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THOMAS RIPLEY AND THE USE
OF EARLY MAHOGANY

ADAM BOWETT

Thomas Ripley’s architectural career is sufficiently 
well recorded to need no retelling here.1 This 

article is concerned with a previously unregarded 
aspect of his work, which is the extensive use of 
mahogany for interior joinery in two of his most 
important buildings. The first of these was the 
Admiralty Office in Whitehall, and the second was 
Houghton Hall in Norfolk, on which Ripley acted 
as building supervisor for Sir Robert Walpole. In 
both cases the surviving documentation for the pur
chase and shipping of the mahogany is relatively 
complete, and both cases suggest that modern 
attitudes to the value and status of this ‘exotic’ 
import were not shared by Ripley and his 
contemporaries in the 1720s.

The Admiralty Office was begun in 1723, with 
Ripley as architect in charge. The building has won 
few admirers, but it is unique in employing large 
quantities of mahogany for routine joinery in place 
of the more usual deal or oak.2 It was on Ripley’s 
recommendation that the Lords of the Admiralty 
instructed Captain Barrow Harris, then command
ing the Royal Navy warships on the Jamaica station, 
to buy mahogany for use in the new building.3 
As Master Carpenter, Ripley’s endorsement of 
mahogany to the Lords of the Admiralty was prob
ably born from experience rather than hearsay, but 
his opinion was not guided by its superior beauty, 
durability or structural stability. Rather, he 
advocated its use on the grounds that ‘it will be 
cheaper than any other Wood.’4 This was certainly 
true. After the Naval Stores Act of 1721 mahogany 

from the British West Indies could be imported free 
of duty and, if carried in Royal Navy ships, paid no 
freight, insurance or handling charges.5 The origi
nal vouchers for the Admiralty’s purchase have yet 
to come to light, but according
to surviving Port Books the price of mahogany in 
Jamaica at this time was a little under id per super
ficial foot (i2"x i2nx 1").6 With no other charges to 
pay, the Admiralty could import mahogany cheaper 
than it could buy deal (id-iVzd) or wainscot (gd-ijd).7

The mahogany was intended for use in the doors 
and windows of the lower and middle storeys of the 
new building.8 The specification for the contract 
was sent out to Captain Harris in October 1723, 
comprising four hundred 2% inch planks, six 
hundred 2 inch, and a thousand each of lYz inch 
and 1 inch boards. Each plank or board was to be 
between eight and ten feet long. Harris was further 
instructed that if smaller scantling were not avail
able, he was to buy instead a thousand each of four 
and three-inch plank. To allow for damage during 
shipment Harris should buy rather more than 
specified and, finally, he was to get the wood ‘on the 
Cheapest terms you can’, and send it home in Royal 
Navy ships as they came off station.9

In December 1723 Captain Harris wrote to the 
Navy Board, informing them that he had begun to 
buy timber, but would have to send it mostly in 
three and four-inch plank, since there was very little 
thin board available. But, he added, this would be 
cheaper, since it reduced the cutting charges as well 
as losses from damage during the voyage home.10
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The imminent arrival of the first shipment was 
advertised in London and provincial newspapers:

His Majesty’s Ship the Mermaid, which is coming 
from Jamaica, hath on Board from thence 600 Planks 
of the famous Mahogany or Redwood, which grows in 
no Part of the World but the West-Indies, which Wood 
is to be employed in making all the Inner Doors in the 
new Admiralty Office, now building at Whitehall; 
and to be used in Tables and other Purposes for the 
said Office. The Adventure and Faukland, which are 
expected Home from Jamaica are also to bring certain 
Quantities of the said Wood for his Majesty’s Service, 
there being 7000 Planks contracted for at Jamaica, by 
His Majesty’s Order which is brought Home from 
Time To Time, by the Men of War, as they come 
from thence, Duty Free.11

