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Transcription & Commentary of the Office Copy of:- 

The Last Will and Testament 
of 

JOHN WALKER 

Chemist of Stockton-on-Tees, County Durham 

Inventor of the Friction Match in 1826 

Will dated 23rd November 1857  •  Exhibited: 7th July 1859 in Her Majesty’s High Court of 
Justice at Durham District Probate Registry, Joseph Dawson Registrar, before me (illegible) 

Commissioner. Extracted by Burrell & Son, Proctors (Durham), Effects under £3,000 
including Leaseholds, Stamp Duty £50. Proved: 12th July 1859 

Introduction: Meet John Walker 

Before delving into the legal labyrinth of Victorian probate, let me introduce you to John 
Walker – and no, not the whisky magnate! This John Walker was a chemist in Stockton-on-
Tees, which meant he was essentially the local pharmacist, doctor's assistant, and purveyor 
of mysterious potions all rolled into one. He also prescribed veterinary medicines for horses 

and cattle! 

In Victorian England, a chemist occupied a peculiar position in society. Higher than a 
mere shopkeeper, but not quite a gentleman professional. They mixed medicines, sold 
soap and perfumes, and occasionally dabbled in photography supplies (a cutting-edge 
hobby in 1857 at the date of his Will). John Walker would have stood behind his counter 
in a crisp white apron, surrounded by rows of elegant glass bottles with Latin labels and 
mortar and pestles of different sizes that he used to prepare his medicines and potions. 

He was unmarried, childless, and devoted to his niece Ann Wilkinson and her mother 
and his sister Mary. He was clearly a man of some means, owning property and 
maintaining relationships with respectable local tradesmen. The Will he left behind is a 
window into his world, his relationships, and the elaborate legal machinery Victorians 
employed to ensure the 'right' people got their money. 
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Document Summary 

Testator John Walker, Chemist, of Stockton, County Durham 

Date of Will 23rd November 1857 

Probate Proved Date 12th July 1859 

Executors/Trustees John Kirtley (Wine Merchant) and Thomas Appleby 
(Bookseller), both of Stockton 

Principal Beneficiary Ann Wilkinson, wife of Hutchinson Wilkinson (Corn 
Merchant) of Stockton 

Life Tenant Mary Walker (testator's sister) 

Witnesses John James Wilson (Solicitor, Stockton) and his Clerk 
John Alderson  

How to Read This Document 

Original Will Text: Appears in serif font with a slight indent – exactly as 
John Walker's solicitor wrote it 169 years ago. 

Commentary: Appears in blue with a left border – my explanations and the context. 

Annotations: Technical notes about difficult readings or textual oddities. 

Marginal Notes: Describe marks and initials found in the original document's margins. 
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Page 1 — Probate Header and Opening 

The Probate Court Stamp 

Every Will that went through probate got stamped with a formal notation by the registry. 
Think of it as the Victorian equivalent of a 'PROCESSED' stamp – official confirmation 
that this document had been examined, accepted, and was now the legally binding word 
on what happened to John Walker's worldly goods. 

On the seventh day of July 1859 this paper writing was exhibited in 
the Durham District Probate Registry as the last Will and Testament 
of John Walker described by and marked by me one of the Executors 
therein named Thomas Appleby. Before me (unreadable) 
Commissioner 

Annotation: The surname of the Commissioner is difficult to read.  

Notice the date: 7th July 1859. John made his Will on the 23rd November 1857. The gap 
between his death on the 1st May 1859 and probate wasn't unusual – executors had to 
gather evidence of death, notify all interested parties and potentially deal with creditors. 

The Opening Declaration 

Victorian wills followed rigid formulas that solicitors knew by heart. Every phrase is 
carefully chosen for legal precision, even when it sounds wonderfully pompous to 
modern ears. 

This is the Last Will and Testament of me John Walker of 
Stockton in the County of Durham Chemist made this twenty third 
day of November one thousand eight hundred and fifty seven. 

