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IT is quite apparent that the collecting cognescenti of pewter objects recognize in them an indefinable “mystique.” There is about them an aura which no other objects of metal possess, a glamor which is very difficult, if not impossible, for anyone “on the outside” to understand or define.

As with most intangibles, this condition does not fit a formula for scientific analysis. For example, although the metal inherently has little value, today a good tankard is worth five thousand dollars. Pewter is composed largely of tin, which is considered to be inexpensive—and it is when compared with silver and gold, but not in relation to iron. The “image” of tin has suffered unjustifiably because the early Fords were called “tin lizzies” and in modern times a discarded tin can is regarded as completely worthless.

It might also be pointed out that because of the mode of production there are few pieces among the total quantity available to collectors which can be classified as unique. There is an inkstand and an oval platter by Henry Will, a globular teapot by Love, and a few rare coffeepots by William Will, but, by and large, the market place offers objects made by reasonably prolific makers such as the Boardmans and other craftsmen of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Some of these objects have subtle differences which only experts can detect; many of these continue to rest in the cupboards and attics of the owners, who are not aware of the importance of their possessions.

The color of the metal has given it a bad reputation, and one dealer known to the writer made a specialty of canvasing the countryside inquiring if anyone had any dull “lead plates.”

Years of neglect and disuse have allowed the formulation of an oxide on pewter which is both unsightly and difficult to remove. Often this oxide has eaten holes through the metal, which become evident only after the deposit is removed and the bare metal exposed. Most people shudder when they are told that a mild solution of lye and water will remove the oxide without harming the metal; for this and other reasons many pieces continue to deteriorate when they should be saved from eventual destruction.

Possibly the most unfavorable criticism of pewter objects is the fact that they were essentially the products of a machine. Most of the molds were made on a lathe, and the products were skimmed and burnished on a lathe, with only a minimum of handwork in joining the parts and finishing the objects. In the nineteenth century, the stamping and spinning techniques became so popular that many duplicates were made, all virtually identical, but in some cases reasonably attractive and eagerly sought by the collecting fraternity today.

After the first quarter of the nineteenth century many changes occurred in the business of pewter making. Expensive molds were discarded for inexpensive forms (chucks) over which thin sheets of britannia metal were shaped. This metal had no lead and consisted entirely of tin, copper, and antimony. The fact that it had been rolled into sheets caused it to be more compact, it was tougher than the earlier alloy, and it was polished to a luster comparable to that of silver.

In the past, much attention has been given to such facets of collecting as the names of makers, the regions where they worked, and the relative value of different pieces. As a matter of fact, one book concerned mostly with values has become a rare commodity on the book market today. The contemporary age of technology has brought another dimension to the collecting of pewter, and this is the primary function of this survey. This added knowledge will help to create a new generation of discriminating buyers who will have the most complete comprehension of their medium that has ever been available. It is likely that the crescendo of seeking will increase, but unfortunately the supply is rapidly diminishing.





Pewter


THE METAL

BEFORE surveying the methods used to make objects of pewter in the eighteenth century in America, it is well to know something about the metals then in use. Seventeenth-century products need not be considered, for the metal and methods of the eighteenth century were used in the earlier period, and the number of surviving pieces is negligible. Indeed, a pewter spoon made by John Copeland at Chuckatuck, Virginia, and possibly some plates by Dolbeare are the only known pieces of seventeenth-century American pewter extant.
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Generally speaking, various tin-based metals were used for making the so-called “pewter-ware,” which included both the pewter of the eighteenth century and the britannia metal of the nineteenth. Not only were the metals of these two centuries dissimilar, but the objects were fabricated differently. For the record, it can be stated simply that objects made of pewter were cast while those made of britannia were stamped or spun, this being one of the ways by which the products of the two centuries can be distinguished.

Let us first consider pewter and the molds used to cast it. To inquire into the nature of American pewter, one must of necessity look into the contents of English pewter. Because there were no tin mines in America and the mercantile plans of England did not permit the exportation of unwrought pewter, the American craftsman was almost wholly dependent for his metal on damaged or discarded pieces of European pewter, most of which came from England.

