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Among the items in Donald Brake’s Bible collection, recently acquired by HBU, is a small 
collection of papyrus fragments, with one fragment on vellum.  The fragments came from Egypt, 
most likely from the Al-Fayyum region.  When he purchased the fragments, Brake was especially 
hopeful that the vellum piece might be a fragment of Scripture.

When Dr. Peter Williams visited the Dunham Bible Museum for his lecture on “The Morality of the 
Old Testament,” he was most interested in the fragments, especially the vellum piece.  It obviously was a 
leaf from a small codex, or early book.  Historians recognize that the Christians were the �rst to use books for 
their Scriptures, rather than scrolls.  Williams took digital scans of all the fragments with him when he returned to 
Cambridge.

Christian Askeland, a specialist in Coptic versions of the New Testament and one of Williams’ Ph.D. students, 
quickly identi�ed the vellum fragment as part of a miniature codex containing Psalm 88:31-5 (Psalm 89 in Hebrew) in 
Sahidic Coptic.  Though the date is uncertain, the fragment probably dates between the third and �fth centuries.  

The Bible was being translated into Coptic as early as the second century.  Coptic was the last stage of the Egyptian language 
and used a form of Greek alphabet.  Coptic was spoken in Egypt until the seventeenth century.  Sahidic was the prominent Coptic 
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Among the Bibles in the collection recently acquired from Donald Brake is a 1577 Geneva Bible 
which belonged to Sir Richard Knightley (1533-1615) and his wife Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s father, Edward 
Seymour, was the brother-in-law of Henry VIII and protector of his successor, Edward Seymour’s 
nephew, Edward VI.

Emily Brown, a history major at HBU, was writing her senior honors thesis on contributors to the 
English Reformation when the Knightley Bible entered the Dunham Bible Museum’s collection.  She 
was delighted to read a Bible which actually belonged to a member of the Seymour family, one of the 
leading Protestant families in England.  Even more exciting was reading Elizabeth’s handwritten notes, 
in beautiful penmanship, on Christian doctrine and of prayers to be said reading the Scripture.  Miss 
Brown was able to cite these inscriptions in her thesis as evidence that the Seymours were supporters of 
the Reformation in England.

Elizabeth carefully recorded the births of each of her children. One especially 
interesting record on the birth of one of Elizabeth’s sons read (remembering that spelling 
had not been standardized and some letters were used differently in the 16th century): “My 
sonne Robert was borne at Norton the xv of September, being Saturday, betuyne xii and 
one of the cloke of nyght, 1588 her Majesty and lord tresaser, and the erle of Burmond 
being witnesses.” Barely a month after the defeat of the Spanish Armada, Queen Elizabeth 
(her Majesty) and her most trusted advisor, Lord Burleigh (the Lord High Treasurer and 
Secretary of State) in the middle of the night were witnessing the birth of Elizabeth S. 
Knightley’s son Robert!

The most recent issue of The Genealogical Record, published by The Houston 
Genealogical Forum, features the �rst of a series of transcriptions of family records 
from American Bibles in the Dunham Bible Museum.  Background descriptions of 
the Bibles, photos of the inscribed pages, and transcriptions of the inscriptions provide 
important information for  genealogists.

Publishing the transcriptions is an important phase in a project begun in 2004. 
Gloria Wright Russell, then president of The Houston Genealogical Forum undertook 
the project of photographing and transcribing the pages of Bibles from the Museum’s 
collections which had family records recorded on them.  Russell and over twenty 
dedicated members of The Houston Genealogical Forum have spent long hours 
compiling the records from nearly 100 Bibles.  The ultimate goal is to make the digital 
�les of the Bible records and their transcriptions available on the Internet for the use of 
genealogists and researchers.  The Dunham Bible Museum is deeply grateful for the 
accurate and pains-taking work of Mrs. Russell and her dedicated genealogists.

It seems people began writing the births, marriages, and deaths of their family 
members in Bibles from the earliest days of printed personal Bibles.  When the Bible 
was the only book a family might own, and paper was relatively rare, the Bible was the 
best place to keep such important  information.  The �rst pages printed speci�cally for 
family records in Bibles was in the 1802 quarto Bible published by Philadelphia printer 
Matthew Carey.  Carey placed pages between the Old and New Testaments for the recording of births, marriages, and deaths.. 
The last words of the Old Testament were Malachi’s prophecy that God would “turn the hearts of the fathers to the children and 
the hearts of the children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the earth with a curse.” The �rst words of the New Testament were 
Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus Christ.  By placing the Family Record Pages between Malachi’s prophecy about fathers and children 
and Jesus’ own genealogy, each family’s history became in one sense part of the Bible’s story.
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