"This is the Last Will and Testament" – the magic words that made this document legally 
binding. Note how John identifies himself: location first (Stockton, Durham), then 
occupation (Chemist). In an era before driving licences and national insurance numbers, 
your profession was a key part of your identity. 

"Of me" is a lovely archaism – we'd now say 'of' or 'by me', but the Victorians liked their 
pronouns front and centre. The date is written out in full because numbers could be 
altered, but try changing 'twenty third' to 'twenty fourth' without it being obvious! 

Also note: no full stops or commas anywhere. Victorian legal documents treated 
punctuation as optional – and potentially dangerous. A misplaced comma could 
theoretically change the meaning of a bequest, so safer to use none at all. The meaning 
was carried by the ritualistic phrases themselves. 

Appointment of Executors and Trustees 

I appoint John Kirtley of Stockton aforesaid Wine Merchant and 
Thomas Appleby of the same place Bookseller Trustees and Executors 
of this my Will. 
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Meet the men who would manage John's estate: a wine merchant and a bookseller. This 
wasn't random – these were probably friends and fellow tradesmen John trusted. Notice 
that John Kirtley, a wine merchant, is the first mentioned (probably the primary executor), 
with Thomas Appleby as the secondary. 

Why two trustees? Redundancy and mutual supervision. If one died, became 
incapacitated, or turned out to be dishonest, the other could carry on. It also meant they 
could check each other's work – Victorian prudence at its finest. 

The phrase 'of Stockton aforesaid' and 'of the same place' are legal shorthand. Having 
established that this all takes place in Stockton, the solicitor doesn't need to keep 
repeating it. Lawyers charged by the word in some cases, but even they had limits! 

Bequest of Personal Effects 

I bequeath all my plate china linen household furniture prints 
pictures and books unto Ann Wilkinson the wife of Hutchinson 
Wilkinson of Stockton aforesaid Corn Merchant exempt from the 
payment of my funeral and testamentary expenses and debts and also 
free from Legacy duty. 

This is the 'stuff' clause – all the tangible, touchable items in John's life. Let's see what 
he owned: 

• Plate – silverware and serving pieces, possibly quite valuable 

• China – ceramic tableware, often decorated and treasured 

• Linen – tablecloths, napkins, bedsheets (quality linen was expensive) 

• Furniture – chairs, tables, beds, wardrobes 

• Prints and pictures – artwork, engravings, possibly family portraits 

• Books – a chemist would have had professional texts, experiment notebooks plus 
personal reading 

All of this goes to Ann Wilkinson, who was married to a corn merchant named 
Hutchinson. (Hutchinson Wilkinson – the Victorians loved their surname-as-first-name 
tradition!) Ann was  John's niece – his sister's daughter who had married into the 
Wilkinson family. 

The crucial phrase is 'exempt from... funeral and testamentary expenses and debts.' 
John is saying: Ann gets these items free and clear. The estate's debts will be paid from 
other assets (cash, property sales), not by taking anything from Ann's inheritance. He's 
also sparing her the Legacy Duty – a form of inheritance tax that the estate would pay on 
her behalf. Generous Uncle John! 
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Devise of Real and Personal Estate 

I give devise and bequeath all my real estate unto and to the use of the 
said John Kirtley and Thomas Appleby their heirs and assigns and all 
my personal estate unto the said John Kirtley and Thomas Appleby 
their executors administrators and assigns Upon the Trusts following 
(that is to say) 

Annotation: The word 'said' appears as an interlinear correction above the line, 
replacing 'same' which was presumably the original word. 

