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4. Philip Clissett – a chairmaker’s life 1817-1913
Early years
After Moses Clissett married in 1795, he continued to live in his home village of
Birtsmorton. As far as is known, he was the only chairmaker in the immediate
vicinity, probably selling chairs in the nearby towns of Malvern and Tewkesbury
as well as in villages between. His half-brother, Samuel, was making chairs in
another nearby town, Upton-upon-Severn, and whether Moses ventured there to
sell we can only speculate.
Over the years between 1796 and 1812, the Clissetts produced five children,
including Cyrus born in about 1808. Their second son, Philip, was baptised in
early 1817 at the parish church in Birtsmorton, Worcestershire.1 Family sources
suggest that he was born on the 8th of January.2 One more sister arrived three
years later. As far as we know, Philip was brought up in Birtsmorton – in any
case, he was still living there after his marriage.3,4
Birtsmorton is a small parish on the flat land to the east of the Malvern Hills. The
parish of Castlemorton lies to the north, and Berrow to the south. The nearest
towns of any size are Upton-upon-Severn (about six miles), Tewkesbury and
Ledbury (about eight miles each), and Great Malvern (about nine miles). Noake,
writing in the 1860s, referred to “the beautiful seclusion of the district”,5 and it
seems much the same today. Noake reckoned that the parish was about 1200 acres
in all, and that the population of 289 was mainly involved in agriculture, with a
few engaged in glovemaking. The agricultural land was mainly pasture, but with
some wheat, beans and barley. The population was mainly ranged along two
roads, Birts Street and Rye Street, giving the parish two distinct districts.6
In addition to Philip’s immediate family, John Clissett, a distant cousin of Moses,
and Philip's uncle by marriage, also lived in Birtsmorton.7 John Clissett shared
an interest with Philip’s grandfather, Samuel Clissett, one that was to occur
repeatedly amongst the Clissett family. Samuel had been the parish clerk in
Birtsmorton from about 1780 until at least 1804.8 John was carrying out the same
duties from about that time until his death at 80 years of age in 1843; when he was
buried, a note in the parish register recorded “John Clissett upwards of 40 years
Clerk of the Parish”.9 Parish clerks were supposed to be at least 20 years old,
known to the parson as a man of honest conversation, with sufficient abilities in
reading and writing, and competent in singing.10 Their duties included reading
the lessons and epistles, singing in the choir, giving out the hymns, leading the
responses, serving at the altar, unlocking the church, ringing the bell, and digging
graves if the parish had no sexton (which was often the case in the countryside).
They were often left to complete the entries in the parish registers although,
strictly, this was the duty of the incumbent.
This clerking suggests a good level of literacy within the Clissett family, though
we have no idea what level of education Philip and his siblings received.
Birtsmorton had a free school that had been founded in 1703 through a bequest by
the Reverend Samuel Juice. The school, intended for eight children of the poor,
was by 1842 "much neglected both by parents, teacher and children”.4 Philip’s
signature (Figure 4.1) is, probably, the only surviving evidence of his formal
education.
Many other members of the Clissett family lived nearby. William Chandler
Clissett and his family lived close-by at Longdon11; William was Philip’s halfuncle. At Upton-upon-Severn, another half-uncle (yet another Samuel), lived with
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his wife Ann.12 In total, eighteen Clissetts lived in the immediate area in 1841 (i.e.
in the Upton-on-Severn registration district), almost 40% of all the people of that
name in Britain at the time.13

Figure 4.1: Philip Clissett’s signature, 1840.14

Philip’s childhood, as part of a large family, was no doubt marked by the usual
family joys and sorrows. His brother and three of his sisters were married by the
time he was twelve years old.15 When Philip was fourteen, the family, and
probably the whole village, were shaken by an event that not only made headlines
in the Worcester newspaper, but was reported as far away as Ireland. His cousin
Maria was killed in a firearms accident:
Fatal Carelessness.—Another melancholy instance of the fatal result of
incautiously handling loaded fire arms, occurred at Birtsmorton, in this county, on
Friday last. About seven o’clock in the evening, Edwin Griffiths, an apprentice to a
shoemaker named Nicholls, went into the house of a neighbour, where he met a
young woman, about 19 years of age, named Maria Clissett. Soon afterwards
Nicholls and his wife came in, and Nicholls took a gun from behind the clock, went
towards the door, and said “is it loaded?” Clissett said “no.” He went out and
hacked the flint of the gun several times, and sparks came out. He came in again,
and Edwin Griffiths said “don’t point the gun at we, (meaning himself and
Clissett,) there may be a shot or two in it;” Clissett laughed, and said there were
not any. The gun went off; Clissett immediately junped up from her chair, and ran
to the door, saying, “I am dead! I am dead!” She died soon after.—On Monday, Mr
Smith held an inquest on the body, when a verdict was returned,—Accidental
death.16

