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“In the Name of God Amen”: 132 Wills of the
Piano Industry Workforce in England (1773-1857)

MARIE KENT

his article examines the wills and probate records of 132 men and

women who worked in the piano industry in England during the
first ninety years of piano making in the capital. While the decisive
launch of the industry in England may be considered to date from the
success of Zumpe’s square piano ¢1765, the period under study is deter-
mined by two factors: first, by the collection of wills available to be
searched and viewed online via The National Archives’ website (1384—
1858);! and second, by the earliest and latest wills of members of the pi-
ano industry to be identified in the collection. The resulting documents
are those of “relatively wealthy individuals living mainly in the south of
England™ and were proved at the Prerogative Court of Canterbury be-
tween 1773 and 1857.

The wills record the name, address, and occupation of the testator
and often those of family members and friends; they note sums of
money, stocks, and shares, properties and their tenants; and they de-
scribe personal and domestic items that evoke the lives and homes of
early members of the trade. Some also describe piano workshops with
their stock, tools, and working practices, and give the names of col-
leagues and employees who were appointed as witnesses, executors, and
beneficiaries. Together they expose some of the personal and profes-
sional interactions of the workforce in the period from the late eigh-
teenth to the mid-nineteenth century, and the issues that occupied those
who were concerned to make a will.

Methodology and Study Population

Drafting a will has never been compulsory, and in 1858 they were pre-
pared by only one person in ten.? It follows that the wills studied for this

1. Probate copies of Prerogative Court of Canterbury wills (1384-1858) are avail-
able to download at The National Archives website: www.nationalarchives.gov.uk
/documentsonline/wills.asp.

2. See: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/wills.hun (accessed Septem-
ber 23, 2014).

3. The figure prior to this date is not known. Karen Grannum and Nigel Taylor,
Wills and Probate Records, 2nd edn (The National Archives, 2009), 15.
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article represent only a portion of the contemporary workforce, which is
further under-represented by the probability that not all the wills written
by the workforce have been located. Testators who described their occu-
pation with the word “piano” or “pianoforte” (ninety-eight in total) have
been readily identified in an electronic search of the catalog of wills held
at The National Archives in Kew, but those who omitted to record their
profession, or who described themselves simply as “gentleman,” such as
John Christopher Zumpe, were not to be found unless, as in the case of
Zumpe, their names are well known or feature in lists of recognized pi-
ano makers. The wills of thirty members of the workforce were located in
this way (through studying lists of piano makers), and several more were
identified through mention in the wills themselves. All other members
of the workforce who made a will but omitted to record their profession
remain, for the present, anonymous.

The wills studied for this article belonged to 130 men and two women
and span almost a century, representing several generations. They in-
clude the will of a “bellyman and joiner,” four cabinet makers, two harp
makers, two organ makers, and a coal merchant who also made pianos;
two harpsichord makers whose workshops later made pianos; an “inven-
tor of mechanisms;” six music sellers; two piano key makers; four piano
tuners; two piano teachers; a piano dealer; and 103 piano makers who
identified themselves variously as piano maker (77) manufacturer (8),
square piano maker (1), musical instrument maker (10), musical wind
instrument maker (1), and gentleman, or esquire (7). The majority of
the testators lived in London, but one lived in Kingston upon Hull, and
one each in Worcester, Salisbury, Chichester, and Worthing. A list of all
the testators (followed by a list of other members of the musical profes-
sion mentioned in the wills) is presented in Appendix I. A chronological
version of the same is found in Appendix II.

Makers and the Making of Wills

“Relatively wealthy individuals” were not the only members of the
workforce to draft a will, though Zumpe, Broadwood (fig 1), and
Clementi are certainly among those studied here. David Wainwright
notes that John Broadwood left a personal fortune of £106,364 (separate
from his business) when he died in 1812, and in modern terms he was a
multi-millionaire, but in 1778 Americus Backers’ posthumous debt was

4. A bellyman assembled the piano’s soundboard, ribs and bridge.
5. David Wainwright, Broadwood, By Appointment: A Iistory (London: Quiller Press,
1982), 110.