Here's where Victorian legal language gets technical. Let me decode this: 

• 'Real estate' = land and buildings (things 'fixed' to the earth) 

• 'Personal estate' = everything else (money, investments, goods) 

• 'Give, devise and bequeath' = a belt-and-braces phrase covering all legal bases 

• 'Heirs and assigns' = whoever inherits from or buys from them 

• 'Executors administrators and assigns' = those who manage estates or take over 

Why different phrases for real vs. personal estate? Because in 1857, they were 
governed by completely different legal rules! Real estate descended according to ancient 
land law (with complex rules about primogeniture and entails), while personal estate 
followed different succession rules. By using both phrases, the solicitor ensures nothing 
falls through the cracks. 

The interlinear correction – 'said' written above the line to replace 'same' – shows the 
human side of document preparation. Even experienced solicitors' clerks made errors 
and had to correct them. Such corrections had to be initialled by witnesses to prove they 
weren't fraudulent alterations made after signing. 

Trust for Real Estate 

Upon Trust as to my real estate to stand seized of the same wal [sic] 
estate In Trust for my sister Mary Walker for the term of her natural 
life and after her death or if she shall die in my life time I declare that 
my said Trustees shall stand seized of my said real estate In Trust for 
the said Ann Wilkinson during her life and after her death In Trust to 
divide the same equally amongst all her children living at the time of 
her death 

This is the heart of the Will – and it reveals John's careful family planning. Let me 
translate: 

First in line: Sister Mary Walker gets the property to use during her lifetime. She can live 
there, collect rent if it's rented out, but cannot sell it – it's not truly 'hers'. This is called a 
'life interest' or 'life tenancy'. 

Second in line: After Mary dies (or if she dies before John), Ann Wilkinson gets the same 
deal – use of the property for her lifetime. 

Final destination: After Ann dies, her children split the property equally. 

The '[sic]' marks a copying error – 'wal' was probably meant to be 'real' or was simply a 
slip of the pen. Transcribers include it exactly as written. 
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Why this elaborate structure? John is providing for his sister first (family duty), then his 
niece Ann, while ensuring the property ultimately stays in the family through Ann's 
children. He's thinking two generations ahead – classic Victorian estate planning. 

Default Provision 

And I declare that if there shall be no children of the said Ann 
Wilkinson living at her death my said real estate hereinby [sic] 
devised shall become the absolute property of the said Ann Wilkinson 

Annotation: The words 'if there' appear as an interlinear insertion. The word 'hereinby' 
is written as shown, though 'hereby' was likely intended. 

Every good solicitor thinks about 'what ifs'. What if Ann has no children? What if her 
children all die before her? 

In that case, John says, forget the trust structure – Ann gets everything outright. She can 
sell it, give it away, do whatever she wants. This is called 'fee simple absolute' – the 
fullest form of property ownership. 

The word 'hereinby' is a charming error – the clerk meant 'hereby' but his pen got away 
from him. These small human touches remind us that behind every formal document was 
a real person with a quill pen, probably cold fingers, and possibly a pressing need for 
tea. 

Trust for Personal Estate 

And upon Trust as to my said personal estate to get in and convert the 
same into money and thereout to pay my funeral and testamentary 
expenses and debts and the residue thereof 

Marginal Note: The initials 'J.J.W' appear multiple times in the left margin throughout 
this page, likely representing John James Wilson, the solicitor, confirming or witnessing 
amendments. 

'Get in and convert' – interesting phrase meaning 'collect everything owed to me and sell 
what needs selling'. The trustees must: 

1. Collect any debts owed to John 

2. Sell any investments or goods that need to be liquidated 

3. Pay for John's funeral (a serious expense in the Victorian era) 

4. Pay 'testamentary expenses' (probate fees, solicitor's bills) 

5. Settle any debts John owed 

Only after all that comes 'the residue' – what's left over. 

The marginal initials 'J.J.W.' are significant. John James Wilson was the solicitor who 
drafted this will, and his initials beside each amendment prove these changes were 
made properly, before signing, with witnesses present. Without such initials, later 
readers might suspect forgery. 
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Page 2 — Residue and Trustee Provisions 

Payment of Residue 

declare shall be paid unto the said Ann Wilkinson her executors 
administrators and assigns and for which residue her receipt or their 
receipts alone shall be sufficient discharge and the same residue I 
hereby declare to be exempt from her husbands debts control 
disposition and engagements 

THIS IS THE CRUCIAL CLAUSE. Read it again. John Walker wasn't just generous – he 
was deliberately protecting Ann Wilkinson from the legal reality of Victorian marriage. 