The Mermaid arrived with its mahogany in June 
1724, and was closely followed by a second ship
ment on the Nonsuch.12 The wood was landed 
at Deptford and lightered upriver to Whitehall 
Stairs.13 By September enough mahogany had 
arrived to complete the work at Whitehall, and 
Harris was instructed to send no more.14 But Harris 
had already bought a considerable quantity, and 
had more on order. He wrote to the Navy Board 
explaining his predicament, and was advised that 
ifhe could not dispose of the mahogany inJamaica 
without loss, he was to send it to England anyway.15 
Consequently, further shipments arrived in late 
1724 and early 1725 with the Leopard, Launceston, 
Adventure and Harris’s own ship, the Falkland.16 
Much of this remained unused at Deptford until the 
autumn of 1726, when it was sent up to Whitehall.17 
Some of this may have been used in other 
Admiralty buildings, or indeed to make furniture 
for the new Office. In late 1726 3,548 feet of surplus 
mahogany was sold off at a profit for just over 3d 
per foot.18

If Harris sent all two thousand three- and 
four-inch plank as requested, the total would have 
amounted to at least 70,000 feet of mahogany, 
or about 145 tons.19 The Customs returns record 
a total of 152 tons of mahogany imported into

England in 1724, and 423 tons the following year. 
The mahogany for the Admiralty Office probably 
accounted for most of the total imported into 
London in 1724, and a considerable proportion 
of the following year’s total as well.20 It was almost 
certainly the biggest single contract of the decade.

In a recent visit to the building Ripley’s maho
gany proved very difficult to find. The Board Room, 
which survives relatively unchanged and is the finest 
interior in the building, is panelled throughout in 
wainscot, not mahogany. A random examination of 
windows and window frames on the middle storey 
revealed oak and deal but no mahogany. Internal 
doors and door frames were also of oak and deal, 
disguised under many layers of paint. Many of 
these were of late 18th century or 19th century date, 
installed during one of the building’s many refur- 
bishments. In a small room in the north wing two 
doors of solid mahogany were found. These were 
unpainted, and appeared to be original to the 
building. If so, they are the earliest documented 
mahogany doors in England.

Well over a hundred tons remains to be account
ed for. The Admiralty records show that not all the 
mahogany ordered was needed, and this was pre
sumably used elsewhere. There is an interesting 
discrepancy between the original contract, which 
specified that the mahogany was to be used for 
doors and windows, and the newspaper reports, 
which spoke of ‘Inner Doors ... Tables and other 
Purposes.’ It is conceivable that between ordering 
the wood and its delivery the Admiralty Commis
sioners changed their minds, thinking that the 
wood would be wasted on window frames and sash 
bars. Much of the timber may have gone to make 
furniture for the new offices and for the quarters 
of the Admiralty Commissioners. Although two 
mahogany inner doors survive, many have undoubt
edly been changed. These doors, although cheap in 
1723, would in the later 18th century have become 
valuable, and the mahogany may have been re-used 
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for other purposes. Of tables and other furniture 
none remain, save in the Board Room, and these are 
of late 18th century date. The mahogany staircase 
handrails are probably the only surviving parts of 
Ripley’s mahogany in common sight.

The example of the Admiralty Office throws a 
new light on the use of mahogany at Houghton Hall. 
Here the employment of mahogany on a grand scale 
for wainscotting, doors, doorcases and stairs is 
usually assumed to be indicative of extraordinary 
extravagance. Indeed, some writers have hinted 
that such wealth cannot have been gained honestly, 
and that the mahogany at Houghton is tainted with 
suggestions of stock-jobbing, the South Sea Bubble 
and similar political and financial chicanery.21 
Others have said that Walpole himself was respon
sible for the removal of import duty on mahogany 
solely in order to furnish Houghton Hall.22 In fact, 
there is no real mystery about Houghton’s maho
gany. As we have seen, mahogany had been free of 
duty since the 1721 Naval Stores Act, so there was 
no question of Walpole somehow evading payment 
of duty. The timber was bought on the open market 
in Jamaica and shipped at Walpole’s expense to 
King’s Lynn via London.23

It is probable that, as in the case of the Admiralty 
Office, it was Ripley who recommended the use of 
mahogany in lieu of wainscot or deal.24 Ripley 
certainly paid bills for the wood on Walpole’s 
behalf, and seem to have organised freight, lighter
age and storage for the various shipments.25 The 
timber was ordered from Jamaica in (probably) 
mid-1724, and was shipped to London in three 
loads ofgos (per Loyal Betty), 88 (per Rose) and 26 
planks (per Dolphin), making a total of 419.26 From 
London the timber came coastwise to King’s Lynn. 
The first shipment must have entered London 
before the end of 1724, since it began arriving at 
King’s Lynn in January of the following year. 
Thereafter it came periodically by various vessels 
in 1725, and the last delivery, of 100 planks, was 

made on 6 December 1725. The port books record 
a total of 391 planks landed, 28 short of the number 
given in Walpole’s vouchers.27