66 JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY

£121 10s 1'/,d, the equivalent of approximately £7,600 today.® The distri-
bution of riches appears not, then, to have been the sole inducement to
drafting a will and, certainly, many of the testators studied did not be-
queath stocks and shares, or funds in the Bank of England, but small
items of personal value such as “coats waistcoats breeches stockings and

hatts [sic],”” treasured books and bibles. In the case of Backers, he asked

only that his “worldly estate” be sold to scttle his debts and maintain his
two young children.8

The wills of other well-known piano makers in the study include those
of Adam Beyer, Gabriel Buntebart, Thomas Culliford, Joseph Merlin,
Christopher Sievers, and Robert Wornum. Less prominent makers in-
clude Benjamin Dobson, Augustus Leukfeld, Charles Wheatstone, and
Herman Wrede. Makers such as these, who are noted by Harding and
Clinkscale,” account for nearly half the testators studied. The remainder,
whose names are less familiar, probably worked as employees or subcon-
tractors. It is certain that not all were masters of their own business:
Lorence Beyer worked for his brother Adam, and Alexander Finlayson
and Robert Stewart were “in the employ of Messieurs Broadwood.”
Other Broadwood employees feature in the wills and are discussed be-

6. Backers owed his executor, John Henwood, £33 1s 4 '/z(l for “cash lent and goods
delivered” (The National Archives [NA hereafter] PROB 31/673/580), and William
Woodward (his vintner) “fourteen pounds and upwards for cash lent and liquors had”
(NA PROB 31/669/361). A further £65 was owed in rent, £2 8s 9d for new window
lights installed in his workshop, and £7 in taxes (NA PROB 31/673/580), totalling
£121 10s l'/z(l. His assets were valued at £168 6s 9d (Michael Cole, The Pianoforte in the
Classical Ira (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 375), equating to approximately
£10,600 today. Historical currency conversions made using the National Archives
Currency Converter at: www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency/.

7. Will of Charles Lukey, proved 1777 (NA PROB 11/1031).

8. Will of Americus Backers, harpsichord maker, proved 1778 (NA PROB 11/
1038). Backers is known to have had three children but only two are mentioned in his
will: Charles Americus Backers (born February 23, 1770) and Christina Backers (born
May 7, 1771). A third child, Amelia (born November 18, 1772), appears to have died
young, and also their mother, Philadelphia. For birth dates and parentage, see Parish
registers, St Dunstan in the West, Westminster City Archives (or via Ancestry website
[Ancestry hereafter] at: www.ancestry.co.uk).

9. Harding appends “A List of Piano Makers in London and its Environs from 1760
to 1851”7 at Appendix G in Rosamond Harding, The Piano-Iorte: Its History Traced to the
Greal Exhibition of 1851, 2nd edn (first published by the author 1933; rev. edn, Old
Woking, Surrey: Unwin Brothers Ltd, 1978), 402-26. Sce also, Martha Novak Clink-
scale, Makers of the Piano, Vol. 1: 1700-1820 (Oxford University Press, 1993), and Ibid.,
Makers of the Piano, Vol. 2: 1820-1860 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999).
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FIGURE 1. Extract from the will of John Broadwood, musical instrument maker,
proved November 16, 1812 (National Archives PROB 11/1538).

low. The remaining wills are those of piano tuners, teachers, and key
makers, whose careers are possibly not recorded elsewhere.

The lengths of the wills vary from four short lines and a single sheet,
perhaps “don [sic] in great haste,” to more than fifteen sheets contain-
ing a great deal of legal repetition.!® Generally, a long will pertains to a
wealthy testator whose solicitor perhaps strove to justify a large fee, or to
protect his rights and indemnities as an executor of the will. Wills
drafted by solicitors share a common formula and dry vocabulary, but
those written by testators themselves use less formal prose and often di-
vulge emotion: Alexander Gow disinherited his son by codicil “in conse-
quence of his unkind treatment and neglect of me during my affliction”
and Charles Lukey directed that his siblings “shall not receive more than
one shilling from my property.”!! Personal holographs such as these
were sometimes dictated from a hospital or sick bed. James Longman
penned his will in the Fleet prison.!?