Here's the uncomfortable truth: in 1857, when a woman married, she essentially ceased 
to exist as a legal person. Under the doctrine of 'coverture', her property became her 
husband's property. Her earnings were his. Her inheritance was his. She couldn't sign 
contracts, sue anyone, or control her own wealth. 

John knew this. And he didn't want Hutchinson Wilkinson – the corn merchant husband – 
getting his hands on Ann's inheritance. So he includes this extraordinary phrase: 'exempt 
from her husbands debts control disposition and engagements'. 

Breaking that down: Hutchinson cannot use this money to pay HIS debts. He cannot 
'control' or 'dispose of' it. His 'engagements' (business dealings, contracts) cannot touch 
it. This is as close as John could get in 1857 to saying 'this is Ann's money, not her 
husband's'. 

It would take the Married Women's Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 to give women 
proper control over their own property. John Walker was, in his way, ahead of his time. 

Trustee Receipts Clause 

And I hereby also declare that the receipt or receipts of the said John 
Kirtley and Thomas Appleby or of the Trustees or Trustee for the time 
being of this my Will shall be good and sufficient discharges for any 
sums of money received by them or him under or by virtue of this my 
Will 

This is practical housekeeping. If someone pays money to the trustees, they need proof 
they've done so. This clause says that a receipt from the trustees is all the proof needed 
– nobody can later claim the payment was never made. It protects both the payers and 
the trustees. 

Mortgage Properties 

And I give devise and bequeath all the estates which at my death shall be vested in me 
upon any Trusts or by way of mortgage and of which I shall at my death have power to 
dispose by Will unto the said John Kirtley and Thomas Appleby their heirs executors and 
administrators respectively [deletion struck through] according to the nature thereof 
respectively upon the Trusts and subject to the Equity of redemption which at my death 
shall be subsisting or capable of taking effect therein respectively but the monies secured 
on such mortgages shall be taken as part of my personal estate 
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Now we see that John Walker wasn't just a chemist – he was also a lender! This clause 
deals with properties he held 'by way of mortgage'. 

In the 19th century, if you lent someone money secured against their house, you (the 
lender) technically held the title to the property until they repaid you. This is what 'vested 
in me... by way of mortgage' means. 

The 'Equity of redemption' is the borrower's right to get their property back by repaying 
the loan. John's saying: whoever owes me money still has the right to repay and reclaim 
their property. My trustees inherit my position as lender, not ownership of the properties 
themselves. 

The 'monies secured' – the loan amounts – count as personal estate (cash), not real 
estate (land). This matters for tax and distribution purposes. 

The struck-through deletion shows where someone started to write the wrong thing and 
corrected it. These deletions had to be visible (not scratched out completely) so that 
everyone could see what was changed. 

Trustee Replacement Provisions 

Provided always and I hereby declare my Will to be that if the said 
Trustees hereby constituted or either of them shall die in my lifetime 
or if they or either of them or any Trustee or Trustees appointed as 
hereinafter provided shall after my death die or be abroad or desire to 
be discharged or refuse or become incapable to act then and in every 
such case it shall be lawful for the survivor of them or for the acting 
executors or executor administrators or administrator of the last 
surviving or continuing Trustee to appoint a new Trustee or Trustees 
in the place of the Trustee or Trustees so dying or being abroad or 
desiring to be discharged or refusing or becoming incapable to act as 
aforesaid and upon 

Marginal Note: The initials 'J.W.' and 'J.J.W' appear in the left margin. 'J.W.' may 
represent another solicitor or clerk involved in document preparation. 