The sheer scale and bravura of Houghton’s 
mahogany contrasts markedly with its use at the 
Admiralty Office. The doors, doorcases and stairs 
are heavily carved and richly detailed. Much of the 
detail is picked out in gold leaf, thereby heighten
ing an already opulent effect. One can easily under
stand how art historians have assumed that such 
rich treatment must imply that the wood itself was 
equally precious, but Walpole’s mahogany cost 
him no more than the equivalent quantity of wain
scot. Initial purchase and shipping to London of 
419 planks cost £490.85.9^. 28 The shipping invoic
es for two of the shipments, by the Rose and the 
Dolphin, show that freight was charged at il4d per 
foot, and that the planks averaged 71 superficial 
feet each, freight measure.29 The entire shipment 
therefore amounted to just over 30,000 feet (about 
60 tons, or about 16% of the total imported into 
London that year). The cost was a fraction under 
4d per foot. Bills for lighterage in London and ship
ping coastwise to King’s Lynn are not complete, 
but based on comparisons with the costs of coast
wise shipping between Lancaster and Liverpool, 
these probably added a halfpenny or three farthings 
per foot, bringing the total to 4%d or 4%d per foot. 
This was still less than the Commissioners for the 
Fifty New Churches were paying for wainscot in 
London.30

The employment of mahogany in Whitehall and 
at Houghton Hall was by no means unique, except 
in scale. It serves rather to illustrate a general point, 
which was that in the early years of its introduction 
mahogany was considered a wood Suitable for join
ery rather than cabinet-making. A number of early 
Georgian houses employed mahogany in a similar 
fashion. Between 1720 and 1724 the Duke of Chandos 
bought mahogany for panelling the saloon at Canons 
in Middlesex.31 In Northumberland, Vanbrugh’s 
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mahogany room at Seaton Delaval (1726) still sury 
vives.32 Marble Hill House at Twickenham has the 
entire piano nobile floored in mahogany (probably 
1727-8). Although documentation for Marble Hill’s 
mahogany has yet to come to light, there is an inter
esting tradition that the timber was imported in 
Royal Navy ships.33 Could this perhaps be the 
surplus timber from the Admiralty Office? It is 
significant that, unlike Chiswick House a few miles 
away, Marble Hill was a house built to a tight bud
get, and almost every expense was spared.34 The 
use of mahogany in this context suggests economy 
rather than extravagance. In contrast to Marble 
Hill, St George’s Bloomsbury, one of Hawksmoor’s 
churches, is exceptionally well documented. It has 
a complete suite of liturgical furniture in mahogany, 
comprising a reredos (1727), a pulpit and the remains 
of the altar table (1728).35 The work is of superb 
quality, and the reredos is quite spectacular, so 
much so that it was assumed to have come from the 
Duke of Bedford’s private chapel nearby.36 It should 
be remembered, however, that the Commissioners 
for the Fifty New Churches invariably awarded

contracts for work to the cheapest tender.37
The employment of solid mahogany for archi- 

tecturaljoinery did not long outlast the 1720s. The 
rapidly rising demand for mahogany as a furniture 
wood soon pushed prices beyond the reach of 
house carpenters andjoiners. In the early 1740s 
Robert Gillow, founder of Lancaster’s furniture 
making dynasty, was paying 5-71/ per foot for his 
mahogany.38 By 1750 this had risen to 8d, and by 
1760 to I2d and more.39 Over the same period the 
price of deal had risen very little, to about 2d per 
foot, so that mahogany was both absolutely and 
relatively much more expensive. As early as 1734 
paint suppliers were listing mahogany colour 
amongst their products, a sure sign that the real 
thing was becoming both fashionable and expen
sive, and examples of mahogany graining abound in 
the second half of the 18th century.40 Not until the 
advent of Honduras wood in the 1760s was maho
gany again cheap enough for house joinery, and 
then only in the grandest houses.41 Its employment 
on the scale of the Admiralty Office or Houghton 
Hall was never again attempted in the 18th century.
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