Philip learnt his trade as chairmaker sometime before his marriage in 184017 to
Mary Cole, a glove-maker (or “gloveress”) from Bosbury, Herefordshire. They wed
at Birtsmorton, and appear to have set up home there in the first instance. In 1841,
they were living at Coombe Green Common4 with Philip’s uncle and aunt, John
and Ann18 (we know they were living in the same household because of the way
the census enumerator has marked up the record). The exact location of John
Clissett’s house can be seen on the Tithe Apportionment Map for Birtsmorton,
dated 1839.
According to the census, taken on 6th June 1841, Philip and Mary had an as yet unnamed daughter who was just one month old. This child remains a mystery, as no
other record of her has been found, including baptism and burial.
The 1841 census gives us the earliest information on where Philip and his wider
family were actually living. Coombe Green, Philip’s home, is at the western end of
Birts Lane. His parents were living at Lower Farm, just over half a mile to the east
close to the Farmer’s Arms public house. Meanwhile, his brother, Cyrus, was at
Farley House, Berrow, about a mile to the south of Coombe Green. So all three
chairmakers were within a short walk of one other; we might suppose that they
worked together, though Philip's lone entry in Bentley's Directory suggests
otherwise.
Within the next few years, all three chairmakers left Birtsmorton and went their
separate ways. Moses and Mary were, by 1851, living at Eastnor in the household
of their youngest daughter, Hannah – by then married with three children.19
Moses is listed as a pauper chairmaker in the census, so was receiving parish
charity. At 77 years of age, it is perhaps not surprising he could not make a living.
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By 1844, Cyrus was in an adjacent parish, Castlemorton. Philip and Mary moved
to Mary’s home village of Bosbury, about eleven miles away over the Malverns in
Herefordshire.
Bosbury (Figure 4.2) lies just north of the town of Ledbury and, like Birtsmorton,
was largely agricultural, with cider and hop production also being important. The
parish was much larger than Birtsmorton at 4769 acres,20 with a population of 1137
in 1841.21 Naturally there were many craftsmen already living in the parish, no
less than fourteen carpenters, for instance, and four wheelwrights, but no wood
turners or chairmakers. Stanley Hill, where the Clissetts settled, is on the northwestern edge of the parish.

Figure 4.2: A view of the main street at Bosbury about 1881.22

Philip's move to Bosbury seems to have occurred sometime between June 1841
and early 1844 - this last being the first definite record of him residing at Stanley
Hill. These dates put his age at between 24 and 27, rather older than the usual age
of 21 given out by family tradition.23 He moved to Bosbury at a time when the
parish population was higher than it had ever been – a peak from which it would
fall by about 20% over the remainder of Philip’s life (Figure 4.3).
While the earliest record of the Clissetts in Bosbury is the baptism of their first
son (William Alfred) in late 1842,24 this is still not definitive evidence that they
were living in Bosbury, as it was usual to have the first child baptised in the
mother’s parish. The first clear record of the Clissetts living in Bosbury is in
February 1844 when Philip was on the list of Parish Constables.25

Settling down
The little four-roomed26 house at Stanley Hill, where Philip was to live for the rest
of his life, was part of an L-shaped building probably dating from the 18th
century,27 and comprising several separate households. Philip set up his
workshop in an outbuilding and set about cultivating the garden. With his wife’s
family already living in the parish, integrating into the community should have
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been quite straightforward. By 1851, Mary’s mother had moved into the Stanley
Hill household, following the death of her husband. 28 19 Also living with the
Clissetts was Mary’s youngest sister, Elizabeth, a glovemaker like her sister
(glovemaking was an important industry around Ledbury as well as in the
Birtsmorton area).