Scrutiny of the Public (shipping) Records of England in the eighteenth century indicates that only finished pieces of pewter were shipped to America. R. W. Symonds reporting in Antiques (October, 1935) on the quantity exported to America, Georgia excluded, between 1697 and 1767, noted that even before 1700 yearly shipments of pewter were valued at more than £4,000; by 1760, at more than £38,000. Ledlie Laughlin, in Pewter in America, points out that the yearly value of such large shipments ran in excess of a million dollars in today’s currency. Even more startling is his observation that the value of the pewter shipments exceeded the combined value of imported furniture, silverplate, and tinware.

Because it was from these finished English pieces, melted down and reworked, that most American pewter was fashioned, it behooves us to briefly review the production of pewter objects in England. There, by the 1700s, standard practices were in effect concerning all aspects of pewter production. These rules were enforced by the guilds, each major city having a guild, whose officers were charged with the task of assaying the alloys used by member craftsmen.

The alloys used at mid-century are reported by E. Chambers in his Cyclopedia of Arts and Sciences (London, 17S2):


Pewter, a factitious metal, used in domestic utensils. Its basis is tin, which is converted into pewter by the mixture of six pounds of brass, and fifteen pounds of lead to a hundred-weight of tin. Beside this composition, which makes common pewter, there are others for other occasions, compounded of tin, mixed with regulus of antimony, bismuth, and copper in several proportions.



The variety of alloys is further suggested by Edward J. Gale, in Pewter and the Amateur Collector,


There are something like forty authentic variations [of pewter] recorded, and in reality the composition as actually put forth by makers of different times and countries was, if of a certain similarity, constantly so variable as to place the whole matter in its intricacies beyond the collector’s interest, and wholly in the hands of the analytic chemist….

It is generally assumed that from the first quality were made plates and platters, etc.; from the second, standing vessels, bowls, etc.; and from alloys having a greater percentage of lead, cheaper vessels for public-house use.



Using the alloys of English pewter for production in America does not imply that all American pewter was the same quality as that from which it was derived. There was considerable variation. One American maker is known for the poor quality of the metal he used; others might have tried to upgrade the metal brought to them for casting important objects, such as tankards, communion flagons, and christening bowls; and an itinerant pewterer might have snipped a small piece of pewter from each vessel he received to recast, thereby accumulating enough metal for a new vessel which he could sell on his route over the countryside. The profit from such a piece would be high, for it cost only the lead which had been substituted for the stolen pewter.

In England, where guilds imposed penalties on pewterers who did not use the alloys prescribed, a certain amount of control over the alloy was achieved. A craftsman’s first infraction was followed by a warning not to repeat the offense; his second, by confiscation of all his objects he made of substandard metal; his third, by exclusion from the guild. The repeating offender, thus punished, frequently retreated to a rural, uncontrolled area, where he continued to make substandard pewterware. For obvious reasons, he usually neglected to identify his product with his mark.

No doubt some of this substandard ware was shipped to America where there were no guilds to assay products, and a craftsman could follow any procedure he wished in regard to the quality of the metal. Despite this possibility, and even though standard metal was cast and recast a number of times in America, the quality of the metal remained reasonably high. If the American craftsman faltered at all, it was in his workmanship rather than in the quality of the alloy he used.

A matter of concern to the collector is the ratio of tin (usually about 90 per cent) to the amounts of copper, lead, bismuth, brass, or antimony used in the making of a vessel. If he is concerned mostly with esthetics, he will find heavily leaded pewter less attractive than better grades; if he is a practical collector, and wishes to use his collection, he may consider heavily leaded pieces dangerous for serving food or brewing tea.

There are a number of ways to determine the content of the alloy. One simple test, other than woman’s intuition, is to snap the edge of a piece with finger or pencil to hear it “ring.” Pewter with 20 per cent lead produces a dull sound; that in which virtually no lead is present is very resonant. A dull gray appearance is another evidence of high lead content. A test, impractical except for plates and other flatware, is to bend the piece slightly. Because tin makes a cracking sound when it is bent, pewter with a high tin content will do the same. However, these are unscientific tests. The only precise way to determine the content of the alloy is to have a metallurgical analysis made.