This is the 'succession planning' clause, and it covers every disaster scenario the 
solicitor could imagine: 

What if a trustee DIES before John? Covered. 

What if they die AFTER John but before the trust ends? Covered. 

What if they move abroad and can't act? Covered. 

What if they want to retire from trusteeship? Covered. 

What if they refuse to act? Covered. 

What if they go mad or become incapacitated? Covered. 

The solution in each case: the surviving trustee (or their executor if both are dead) can 
appoint a replacement. This ensures the trust can never be left without someone in 
charge. 

That mysterious 'J.W.' in the margin is intriguing. Possibly a senior partner in the 
solicitor's firm reviewing the document, or perhaps a clerk who prepared a fair copy. 
Without more records, we can only speculate. 
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Page 3 — Final Provisions and Attestation 

Trustee Powers (continued) 

such appointment as aforesaid the number of Trustees shall be 
augmented or reduced and upon every such appointment all the Trust 
estates monies and securities if any then vested in the Trustees or 
Trustee for the time being or in the heirs executors or administrators 
of the last surviving or continuing Trustee shall be conveyed assigned 
and transferred and [deletion struck through] that the same may be 
vested in the surviving or continuing Trustee or Trustees jointly with 
such new Trustee or Trustees or such new Trustees solely as the case 
may require 

More succession mechanics. When you appoint a new trustee, you need to actually 
transfer the legal ownership of assets to them. This clause authorises that transfer and 
allows flexibility – you can add trustees, reduce their number, or completely replace them 
as circumstances require. 

New Trustee Authority 

And every Trustee so [deletion struck through] appointed as aforesaid 
may as well before as after the said Trust premises if any shall have 
been so vested act or assist in the execution of the Trusts and powers 
of this my Will as fully and effectually as if he had been hereby 
constituted him [sic] a Trustee 

Annotation: The word 'hereby' appears as an interlinear insertion. The grammatical 
construction 'constituted him a Trustee' appears as written, though 'constituted as' 
might have been more natural. 

This ensures that newly-appointed trustees have exactly the same powers as the original 
ones. There's no 'second-class trustee' status. 

The phrase 'as well before as after' means a new trustee can start work immediately 
upon appointment, even before the formal legal transfer of assets is complete. Practical 
Victorian efficiency! 

The grammatical stumble ('constituted him a Trustee') shows the strain of cramming 
complex legal concepts into already-convoluted sentences. Even skilled solicitors 
occasionally tied themselves in grammatical knots. 

Trustee Indemnity 

And also that the said Trustees or Trustee for the time being may reimburse themselves 
and himself or pay and discharge out of the Trust premises all expenses incurred in or 
about the execution of the Trusts or powers of this my Will 

Annotation: The word 'of' appears to be an interlinear insertion, replacing 'for' which 
was the original preposition. 
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Being a trustee is WORK. You have to manage property, collect rents, deal with lawyers, 
file paperwork, and generally be responsible for other people's money. This clause says: 
trustees can pay themselves back for legitimate expenses from the trust funds. 

Without this clause, trustees would have to pay all costs out of their own pockets – 
hardly fair. John is ensuring that John Kirtley and Thomas Appleby won't be financially 
penalised for helping him. 

Note that this covers 'expenses', not a salary. Victorian trustees were generally expected 
to serve without payment as a social duty. Paid professional trustees wouldn't become 
common until the 20th century. 

Revocation and Execution 

And I hereby revoke all my former Wills In witness whereof I have to 
this my last Will and Testament set my hand the day and year first 
aforesaid 

Johnas Walker 

'I hereby revoke all my former Wills' – essential words. Without this, if an earlier Will 
surfaced, chaos would ensue. Which one applies? This clause makes clear: THIS Will is 
the final word. 

'Set my hand' is a lovely euphemism for 'signed'. John Walker would have dipped his 
quill in ink and carefully signed his name, probably with the slightly nervous hand of 
someone doing something terribly permanent and important. 