Figure 4.3. The population of Bosbury parish during the 19th and 20th centuries.29

Living with the family at the same time was a lodger, Richard Edwards. Edwards’
occupation is recorded in the census as a labourer; it seems possible that he was
working for Philip in some capacity for, by 1861, he gave his occupation as a
chairmaker.30 While it seems likely that he learnt from Philip, it is also possible
that his teacher was William Cole, brother of Mary and Elizabeth. Cole also
worked as a chairmaker in Bosbury from sometime before 1848 until after 1871
(Appendix 2). Edwards, having lived in the same household as Elizabeth Cole,
married her in 1851.31
Richard Edwards, though often recorded as a chairmaker in Bosbury from 1861
until 1891 (Appendix 2), ran a grocery shop during the 1860s.32,33 He ran into minor
trouble in his grocery business in 1862 when he appeared in the County Court
summonsed for having “deficient scales”.34 A few years later, in 1868, he was
declared bankrupt.35 Judging by the variety of his businesses (see Appendix 2 for
further details) it seems unlikely that he was chairmaking full-time. It has not
been possible to attribute any surviving chairs to him.
The grouping of chairmakers in and around Philip’s home village of Birtsmorton
in the 1830s is clearly the result of the continuation of a family trade. That
Bosbury should have a similar number of chairmakers by the 1850s does not
appear, at first sight, to be for the same reason; all three chairmakers are from
different families. They are, however, all tied by marriage, and in a more complex
way than might be expected (the relationships are illustrated in Figure 4.4). In
addition to the Cole-Clissett and Cole-Edwards relationships detailed above,
William Cole married Elizabeth Warrender, daughter of the chairmaker John
Warrender.36 Warrender, as discussed earlier (Chapter 3), was almost certainly
Philip Clissett’s uncle. Philip’s grandson told David Griffith that William Cole

Figure 4.4: Family relationships between the Bosbury chairmakers, (those living outside of Bosbury are shown in grey).
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worked with Philip.37 Although this is not a personal memory (Cole died in 1881,
before the grandson was born) it would be reasonable to conclude that Philip had
told his grandson about collaboration between chairmakers in the village. Chairs
identical to Philip’s are found with a WC stamp (rather than Philip’s PC stamp).
These are believed to be by William Cole; while William Clissett is also a
candidate for this stamp, his career is probably too short to account for the
frequency with which these chairs survive. Information about the occupations of
the Bosbury chairmakers is collated in Appendix 2.
In 1850, Philip’s brother, Cyrus, was convicted of larceny at Worcester Quarter
Sessions, and sentenced to three months hard labour (see Chapter 5 for details).
Two years later, he was accused of a further offence, arrested but acquitted. The
extent of contact between Philip and his brother is unknown, but Cyrus lived
quite close until about 1865. Reports of his arrests and conviction would have been
known to Philip’s neighbours through the local newspapers, with the unusual
surname making the relationship obvious. We can only guess at the impact on
Philip’s family.
Philip’s niece Mary, on record as a chairmaker herself, died in Bosbury in June
1853;38 whatever the reason she was in Bosbury, she appears to have been staying
at Briarcroft, close to Philip and probably with the Cole family. Philip lost his
father in 1855,39 and his mother just two years later.40 These family misfortunes
were balanced by the arrival of Philip and Mary’s second son, Philip John (known
as John), in early 1858.41 Philip had probably already started to teach William, his
elder son, the business of chairmaking, as he would by then have reached his
early teens.

Middle age and hard times
Throughout the 1860s and early 1870s, we get a glimpse of Philip’s life beyond the
bare statistics of births, marriages and deaths. He supplemented his income by
cultivating his garden, and regularly won prizes at the local show not only for a
wide range of vegetables, but also for his flower gardening.42 He won first prize on
at least two occasions for best cultivated gardens and flower borders in Bosbury.
The considerable time that this level of gardening consumes must be set against
the assertion that he made a chair a day,91 bearing in mind that he also had to take
them to market. Modern makers often take considerably longer to produce a
chair, and it has been commented in this connection that “…presumably he
worked quite long hours!”43 Apparently, Clissett was a great believer in early
rising,44 which no doubt helped.
At about this time in the mid 1860s, Philip’s brother, by then living at Bromyard
about ten miles north of Bosbury, moved away to Newport in Monmouthshire (see
Chapter 5). Cyrus’s three sons went with him, so depriving the county of four
chairmakers at a single stroke. By now, the number of chair-makers in Bosbury
had risen to four, with Philip's elder son William having taken up the craft
alongside his father.30
Then, on 1st February 1867, William was working at a thrashing machine in the
rick-yard of Hill Farm, just up the road from the family home. Just after dinner,
about 2.30 in the afternoon, he became ill, complaining of a pain in his stomach.
He drank some tea brought him by Mrs Cotton, the farmer’s wife, and felt better.
But, on returning to work, he collapsed while tying up some straw trusses. Caught
by a fellow worker, he was clearly unconscious, and was carried back down the
road to his father’s house where he died within half an hour. At the inquest, it was
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stated that he was “a very sober and steady man”, and that he was engaged and
the day set for his wedding. It was found that he had died from heart disease.45
William’s sudden death must have caused great sadness within the Clissett
family; perhaps this accounts for the confusion over his age – 23 and 24 in separate
newspaper accounts, and 22 in the brief notice of his death inserted in two
Worcester newspapers,46 presumably by Philip himself. The family story,
recounted some 80 years later, was that William died when he was 21 years old2 –
he would actually have been 25. He is buried in Bosbury churchyard.47
Philip is supposed to have made a cherrywood chair for William’s forthcoming
wedding, this chair being in the possession of Philip’s grand-daughter, Flora, in
1949.48 This may be the chair given to Hereford Museum sometime before 1970
when a chair donated by Mrs Goodchap of Bosbury (Flora Clissett married Ernest
Goodchap49) was noted in a newspaper article.50 If the story is true, then this chair
- an unusual low spindleback armchair (Figure 4.5) could be dated precisely.