Executors to the wills were commonly wives, family members, solicitors,
friends, and colleagues, though piano maker Stephen Moore appointed

10. For example, the wills of Henry Bell, piano forte maker, proved 1855 (NA
PROB 11/2220); Robert Perkins, pianoforte maker, proved 1849 (NA PROB 11/1899);
and Robert Stodart, proved 1831 (NA PROB 11/1784).

11. Will of Alexander Gow, piano forte maker, proved 1846 (NA PROB 11/2046),
and will of Charles Lukey, proved 1777 (NA PROB 11/1031).

12. Will of James Longman, music scller, proved 1804 (NA PROB 11/1405).
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“the man most intimately acquainted with all my engagements and af-
fairs” who was also his “greatest creditor”—George Gilbert of Hackney.'$
Gilbert’s profession is not recorded,!* but Moore’s choice of words sug-
gests that the two men may have been friends.!> Americus Backers also
appointed a friend and creditor as executor to his will and perhaps both
testators sought to mitigate their debt by offering their friend a seem-
ingly secure means of reimbursement, albeit inconveniencing them in
the process.!® The charge of executing a will was an imposition not all
executors chose 1o accept. Many had a business of their own to tend and
settling an estate could take many years: Backers’ executor was still de-
fending a challenge to the will two years after Backers’ death,!” and
seven years after the deaths of Gabriel Buntebart and Christopher
Sievers, their executors were still charging for “pens, ink, and paper”
spent in settling their estate.'® Executors could face many months of
work selling real estate, equipment, stocks, and shares and distributing
legacies to beneficiaries in England and abroad. They could also be re-
quired to oversee the ongoing payment of annuities to widows and fam-
ily members, and even the education and maintenance of children until
they were married or reached the age of twenty-one. It is perhaps not
surprising that some chose to renounce the position. One named execu-
tor to the will of Muzio Clementi forbore to be sworn,!? and wo to the

13. Will of Stephen Moore, piano forte maker, proved 1803 (NA PROB 11/1400).

14. Gilbert may have been a schoolmaster living in Well Street, Hackney. A partner-
ship between one George Gilbert and Paul de la Pierre, Schoolmasters of Well Street,
Hackney, was dissolved by mutual consent in June 1800. London Gazette [ LG hereafter]
(July 26, 1800), 863. Available to view online at: www.thegazette.co.uk.

15. Gilbert is unlikely to have recovered his money as Moore was admitted to the
Fleet prison in 1801. LG (July 7, 1801), 795. Gilbert followed a few weeks later. LG
(August 8, 1801), 984. Gilbert was still paying off his debts after Moore had died. LG
(June 26, 1804), 804.

16. Will of Americus Backers, harpsichord maker, proved 1778 (NA PROB 11/
1038).

17. The vintner William Woodward was owed “fourteen pounds and upwards for
cash lent and liquors had” by Backers, and contested Backers’ will (NA PROB 31/
669/361). He eventually withdrew his suit and the case was dismissed on December 10,
1779 (NA PROB 29/204).

18. See John Henry Schrader’s Second Schedule (dated July 14, 1803) in his
Answer to George Lewis Hartz’s Bill of Complaint (NA 13/28/22).

19. Frederick Fielding, gentleman of Newman Street, Marylebone, renounced his
position as executor to the will of Muzio Clementi, esquire, proved 1832 (NA PROB
11/1798).
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wills of Samuel Chappell,?® Herman Wrede,?! and the piano tuner John
Marshall.?? George Astor revoked the appointment of his original execu-
tors for reasons not stated,?? and another testator later relieved his
friend of the task, deciding “from altered circumstances I do not wish
him to be troubled with the burden thereof.”?4