The signature is the beating heart of the document. Without it, all these words are just 
expensive paper. With it, they become John Walker's legally binding last wishes 

 

 

Interestingly, the signature appears as “Johnas Walker” in the Will suggesting either a 
nickname or Walker’s habitual way of writing his name. His former signature of “John 
Walker” appeared on his brother James estate administration documents from 1839, 
providing an example of his handwriting outside his Day Book. 

Attestation Clause 

The writing contained in this sheet of paper was signed by the said 
Testator John Walker and by him declared to be his last Will and 
testament in the presence of us who have hereto subscribed our 
names in his presence at his request and the presence of each [other] 

Annotation: The word 'other' is implied by the standard attestation formula but 
appears partially cut off or faded at the of the document. 

This is the witnesses' statement – and it's legally crucial. Since 1837, English law 
required: 

1. The testator must sign (or acknowledge their signature) in front of TWO witnesses 

2. Both witnesses must be present together when this happens 

3. Both witnesses must then sign in the testator's presence 
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This attestation clause confirms all three requirements were met. 'In the presence of us' 
and 'the presence of each other' establishes the witnesses were there together. 'At his 
request' confirms John actively wanted them to witness. 'Declared to be his last Will' 
proves John knew what he was signing. 

Miss any of these formalities and the Will could be challenged. Victorian lawyers were 
VERY careful about this ceremony. 

Witnesses 

Jno James Wilson Solr Stockton 

Annotation: 'Jno' is the standard abbreviation for 'John'. 'Solr' with superscript 'r' is the 
abbreviation for 'Solicitor'. 

Jno. Alderson his Clerk 

Annotation: The second witness's name is extremely difficult to read. It appears to be 
Jno Alderson followed by 'his Clerk', indicating this person was a clerk to the solicitor 
John James Wilson.  

John James Wilson was clearly John Walker's solicitor – he drafted the Will (we've seen 
his initials 'J.J.W.' throughout) and now witnesses it. This was standard practice: the 
family solicitor would often witness the Wills they prepared. 

The second witness is merely 'his Clerk' – not even dignified with a full name in the legal 
record. This anonymous young man (almost certainly young, almost certainly male) 
would have sat in Wilson's office copying documents, running errands, and learning the 
trade. He witnessed this Will as part of his duties, probably not giving it much thought. 

The poor readability of the clerk's name is ironic – he was presumably the one with the 
best handwriting in the office, employed specifically for his penmanship. But his own 
signature? Barely legible. Perhaps he was nervous, or rushing, or the ink was running 
out. 
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Summary of Uncertain Readings 

Historical documents rarely yield up all their secrets. Here's where the palaeographer 
(fancy word for 'person who reads old handwriting') had to make judgment calls: 

Location Possible Readings Preferred Reading 

Probate header Durham District Commissioner 
(Registrar?) 

Was it Joseph Dawson? 

Second witness J. Alderson Jno Alderson  

Pages 1-3 initials in 
the margins 

J.W, J.J.W. J.W (ambiguous) 
John James Wilson 
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Historical Context: John Walker's World 

Stockton-on-Tees in the 1850s 

Picture Stockton in 1857: a thriving market town on the River Tees, transformed by the 
railway revolution. Just 32 years earlier, in 1825, the Stockton and Darlington Railway 
had opened – the world's first public railway to use steam locomotives. By the time John 
Walker made his Will, the town was a hub of commerce, industry, and ambition. 

The High Street where John had his chemist's shop would have been bustling with 
horse-drawn carts, the smell of coal smoke, and the cries of street vendors. Nearby 
might have been John Kirtley's wine merchant premises; and next door Thomas 
Appleby's bookshop. These were men who knew each other, traded with each other, and 
trusted each other with their estates. 

