails 
and fretted plinth is a feature of chests thought to originate 
from the Azores. Similar pieces with different, but equally 
complex dovetails are held in the The Museu Nacional De 
Arte Amiga, Lisbon, and the V&A in London, leading me 
to speculate that each workshop or craftsman may have 
developed a unique signature dovetail. Raising the lid 
revealed the upper edge of the carcase to be decorated with 
a repeating punched design of a bird; also thought to be a 
workshop stamp.

The front panel has a beautifully incised text in old 
Portuguese, which translates as ‘God’s grace lives in him, 
his wife, their sons and daughters’, framing a delightful pair 
of engraved portraits in Tudor costume of the mid-16th 
century suggesting the piece was commissioned as a 
marriage chest. Translation of the text proved difficult 
because the words were not spaced correctly, suggesting 
that the carver may have been illiterate.

Close examination of the fine chased iron lock plate 
revealed it to contain the same initials (E C) flanking the 
male portrait. So who was the original owner? Was he one 
of the many local merchants legitimately trading with 
Portugal and its colonies in the later 16th century who had 
commissioned the piece? Or was it part of the huge volume 
of plunder landed at Barnstaple by the privateers which 
these same merchants sent into the Atlantic to intercept



Fig. 10 (top) The front of the 16th-century Portuguese 
cedar wood Chest

Fig. 11 Detail of the iron lock-plate

Spanish and Portuguese ships on their way home from the 
Azores and their Caribbean colonies?

After such a,fruitful day of discovery, the party were 
rewarded with a locally made Hocking’s Ice Cream (with 
clotted cream) on sunny Appledore Quay, where so much 
of North Devon’s adventurous maritime history has been 
made over the last five hundred years.

Our thanks to Nick Humphrey of the V&A and 
Conceicao Borges de Sousa, of The Museu Nacional De 
Arte Amiga, Lisbon for information about the chest and 
translation of the text.

Jeremy Bate
Fig. 12 Detail showing the complex corner dovetail 
jointing and some of the lettering
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