Witnesses to the wills were frequently solicitors and junior clerks (if
the document were signed in a solicitor’s office), servants, neighbors,
and friends, but also members of staff and colleagues. A footman to
James Shudi Broadwood was pressed into service on three occasions to
witness a codicil,?> and John Broadwood enjoined the help of two em-
ployees in witnessing his will which was probably signed on the prem-
ises.?6 Members of the Broadwood staff appear to have been particularly
active in the making of wills, with two dozen identified among the docu-
ments, as shown in Appendix III. Some of the Broadwood testators may
have been prompted to make a will by colleagues engaged in writing
their own. Middleton, Black, and Wilkie worked together in the grand
finishing department at Bridle Lane, and Richardson, Seymour, Stewart,
Williams, Montice, Radford, Churchill, and Chisholme were all col-
leagues at Horseferry Road. If the full names of all Broadwood employ-
ees were known it might be possible to identify more of their wills,27 but

20. Simon Rogers, silk mercer of 15 Sackville Street, Piccadilly, and John Freckle-
ton Burrowes, composer and organist, 13 Nottingham Place, New Road, both re-
nounced their role as executor to the will of Samuel Chappell, music seller, proved
1835 (NA PROB 11/1841).

21. John Miller, carpenter of Bread Street, and Robert Miller, carpenter of New
Castle Court, College Hill, both renounced their role as executor to the will of
Herman Wrede, musical wind instrument maker, proved 1841 (NA PROB 11/1943).

22. Samuel Bellin, artist, and James Forsyth, piano forte maker, both renounced
their position as trustee and executor to the will of John Marshall, piano forte tuner,
proved 1853 (NA PROB 11/2165). See Disclaimer of bequests, January 24, 1853 (London
Metropolitan Archives [LMA hereafter] BRA/747/086).

23. The appointment of Benjamin Banks (partner to George Astor) and Thomas
Dobson (pawnbroker) as executors to Astor’s will was revoked in a codicil signed one
month before Astor’s death, and piano maker William Dettmer appointed in their
place. Banks was probably relieved of the role as he had moved to Liverpool. Will of
George Astor, musical instrument maker, proved 1813 (NA PROB 11/1550).

24. Will of William Nagle, piano forte maker, proved 1848 (NA PROB 11/2078).

25. Will of James Shudi Broadwood, esquire, proved 1851 (NA PROB 11/2138).

26. James Paine and Daniel Giles Rose witnessed the will of John Broadwood, musi-
cal instrument maker, proved 1812 (NA PROB 11/1538).

27. In their staff records of 1834 and 1840, Broadwood recorded the full name of
an employee only when it was necessary to differentiate between men with the same
surname (Surrey History Centre [SHC hereafter] 2185/JB/74/1).
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even without further evidence it is clear that making a will was not an
alien concept to members of the Broadwood workforce. Several feature
repeatedly in the wills and were clearly well respected by their peers.
Scotsman Alexander Russell, who rose to become one of Broadwood’s
senior foremen, appears three times: first as a witness for a fellow em-
ployee,?8 then as executor to the will of his father-in-law (another Broad-
wood employee),? and finally as administrator to the estate of a piano
key maker whose executrix died before settling her late husband’s af-
fairs.? The execution of these three offices spanned more than a decade
and would have given Russell a broad grasp of the legal processes in-
volved in administering an estate. He was clearly a sober individual well
suited to the task, and his employers recognized his worth and paid him
well.3!

Other witnesses, executors, and beneficiaries point to connections in
the wider musical profession. Burkat Shudi counted fellow Swiss migrant
and organ builder John Snetzler and English organist John Keble among
his friends,*? appointing Snetzler an executor, and bequeathing Keble
ten guineas.’ A combination harpsichord and organ conceived by
Shudi and Snetzler was sold by John Broadwood from the workshop as a
“clavierorgana,”! and it is likely that Keble was also involved in this proj-
ect, assessing various prototypes. English organist and composer John
Freckleton Burrowes was appointed executor to the will of the music
seller Samuel Chappell, though he and his fellow executor renounced
their positions after Chappell died, leaving Chappell’s widow to adminis-
ter the estate alone.?® In contrast, the German composer and pianist
John Samuel Charles Possin fulfilled his duties as executor when Gabriel

28. Will of Joseph Williams, pianoforte maker, proved 1849 (NA PROB 11/2097).

29. Will of James Forsyth, piano forte maker, proved 1843 (NA PROB 11/1976).

30. Will of David Black, piano forte and organ key maker, proved 1839 (NA PROB
11/1806).

31. In the 1840s Russell was paid £356 p.a., compared with between £100 and £250
p-a. paid to other foremen in the company. Wainwright, Broadwood, By Appointment,
153-54.