The Chemist's Trade 

Being a 'Chemist' in the 1820/50’s was different from today. There was no NHS, no 
prescription system and no pharmaceutical regulations to speak of. A chemist might 
compound medicines from raw ingredients, sell patent remedies of dubious efficacy, 
provide treatments for everything from headaches to cholera, and perhaps have a 
sideline in photography supplies, veterinary medicines, or industrial chemicals. 

John Walker's shop would have had a distinctive smell – a mixture of camphor, lavender, 
sulphur, and various botanical extracts. Behind the counter, rows of glass-stoppered 
bottles with Latin labels. In the back room, a workbench with scales, a mortar and pestle, 
and perhaps a small furnace for chemical preparations. 

The 'plate, china, linen, prints, pictures and books' he left to Ann suggest a man of taste 
and modest prosperity. The books, in particular, hint at intellectual curiosity – 
professional texts certainly, but probably novels and poetry too. 

Marriage, Property, and Women's Rights 

The most striking feature of this Will – the clause protecting Ann's inheritance from her 
husband – reflects the harsh legal reality facing married women in 1857. 

Under the doctrine of coverture, when a woman married, her legal identity merged with 
her husband's. Literally, in law, she ceased to exist as an independent person. Any 
property she owned became his. Any money she earned was his. She couldn't sign 
contracts, sue anyone, or even make a Will without his permission. 

Reformers were beginning to agitate for change. The Married Women's Property Act 
would pass in 1870, giving women limited control over their earnings. A stronger act in 
1882 would finally allow married women to own property independently. 

John Walker, making his Will in 1857, was working within the old system but trying to 
protect his niece as best he could. His careful language – 'exempt from her husbands 
debts control disposition and engagements' – was the Victorian equivalent of a prenuptial 
agreement, imposed from beyond the grave. 

The Probate Process 

When John Walker died on the 1st May 1859, his executors had work to do. First, they 
needed to gather the will and prove it was genuine. Then they had to apply for 'probate' – 
official court recognition that they had authority to administer the estate. 
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Until 1858, probate was handled by ecclesiastical courts – the Church of England's legal 
system, left over from medieval times. But the Court of Probate Act 1857 transferred this 
jurisdiction to a new civil court. John Walker's Will proved in July 1859, would have been 
among the first generation of Wills to go through the new secular system. 

The Will was filed, copied, and preserved. That Office Copy eventually made its way to 
The National Archives at Kew, where years later, it could be photographed, transcribed, 
and shared. 
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Afterword: Remembering John Walker 

What happened to the people in this Will? 

We don't know for certain without further research, but we can make educated {guesses. 
Mary Walker, John's sister, received her life interest in the property. She would have 
lived out her days (hopefully comfortably) on the income it provided. After her death, Ann 
Wilkinson would have taken over. 

Ann’s children would have eventually inherited the property – perhaps selling it during 
the great social changes of the late Victorian or Edwardian era. If not, Ann got everything 
outright, free to dispose of it as she wished. 

John Kirtley the wine merchant and Thomas Appleby the bookseller fulfilled their duties 
as executors, collected their expenses, and returned to their shops on Stockton High 
Street. 

And John Walker the chemist? He left behind a well-crafted Will evidence of professional 
success, family affection, and legal prudence. He cared enough about his sister to 
provide for her first. He cared enough about Ann to protect her from an uncertain legal 
system. He thought two generations ahead. 

Not a bad legacy for a man selling medicines and patent remedies in a North East 
market town. 

Transcription Notes 

This transcription was prepared from a photocopy of the Office Copy of the Will (originally 
held in Durham Probate Office but its whereabouts currently unknown).  The original 
document is written in a clear legal hand typical of mid-Victorian solicitors' clerks, with 
occasional interlinear corrections initialled by the witnesses. 

Original spelling, punctuation (or lack thereof), and capitalisation have been preserved. 
Victorian legal documents typically employed minimal punctuation, with the text flowing 
continuously. The original paragraphing has been broken into sections for readability while 
maintaining the exact wording. 
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What Do We Learn  

From All This? 