Collectors need have some concern as to the melting point of alloys. If they put a vessel on a hot stove, they will discover the melting point is relatively low! Most of the alloys melt in a range of 400 to 500 degrees Fahrenheit. For casting, the metal was heated in an iron kettle or ladle over a forge fire. The container held more metal than was needed for one casting, so that a completely new batch did not have to be melted for each successive casting. Within a few minutes after pouring, the metal became solid and the vessel could be removed before the mold was completely cooled. After the cast vessel was removed, another pouring of molten metal formed another object, this procedure continuing until all the desired objects were produced.




THE WORKSHOP

Despite the wide range of interest among collectors, historians, technologists, museum personnel, and antique dealers, the procedures followed in making objects of pewter in the eighteenth century are virtually unknown today. As a matter of fact, the lack of technological information about the two trades (silversmithing and pewtering), combined with the fact that their products are very similar in design, has led many to believe that in the eighteenth century a craftsman worked in both media. The writer has not found one example of such a practice; however, it cannot be said positively that no craftsman worked at one time or another in both metals.

The reason for such a precise division between the two trades lies simply in the fact that the metals, being vastly dissimilar in physical qualities, were formed by different methods. It must be pointed out that the basic tools of the silversmith were the hammer, anvil, punch, and vise. Virtually all major vessels were formed with a hammer, while appendages, such as knobs, finials, and handles, were cast. There is not only historical evidence to substantiate this opinion; close examination of the objects (especially of the interior) supports this hypothesis.

The major equipment of the pewterer, as revealed by studies of inventories, examinations of pewter objects, and referrals to encyclopedias of the eighteenth century, consisted of many molds of either brass or bronze. Simple pieces, such as plates and spoons, were cast in one mold, consisting of two parts, while objects such as tankards and teapots required a mold for each of the various parts, which were then joined and finished on a lathe. The inventory of Thomas Byles shows that the total weight of his molds was 1,183 pounds.

Generally speaking, the admirers of American silver are better informed about the mode of manufacture of objects of silver than are those of their associates who are interested in pewter. This condition exists because a sizeable number of books on the subject of antique silver contain pertinent information about fabrication, while Pewter in America, by Ledlie Laughlin, is the only book about American pewter which furnishes any insights into the methods by which objects were produced. Unfortunately, this fine book was rather expensive when it appeared in 1940 and has been out of print for many years.

It should also be pointed out that a number of silver craftsmen working in America continue to work in the old traditions of their trade, which is not true of those working in pewter. As a matter of fact, some producers of pewter objects imply that they are using the procedures of the eighteenth century, but close examination of their facilities reveals
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that they are not. In the 1920s a large producer made many objects of pewter in the style of the eighteenth century, but the method of fabrication was not of the period.

The void of knowledge about methods used to fabricate objects of pewter exists also because scarcely any of the major tools (the molds) of the pewterer have survived, and virtually none have been reproduced. Although a reasonably large number of molds for casting pewter spoons can be found throughout the country, and a few molds for making buttons, less than a dozen large molds for making plates, basins, teapots, and the like, are known. A scattering of tools used by Samuel Pierce can be seen in Old Deerfield, Massachusetts, and a number of molds for casting plates and basins are on display at Old Salem, in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, but no original or restored shop per se can be seen in America.

There are, however, some European sources available, showing the facilities of the pewterer of the eighteenth century. Insofar as most of the early American craftsmen were trained in Europe, most researchers conclude that the facilities here were similar to those of Europe. At least, the workmanship on such objects as silverware, guns, ships, and so forth, gives evidence of a similarity in methods of construction.

It is believed that the workshops generally consisted of one big room where all activity from designing to selling was transacted. Possibly, there was at least one division separating the production from the display and sales areas. An illustration in a Dutch publication of the late seventeenth century shows a sales room with an entry from the street. Within the room are shelves loaded with finished pieces of pewter on display, in front of which is a counter with a sales person holding a number of very large plates. This person almost certainly could have been the master craftsman. Before the counter a young man is carrying a pile of pewter plates, which are presumably finished and ready for delivery to a customer. This boy could well have been an apprentice. The workshop facilities were probably located behind the shelves, out of sight as far as the average customer was concerned.
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