Figure 4.5. Armchair stamped PC and donated to Hereford Museum by Mrs Flora Goodchap
(née Clissett). The chair is typical of a style made by Clissett, though the low back is
unusual.[Photograph: T.A. Rowell courtesy of Hereford Museum]

Around this time, we get a clear indication that Philip’s profession did not
necessarily produce an adequate income. At the age of thirteen, his surviving son
was apprenticed with money from a parish charity “for apprenticing poor boys
and girls”.51 The exact rules for qualification are not clear, but Philip was poor
enough to be in receipt of gift money from the parish in 1871 and 187852 and,
possibly, other years (the records aren’t very clear). If Philip had plenty of
business, then he would most likely have taught his second son chairmaking, just
as he had taught William. But John became a carpenter and wheelwright. The
parish funds would have gone to John’s master to pay for his upkeep during his
apprenticeship, so his father reduced the family outgoings at the same time.
Other indicators suggest that chairmaking may not have fully supported the three
remaining Bosbury chairmakers. Richard Edwards gave chairmaking as his main
occupation in the census in 1861 and 187153 but, by 1881, he was principally an
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agricultural labourer54 suggesting that chairmaking was not producing a living.
Like Clissett, Edwards won many prizes in the local show. But while Clissett
entered in Class 3, the cottager’s class, Edwards was always in Class 2, the
farmer’s class, which suggests a larger commitment to working the land. William
Cole, too, had consistently given his occupation as chairmaker from 1851 to 187155
but, by 1881, his main occupation was farming.56 His son, another William and
about ten years younger than Philip’s first son, may have been taught the trade,
but is consistently recorded living in Worcester from the age of 19, and earned his
living as a cabinet maker from 1871 until at least 1911 (Appendix 2).
After more than thirty years of marriage to Philip, Mary died in November 187157
leaving the chairmaker a widower at 54 years of age. Philip quickly remarried, to
widow Harriet Dutson in September 1872.58 Harriet had been born in Bosbury,59
and had married a carpenter twenty-five years her senior.60 They lived in Ledbury
for many years until her husband William died in 1867.61 After his death, Harriet
supported herself by glove-making and taking in boarders.62
Philip and Harriet’s life together was marked by the death of Philip’s elder
brother, Cyrus, in 1872,63 and by the marriage of Philip’s surviving son, John, to
Ellen Nevill in 1878.64 In December of that same year, Harriet died,65 and Philip
was widowed for the second time. Not one to waste time, four months after her
burial, he married again. This time he travelled to Birmingham, and was married
in St Philip’s church (now Birmingham Cathedral) to Maria Wanklin.66
Philip must have known Maria for many years, as she was his first wife’s sister.
Maria was born in Bosbury in 1822,67 and married James Wanklin in
Kidderminster in 1840.68 She lived in and around Birmingham until she married
Philip in 1879, James having died two years previously.69
We can guess that this was a happier period for Philip; in addition to his
marriage, his first grand-child, Flora, arrived in 1879.70 Altogether, Philip saw
twelve grand-children born over the next twenty years. His son, John, lived in
Felton, a village about nine miles from Stanley Hill, working as a carpenter and
wheelwright.71 Like other Clissetts before him, John also took up the post of
parish clerk, carrying out those duties in Felton during the 1890s.72 He is listed as
a shoemaker in a directory for 1890;73 this may have been an attempt to
supplement his income rather than a change in occupation, as he consistently
appears in the census as carpenter and wheelwright. Philip John died in 1902.74
Several of his offspring would become significant to Philip Clissett’s chairmaking
business.
Philip's third wife died in 1890. This time, he did not remarry, but took on a live-in
housekeeper, Selina Thomas.75

