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Introduction


Every book has its raison d’être, in some cases evident and easily recognized, in others subtle and difficult to discern. One author wishes to bring a new discovery into sharper focus, another to preserve knowledge of the past which will probably be important to posterity.



The purpose of the present volume is to record and thereby to preserve information about the tools, materials, techniques, and products of the silver trade in America in the eighteenth century. During that period, goods were made almost entirely by hand methods, although the lathe was probably present in the shops of a few silversmiths. The Colonial Silversmith is an account of the production of useful objects from silver.



In the past, research has followed traditional patterns, emphasizing historic style, regional differences, and the names and genealogy of craftsmen, and owners, but making only limited comment regarding such matters as materials, tools, and techniques. As a result, most experts know that John Coney was one of the first important silversmiths working in America, but their knowledge of the metallurgy of silver is very meager. Unfortunately, there has been not only a dearth of knowledge about such matters, but even misinformation.




Today, of course, new importance is being attached to metals and their fabrication. The tremendous utilization of metals in contemporary life has increased people’s interest, which, in turn, has aroused curiosity about the metal technology of the past. Scholars, researchers, and antiquarians now are beginning to realize that a knowledge of materials and modes of manufacture can aid in determining when, where, how, and why an object was made; this insight can also help them to integrate the relationships of such data with other facets of life in the past. In addition, the possession of this heretofore obscure information will assist many craftsmen in creating objects of metal by hand methods, and in experiencing the satisfaction which comes from producing an object personally—an experience all too rare in the mid-twentieth century.
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The perceptive reader of this book will doubtless make comparisons between the old methods and contemporary ones, a practice that could arouse in the injudicious a feeling of contempt for old methods which were followed longer in America than in Europe because the so-called “scientific era” was slow in coming here. While Savery, Newcomen, and Watt could give their full time to battling the technological problems of the steam engine, Americans were busy fighting Indians, building relatively primitive shelters, and wresting the fare for their tables from a rich but elusive store on land and sea. In addition, our craftsmen were restricted by the system of English mercantilism, which discouraged the manufacturing of badly needed objects of metal.
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Nevertheless, it must be realized that however unfavorable conditions were here for manufacturing (“making by hand”), many craftsmen were busy at their benches throughout the eighteenth century. Their newspaper advertisements attest to the fact that a competitive economy was slowly arising and producing such outstanding results that even experts often have difficulty in determining whether certain objects were made here or in Europe. However, although a distinctive style slowly emerged in the eighteenth century, the problem of identification was compounded by the fact that metals, regardless of where they were mined and refined, rarely have unique or distinctive characteristics.



Whatever may be the state of the reading public’s knowledge of such historical matters, its information about metallurgy and technology is perhaps scantier. It may be assumed, however, that most readers know that, although the properties of various metals frequently differ, they often have certain common properties. For example, most metals are heavy and hard, some are inert, others deteriorate rapidly, and still others can be combined to form “alloys.”





[image: Notice of the Public Vendue of a complete turner’s lathe in the Lancaster Journal, July 23, 1810. Getz was a very versatile craftsman and used the lathe for his work in silver as well as the many other pursuits he followed.]
Notice of the Public Vendue of a complete turner’s lathe in the Lancaster Journal, July 23, 1810. Getz was a very versatile craftsman and used the lathe for his work in silver as well as the many other pursuits he followed.





The alloys were created to obtain qualities not found in a single element. Thus, pure silver is relatively soft and has few commercial uses, but when a small percentage of copper is added a reasonably tough and useful alloy is created.



In many ways man has adapted and formed metals for his use and welfare. He has learned that metals can be softened into liquid by heating, a quality called “fusibility.” Man has further discovered that, when hot metals are cooled, they can be solidified in the shape he chooses, a process known as casting.



Another of man’s discoveries is that metals can be changed into various shapes by hammering (extended in length or width and proportionally reduced in thickness) when they are either hot or cold. This quality is called “malleability.” Since silver is quite malleable, most objects of this metal are products of the hammer.



Man has also bent or drawn metals into desired shapes when hot or cold. This quality is called “ductility.” Metals with a high degree of ductility can be drawn into thin wires, gold being the highest and silver second in this property.



In addition to these methods of altering the shape of a single piece of metal, pieces can be joined together in many ways with or without the application of heat. Two pieces of iron, heated to a “pasty” condition, can be welded together with a hammer without the use of a flux (cleaning agent) or solder. This procedure was used extensively by colonial craftsmen and is known as “welding.”



Objects consisting of more than one part were frequently joined by solder, which has a lower melting point than that of the metals to be joined. Thus, by applying heat with a soldering iron or a forge fire, the various parts of an assemblage could be more or less permanently joined. All soldering operations require a flux to keep the metal clean and to allow the solder to flow throughout the joint.



Another device, the rivet, was often used to join parts made of copper, brass, tin, and iron, but rarely employed on objects of silver. Handles of wood were attached to objects of metal by inserting a tennon into a ferrule and securing the two parts by inserting a pin.



A brief summation of data such as this, of course, makes no pretense of being complete, but it can supply the reader with an insight into some of the mysteries of the world of metals. Additional data will be supplied as the need appears throughout the book.
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The Metal

Silver has played an unusual role in the civilization of many lands for centuries. Because silver is a precious metal, its role in the eighteenth century was significantly different from that of other metals.


Throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries all mines of gold and silver in Europe were royal mines—the property of the king. In areas as small as England and France it was comparatively easy for the royal eye to watch mining activity and for the royal hand to collect his just return. The remote location of prospective mines in the New World encouraged entrepreneurs to try to find deposits of precious metal ore in order to work them for their own interests. There would doubtless be enough customers here to patronize the poacher and the potential for great wealth seemed very sure, if rich deposits were found. Unfortunately, they found little silver or gold here, and were, therefore, forced to turn their energies toward finding and refining less exotic metals such as copper, lead, and iron.