32. John Keble was organist at St George’s, Hanover Square. Wainwright, Broad-
wood, By Appointment, 50-51.

33. Will of Burkat Shudi, harpsichord maker, proved 1777 (NA PROB 11/991).

34. Wainwright, Broadwood, By Appointment, 56.

35. Burrowes’ fellow executor was Simon Rogers, a silk mercer and fancy ware-
houseman of Sackville Sureet, Piccadilly. Will of Samuel Chappel, music seller, proved
1835 (NA PROB 11/1841).



132 WILLS OF THE PIANO INDUSTRY WORKFORCE IN ENGLAND (1773-1857) 71

Buntebart died in 1794.36 In a curiously circular arrangement that
demonstrates the complexity of ties within the trade, Possin was also con-
nected to the Ball family of piano makers and to the piano maker and
organist George Augustus Kollmann. With regard to the former, he be-
queathed two pianos (perhaps originally made by Ball) and a sum of
money to Gabriel Ball and his two sons, Frederick and Charles.” James
and Edward Ball (relationship to Gabriel, Frederick and Charles not
proved) manufactured pianos at 27 Duke Street, Grosvenor Square,38
which premises were later used for the sale of the “new patent piano
fortes” of the composer and piano maker George Augustus Kollman3'—
an executor of Possin’s will. Other connections are not explained. Piano
maker Adam Appelman did not clarify his relationship with the owners
of the Kirkman firm of harpsichord and piano makers in his will, but was
able to prevail upon Joseph and Abraham Kirkman to act as executor
and witness, respectively, so it is likely that Appelman was a senior em-
ployee.® In turn, the will of Joseph Kirkman was witnessed by another
likely employee—a joiner named Christian John Stiebler of 5 Marshall
Street, Golden Square, whose family was also involved in piano silk-
work.1! Stiebler’s father was a former “peruke maker perfumer and toy
seller” turned “leatherer of pianoforte hammers” who may also have
been employed by the Kirkman factory.12 Stiebler’s seemingly unusual
move into the piano-supply industry would not have been exceptional,
as toy sellers often dealt in musical instruments at this time.** Another
toy manufacturer cited in the wills, John [Francis] Bell, also turned to
making pianos, having shared his premises at 4 Little Russell Street,

36. Will of Gabriel Gotlieb Buntebart, large pianoforte maker, proved 1794 (NA
PROB 11/1250).

37. Possin gave piano maker Gabriel Ball of Jewry Street, Hampstead Road, the
sum of £250, and to each of his sons, Frederick and Charles, £60. Will of John Samuel
Charles Possin, proved 1821 (NA PROB 11/1650).

38. Will of James Ball, musical instrument maker, proved 1882 (NA PROB 11/1654).

39. Morning Post [MP hereafter] (June 4, 1840).

40. Will of Adam Appelman, pianoforte maker, proved 1804 (NA PROB 11/1411).

41. Will of Joseph Kirkman, pianoforte maker, proved 1830 (NA PROB 11/1770).

42. For the occupations of Christian Gotthelf Sliebler [sic] see Sun Fire Insurance
Policy Registers, September 9, 1812 (LMA Ms. 11936/459/873583); and June 13, 1792
(LMA Ms. 11936/389/601255). For more information on the Stiebler family, see Marie
Kent, “Piano Silkers in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century London (1784-1911): a
Genealogical Survey,” The Galpin Sociely Journal LXVI (2013): 71-98, at 78-82.

43. A toyman was “formerly, one who sold requisites for sports, trinkets and fancy
goods.” Oxford English Dictionary, vol. XI (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933; repr. 1961),
210.



























































































































































































































