A late resurgence
Sometime in 1886, Philip's wayside workshop was visited by James MacLaren and
Dougal MacColl. The encounter - eventually to become famous in the annals of the
Arts & Crafts Movement - was to change Philip's life. The story is told in more
detail in Chapter 6.
MacLaren, an architect with some experience of furniture design, tinkered with
one of Clissett's traditional designs and placed an order with the chairmaker
(Figure 4.6). The result was to lead to large-scale commissions, visits and orders
from many of the Arts & Crafts cognoscenti, and even a published portrait of
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Clissett in a prestigious periodical (Figure 4.7). The Clissett-MacLaren chair
seems to have caught on not only with the Arts & Crafts crowd, but also with local
people - many examples of treasured family pieces can be found around the
Bosbury area. It is during this period that most of the surviving photographs of
Philip were taken (Figure 4.8)

Figure 4.6. The style of chair made by Philip Clissett after his encounter with James
MacLaren in 1886. [Photograph: T.A. Rowell]

There is some evidence that Philip may have called on Richard Edwards to help
with the flurry of orders - he gave his occupation as chairmaker in the 1891
census, though he was advertising himself as a pig butcher in 1890.76. Edwards
died in 1900 but, by then, Philip had probably taken on his grandson Will (William
Philip Clissett – see Figure 4.9). Will was certainly living with and employed by
Philip by 1901, and working alongside him as a chairmaker.77 Sixty years later, a
brief account of a visit to Clissett’s yard recalled Will working with Philip:
We distinctly remember being taken to visit the cottage of Philip Clissett by our
grandmother, who was a Worcestershire woman, while we were staying in a
cottage called Hollymount, near Ledbury [Hollymount was the nearest house to
Clissett’s cottage – opposite the Wesleyan chapel]. Though we were only six and
eight years old at the time, we can remember the old man sitting on a stool, in his
clean and tidy yard, working a pole lathe, while a youth was stacking wood against
the wall of an outhouse.78

Grand-daughter Flora was also living at the Stanley Hill cottage, house-keeping
and with rushing chairs.79 Will became central to the business, signing Philip's
name on receipts by 1906 (Figure 4.10a), and issuing invoices in his own name by
1909 (Figure 4.10b). This probably signals Philip's retirement; he was confined to
bed (but still very vocal) during 1910,80 and was recorded as retired in 1911.81 He is
supposed to have made his last two chairs in 1907 at the age of 90 at the special
request of a Miss Price of Leominster.82 One of the chairs owned by Miss Price is
now in the Hereford Museum. Unfortunately, the details of this story cannot be
confirmed.
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Figure 4.7. Drawing of Philip Clissett by Maxwell Balfour, 1894. This is a slightly cropped
version – a complete copy of the print is lodged in the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. The
signature on the chair is identical to Clissett’s signature on various documents.
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Figure 4.8. Some of the surviving photographs of Philip Clissett.
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Figure 4.9. Will (left) and Jack (right) Clissett who both worked with Philip Clissett at
Bosbury in the early years of the 20th century, and continued the chair making business for a
short period ofter his death.

At some point between 1901 and 1911, another grandson took up chair making.
Jack (John Hubert) Clissett (Figure 4.7) lived with his young family in Bosbury,
and presumably worked at the Stanley Hill workshop.
In January 1913, Philip was suffering from chronic bronchitis and, on the 17th, just
nine days after his 96th birthday, he passed away with Will at his side.83 The
funeral service was arranged for four days later at the nearby Wesleyan Chapel,
and Philip was then taken into Bosbury village and buried in the churchyard.84
No-one seems to know where he lies as any marker has long since been lost. While
a number of short obituaries were published in local newspapers, there is no
evidence of any wider recognition of his life or death.
After Philip’s death, Will and John moved the workshop to the Old Forge at
Staplow, a short distance away.85 They gave up chair making during the First
World War;86 this appears unconnected with military service. It is not clear why
they stopped, but Edward Gardiner (Ernest Gimson’s chairmaker) gave up at the
same time – he simply recalled that “the war of 1914 stopped it”87 though it seems
likely that he was fully engaged in his other work, sawmilling.88 But Edward
Gardiner returned to chairmaking, initially at the behest of Sidney Barnsley to
make the chairs Gardiner had designed for Bedales School. In contrast, the
Clissett brothers never made chairs again.