 

So what does a Victorian legal document tell about the man who invented the friction match? 

He was a family man 

He never married or had children. But family clearly mattered to him. His first obligation was 
to his sister Mary—making sure she’d have a home for her remaining years. After her came 
his niece Ann and her children. The careful structure of the Will, passing property down 
through generations, shows someone thinking about his family security over decades. 

He understood women’s vulnerability  

The clause protecting Ann’s inheritance from her husband’s creditors wasn’t included by 
chance, it was his ‘choice’. Walker (or his solicitor guided by John) understood that without 
explicit protection, a married woman’s inheritance was legally her husband’s. He took steps 
to ensure Ann could actually benefit from what he left her. 

He was rooted in his Community  

His trustees weren’t strangers—they were friends and neighbours. Possibly a wine merchant 
connected to his father’s trade. A successor bookseller who worked next door in the same 
building where Thomas Jennett made his ‘cardboard’ boxes for his ‘Friction Lights’ invention. 
His solicitor was local. Walker’s world was Stockton, and he trusted Stockton people to carry 
out his wishes. 

He was comfortable, not wealthy 

The Will mentions no vast sums, no grand estate, no charitable bequests. John had nice 
furniture, china, books and some mortgage investments. He was a respectable middle-class 
Victorian gentleman—but he hadn’t profited enormously from his invention. He never 
patented his matches; others made fortunes while he ran his shop. 

He was methodical and thorough  

The same careful mind that recorded match sales in Latin, that experimented systematically 
with explosive chemistry, that kept detailed ledgers of his business—that mind created a Will 
anticipating multiple contingencies. Trustees dying, going abroad, becoming incapable. 
Beneficiaries predeceasing each other. The need to replace fiduciaries across generations. 
Walker thought things through. 

He was modest 

He identified himself simply as a “Chemist”. Not an inventor, not a scientist, not the man who 
changed the world. Just a Stockton chemist. By 1857, matches were everywhere— people 
were lighting fires in seconds all over the globe, because of what John Walker had 
discovered from his percussion experiments thirty-one years earlier. And he called himself a 
Chemist. 
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EPILOGUE: A Light That Almost Went Out 

John Walker died on 1st May 1859. His Will was proved, the trustees did their work, the 
estate was distributed. 

And then, slowly, John Walker faded from memory. 

The match industry boomed. Factories churned out billions of matches. But Walker’s name 
wasn’t on any of them. Samuel Jones got credit for “Lucifers”, Bryant & May and Swedish 
Match became industrial giants. The modest Stockton chemist who’d started it all became a 
footnote, then barely that. 

His Day Book—the only surviving record of his match sales—was nearly thrown away in the 
1890’s. A local hairdresser and amateur historian Joseph Parrott found and rescued it after it 
was discarded from Hardcastle’s chemist in Stockton, who had bought Walker’s shop stock 
in 1858 when he retired at age 77 probably from ill health. By a quirk of history if Parrott 
hadn’t noticed this ledger in a pile of pharmaceutical rubbish, we’d have almost no direct 
knowledge that John Walker invented the match. 

Parrott championed Walker’s legacy and others followed. Doreen Thomas of Middlesbrough 
spent decades researching Walker, publishing definitive books in 1971 and 1990. 

In 2026, 200 years after Walker’s invention there will be anniversary celebrations. The man 
who gave the world instantaneous fire is finally getting his ‘full due’ credit  

But it shouldn’t have been so close. Think about that, next time you strike a match. Think 
about the modest chemist in Stockton who figured out how to make it work, who never 
patented his invention, who kept running his shop to age 77 while others got rich. 

And think about his Will—a dry legal document that, read carefully, reveals a man who cared 
about his family, understood his community, planned for the future and never sought credit 
for changing the world. 

Every Time You Light a Match, You’re Using John Walker’s 
Invention. Remember Him!! 
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