What kind of man?
Obituaries published in local newspapers when Philip died provide the earliest
outline of the old man’s character. He was:
… a non-smoker, though not an absolute tee-totaller, and was a great believer in
early rising.89

and
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…could not be persuaded that such things as flying machines could be, and he
though a good deal of his first ride in a motor car … in January 1910.90

While nothing exists from Philip's younger days that give us any indication of
what the young man was like, there is one story that was first told in print in 1946,
and re-told by several subsequent authors. It no doubt came from a Clissett family
member, decades after his death, and is impossible to verify. It seems probable,
though, that it is a story Philip told about himself, and has been used
subsequently to illustrate his strength of character:
… when a lad his father had many times taken him to cockfights. One day,
however, when told to put two cocks ready in a bag and prepare to accompany his
father, Philip said he would put the cocks ready, but would not go himself. He had
had enough. Eventually his father set off alone, but as he went along he reasoned
with himself, thinking there must be something in this sport which displeased the
lad, and resolved that he too would give up cockfighting. He therefore turned
home, the cocks were let loose and neither father or son ever went again.91

Alfred Powell, an Arts and Crafts designer, visited Clissett’s workshop with the
architect Randall Wells on 20th June 1903 and, in writing to his sister that same
day, made the only first-hand and immediate description of Philip.92 Powell found
him “busy at work” at the age of 86. He thought him a “dear old man … a quiet,
homely, hospitable old fellow”. Clissett was not only welcoming, but generous. He
was happy to talk about his work, and to demonstrate to Powell (who had learnt
chairmaking from Ernest Gimson who, in turn, had learnt from Clissett) how it
was done. Philip’s demeanour gave Powell “a glimpse of what the old aristocratic
poor used to be like”. We can only guess what Powell meant, but he clearly
intended it in an entirely complimentary fashion, possibly suggesting that Clissett
dealt with these highly educated men as equals.
During the mid-1950s, David Griffith collected reminiscences from those Clissett
grandchildren, Will and Flora, who had lived with him at the turn of the
century.93 He was “rosy faced like a russet apple” was a description which adds
some colour to the monochrome photographs that survive (Figure 4.6). He was a
good Christian, a Wesleyan who took a great interest in the little chapel near his
home. Brought up in rural Worcestershire, no doubt his accent and dialect
reflected his original home. According to Will and Flora, he used the old “thee and
thou”, and his grand-daughter remembered him exclaiming “There’s a bonny
wench!”when she came by.
According to another grandson, Philip would don a top hat for attending chapel on
a Sunday94 – he certainly had such a hat, just one amongst many he sported for his
various portraits (Figure 4.6). He was clearly a cheery soul; according to Ernest
Gimson, it was his habit to sing as he worked.95 In his view, if you were not
singing, then you could not be happy. Percy Watts told Edward Gardiner how,
when he was working downstairs with the two grandsons in 1910, how the bedridden Clissett would call down the stairs “Aren’t you happy? Why don’t you
sing?”
Gimson, who spent some time with Philip in 1890,96 told this story to Edward
Gardiner about Philip’s method of managing his orders:
All his orders for chairs were kept in (his teapot which he kept on his kitchen
mantelshelf). When he had some chairs ready for delivery he lifted the lid and took
an order out and sent the chairs off to that address, if the first order drawn was too
large for the number of chairs on hand, it was replaced in the teapot and another
drawn out. Mr Gimson wondered if those people whose orders were at the bottom
of the teapot ever got their chairs.97
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Whether this story is true or not, it does fit with an easy-going disposition that
seems to be part of the Clissett character. Was he much of a businessman? He
appears in just one trade directory in all his working years, in 1842.98 The entry is
unlikely to have done him much good, as it is hidden out of context within a set of
corrections and, in any case, he moved away from his address at Coombe Green
almost immediately. Several authors have implied that he profited from the
popularity of the ladderback chair by increasing the price steeply. But this
conclusion seems to be based sometimes on an erroneous price of 18s6d published
in the late 1940s,99,100 and sometimes on a comparison between his supposed early
career prices of between 2s6d and 4s6d and later prices of 8s6d.101,102 He made the
original chairs for MacLaren at 8s apiece,103 and apparently charged the Art
Workers’ Guild 10s6d a chair;104 the latter is 2s more than the price in 1906 (Figure
4.8), but might be accounted for by transportation costs to London. These figures
may not be very reliable – all are recorded some time after the fact - but his prices
do not appear to have changed much over the last twenty years of his life. Eight
shillings and sixpence, the cost of a highback armchair in 1906, is equivalent to
about £24 in 2005.105 At about the same time, it cost Edward Gardiner 13s6d to
make an armchair which he sold for 17s6d; more than twice as much as Clissett’s
price. Equivalent hand-made chairs today cost around £330.106

Figure 4.10. (a) Receipt on Philip Clissett’s billhead. Note that, although signed in his name, it
was not signed by Philip himself. The handwriting is not Philip’s (Figure 4.1), and closely
resembles Will Clissett’s (see Figure 4.9). [Courtesy of Cheltenham Museum] (b) Receipt on
Will Clissett’s billhead, dated 1909 and signed by him. [Courtesy of the Butcher Row House
Museum, Ledbury]

Philip was described as a good Liberal who always took a great interest in
Parliamentary elections.107 He would have gained a vote for the first time after the
1884 Reform Act, and was apparently keen to exercise it. Was he was aware of the
exploits of his distant Chartist cousin? Isaac Clissett (usually referred to as “of
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Heckmondwyke”) was descended from one of Philip’s great-uncles. He was
actively involved in the Chartist movement in Yorkshire, and suffered
imprisonment for the cause, which included demands for universal suffrage. A
description of his character bears some resemblance to Philip: “a natural
demagogue of the better sort –full of natural health, voluble speech, but lacking in
culture and general information. He was a kindly man, of the highest honesty,
and possessing a child-like simplicity of character strangely mixed with personal
dignity”.108 Like Philip, Isaac had religious leanings. He organised lectures on the
Scriptures, and was eventually baptised as a Christadelphian.109

The Wesleyan
It is, indeed, a common theme in accounts of Philip Clissett’s life that he had a
strong involvement in the Wesleyan movement, with a suggestion of sudden
conversion resulting, perhaps, from grief.
He was rather wild in his youth, but when about forty became religious and was
for many years a steward at Stanley Hill Wesleyan Chapel, Bosbury. 110
A second son was born and then, tragically, the elder boy died on the very eve of
his wedding. About this time, Philip became a member and later a steward of the
nearby Wesleyan chapel. It may have been William’s death which provoked his
interest in religion. 111

While these statements roughly reflect Philip’s interest in the chapel, they are not
an accurate expression of his intimate involvement, or of precisely when this
occurred.
Philip’s interest in church matters is not surprising, as there was a family history
of parish service. We have seen how Philip’s grandfather was, for many years, the
Parish Clerk at Birtsmorton, a role taken up after his death by John Clissett. This
interest in church matters was continued by Philip’s son who became Parish
Clerk at Felton, Herefordshire,112 and by his grandsons (Will Clissett became
churchwarden at St Martin’s, Hereford, and Jack became Parish Clerk at St Paul’s
Halesowen113,114).
Philip Clissett’s early interactions with the church, at least as far as baptism and
marriage were concerned, were with the local parish church. In 1863, however,
plans were afoot to build a Wesleyan chapel in Bosbury. Philip was closely
involved, as were his son, William, and fellow chairmaker Richard Edwards. All
three were appointed trustees for the proposed chapel on 23rd June 1863.115 The
foundation stone of the chapel was laid within sight of Philip’s house at Stanley
Hill only a month later.
BOSBURY. LAYING THE FOUNDATION STONE OF A WESLEYAN CHAPEL. – The
foundation stone of this new edifice, to promote the erection of which a tea-meeting
was held in this town some time since, took place last Friday, when Frederick
Orme, Esq., of Manchester, performed the ceremony, after which a sermon was
preached by the Rev. John Saunders, of Worcester. A public tea, to which about 150
sat down, took place in a tent, after which several spirited addresses were
delivered by Mr. Orme and the Revs. J. Saunders, C. Ridley, J. Kirtlan, and other
friends of the cause. A collection made at the close amounted to £7, of which Mr.
Orme very liberally subscribed £5. This, with the receipts from other sources, is
only a small portion of the sum required. 116
The foundation-stone of a Wesleyan chapel has been laid here (Bosbury,
Herefordshire) by Mr. F. Orme, of Manchester. The chapel is to seat about 120, and
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to cost, with the land, about £150; and, aided by a grant of £15 from the Chapel
Building Fund, it is to be completed free from debt. The design bas been presented
by Mr. W. W. Pocock, of London.117

The designer of the little chapel was a well-known and important architect.
William Willmer Pocock was architect of Spurgeon’s Tabernacle, Newington, and
many of his surviving buildings are listed. He came from a line of prominent
Wesleyans, his grandfather associating with John Wesley. Pocock is
commemorated by a window in Wesley’s Chapel.
The building work proceeded very quickly, and the new chapel was opened on
12th November in the same year.
On Thursday last, Bosbury Wesleyan Chapel, a very recent erection, was formally
opened for Divine service. The chapel, which is capable of comfortably seating 150,
was built by Mr. Moss, of Gloucester, from a design furnished gratuitously by Mr
Pocock, an architect of London. It is in Gothic style, and is allowed to be, both as
regards its general appearance and workmanship, the handsomest chapel in the
Ledbury Circuit, and as a necessary consequence the Bosbury friends are in
excellent mood. In the afternoon and evening of the above day, the Revds. J.B.
Blanche, of Malvern, and J. Anderson, Ledbury, respectively preached in the
chapel. At 5 o’clock tea was served in the chapel, and notwithstanding a heavy rain
fell (sic) during the whole of the day about 100 were present, whose presence under
such adverse circumstances testified their attachment to the cause of Methodism.
On the following Sunday sermons were preached in the same chapel in behalf of
the same fund … The total proceeds of the tea and collections amounted to between
£11 and £12. The cost of the chapel, inclusive of the purchase of the land, is about
£150.118

Figure 4.11: The Wesleyan chapel at Stanley Hill, photographed in the 1980s. [Courtesy of B.D.
Cotton]
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The chapel was an attractive building, sporting polychrome brick, a patterned
roof of plain and bullnose tiles, and a toothed ridge (Figure 4.11). As far as is
known, no photographs of the interior exist.
Once the chapel was open, we might assume that Philip was – as subsequent
accounts insist – a regular and enthusiastic attendee. But he did attend the parish
church from time to time; he was no doubt there when his son and three wives
were buried in the churchyard. A register in the Bosbury Churchwarden’s
Account Book, of church attendance by recipients of gift money, shows Philip
attending on just one occasion during the year, Sunday 22 December 1878. He
would have been there two days previously for his second wife’s funeral.119 The
date may be an error – perhaps a kindly and purposeful one to allow the nonconformist to qualify for parish charity.
Records relating to the business of the chapel are sketchy, but it is clear that
Philip remained a trustee, attending annual meetings to approve the accounts in
1872 and 1873. By 1897, only five of the original thirteen trustees remained alive,
and they were called to a special meeting held in the chapel on 22nd July 1897
chaired by the Circuit Superintendent.120 Philip Clissett and Richard Edwards
continued as trustees, and ten new trustees were appointed. That nine of these
were residents of Ledbury rather than Bosbury suggests that the chapel may have
been struggling to maintain a congregation. This is confirmed by the Circuit
Register of 1905 which lists Philip as one of only nine members of the Bosbury
chapel.121
When Barbara Pearce interviewed Harold Clissett, one of Philip’s grandsons, in
the 1970s, Philip’s observance of the Sabbath was one of his principal memories of
the old man:
… it was “chapel every Sunday without fail. And no potatoes to be scrubbed on the
Sabbath! Grandfather had ‘em cooked the day before!”122

While evidence that Philip was a steward at the chapel has not been forthcoming,
his interest and involvement, and his physical proximity to the chapel, would
make likely some of the steward’s duties, such as welcoming and sustaining
travelling preachers. His involvement with one such travelling preacher (William
Luff, who was also a prolific writer of religious poems and tracts) is recorded in
that “monthly journal of evangelistic and temperance work on all railways”
Railway signal: or, Lights along the line:
... Mr Wm Luff, our valued friend and helper, asks us to say that he hopes to
conduct meetings among the hop-pickers of Worcester and Hereford during
September, and he will be glad if our readers will remember the meetings in
prayer. He will be grateful for any contributions towards the expenses of these
special services, which may be sent to him at this office, and also for Tracts or
other suitable Gospel literature for free distribution, which should be forwarded to
Mr. Luff, care of Mr. Clissett, Stanley Hill, Ledbury. ...123

Philip made his last visit to the chapel on 21st January 1913 when his funeral
service was performed by the visiting minister, followed by burial in Bosbury
churchyard. How the little congregation struggled on without him is not known.
According to Hal Bethell, the Wesleyan Chapel at Stanley Hill appealed for funds
in about 1914 to secure restoration of the building. Renovation of the chapel would
be a graceful tribute to the memory of (and, here, Bethell appears to quote) “that
quaint and delightful character, the saintly Philip Clissett”.124
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In the mid-1950s, arrangements were being made to sell off the chapel.125 Since
then, the site has never been developed, and the chapel has simply fallen further
and further into disrepair. Recently, the roof has collapsed.
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