The prestigious position of silver among the other metals doubtless exists because it is considered a precious metal. The uses made of it create an image of wealth and luxury. The lowly American Indian shared this concept, for he made only objects of adornment from it when he was able to find it in a state sufficiently pure for him to work. The affluent colonist had his silver plate, consisting of objects with associations of luxury—porringers, tankards, chalices, spoons, candlesticks, and bowls. The prestige of the church was also enhanced with the possession of chalices, flagons, and patens of silver. But more significant than such uses is the fact that silver was used as a medium of exchange. Coins were made of it in Greek and Roman times, and its use for money has increased from then until now. As a matter of fact, it is now regarded as so precious that substitutes, such as bronze and nickel, are being used for coins, and silver has gained a higher status than it ever had before.


In reading the history of early North America one is not particularly impressed with the importance of the European search for silver and gold. The zeal for the metal has been lost or hidden behind a façade which emphasizes the desire for owning property, the search for personal and religious freedom, as well as the expedient action of clearing English jails. The zeal also lost its fever pitch early in Virginia, where it was probably the most intense, because a “green gold” called tobacco provided the wealth which the ambitious planter sought in America.


The royal family of England and the prosperous merchants must have had mixed emotions, however, concerning the settling of America, as they witnessed the greatest population migration of all time to the New World. They did know their natural resources were rapidly being depleted; they were importing wood and metals from Scandinavia and Russia. If approval for migration needed any stimulus, certainly it was nurtured with the knowledge of the great wealth Spain was acquiring from her colonies in the Western Hemisphere.


A short résumé of some of the important facts will focus attention on the eventful activities of the time. It is reported that on April 12, 1519, Cortes, under the aegis of Spain, landed at what is now Veracruz, Mexico. Fascinated by stories of the great wealth of the inland cities, he destroyed his ships and pressed onward with a band of about 400 men. He professed only friendliness for Montezuma and his subjects, and he was rewarded with gifts, such as a Spanish helmet filled to its brim with gold dust and a disk of silver as large as a cart wheel. Cortes reciprocated by capturing the emperor and slaughtering his subjects.


The wealth of Mexico at the time of Cortes’ invasion staggers the imagination. It is said by Benjamin White in his book, Silver, Its History and Romance, that:


During the reign of King Montezuma the cities [of Mexico] abounded in products of the loom, featherwork, drinking vessels of gold and silver, collars, bracelets, and earrings of the precious metals, as well as grain, fruits, cacao, and articles for literary use such as paper manufactured from the ungainly but useful cactus. The writing then current was in the form of Hieroglyphic painting. Montezuma maintained a large army, whose dress consisted of quilted cotton, a useful defense against the arrows of Indian tribes. The great chiefs wore cuirasses overlaid with thin plates of silver or gold. Their heads were protected with silver or wooden helmets surmounted with plumes of waving feathers, producing an effect martial and picturesque.


The palace of the kings comprised a vast pile of buildings. The decorations were gorgeous, the walls were draped with rich hangings and the roof inlaid with cedar and scented woods. A quarter assigned to workers in precious metals was to be found in the market-place, where articles could be purchased for use or ornament. Here were to be found on sale many curious silver toys, fashioned ingeniously in the form of birds, or fishes with movable scales.






[image: The battery process of forming a sheet of silver from an ingot. Plate I from Dictionaire des Sciences. Diderot, Paris, 1763.] 
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Much of this wealth came from the great central plateau of Mexico, which was overlaid with a mass of igneous rocks containing such metals as silver, gold, and copper.


Mexico was ruled by Spain from 1521 until 1821. It was autocratically ruled by five governors, Cortes being the first, and sixty-two viceroys. The agents of the rulers were very adept with divining rods, and in extracting secrets from natives concerning the location of rich deposits of silver. From 1542 until 1832 one region produced silver bullion worth more than 667 million pesos. It is estimated that from 1521 until 1891 the silver produced in Mexico was worth more than 4 billion dollars and, if modern mining methods had been used, the figure might have been doubled.



[image: Anvils, stakes, swages, hammers, and dies used by the silversmith. Plates X and XIII from Dictionaire des Sciences. Diderot, Paris, 1763.]
Anvils, stakes, swages, hammers, and dies used by the silversmith. Plates X and XIII from Dictionaire des Sciences. Diderot, Paris, 1763.




The preceding figures might lead one to assume that Spain’s success in securing wealth from the New World in the sixteenth century was the prologue to England’s attempts at colonization, the first successful one occurring at Jamestown in 1607. It should be noted that this project was
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a cooperative venture between the royalty and others who volunteered either their money or their services. And, most significantly, the reasons for colonization enumerated in the charter of the Virginia Company of London were to expand the kingdom, to find a passage to the Orient, and to prospect for precious metals. The only direct feudal relationship with the king was the fact that he was to receive a percentage of the precious metals found.


There is no evidence that provision was made for the mining and refining of precious metals by the first contingent of settlers sent to America; however, the “first supply” which arrived included two goldsmiths, named William Johnson and Richard Belfield. At that time a goldsmith also worked with silver and was equally familiar with both metals. In a letter written to his cousin, John Revoire of Guernsey, Paul Revere, Jr., states that after leaving military service in 1782 he returned to his trade of “Goldsmith” and manufactured fine articles of silverware. Later, a refiner named William Callicut convinced the settlers he had found small deposits of silver and that more could be had for the digging.


Disenchantment concerning the existence of precious metals must have come early in the wake of Virginia colonization, for in 1608 Captain Newport in his report emphasized the richness of the soil and the great quantities of fish, of timber, and of clay for making brick. The possible exports he mentioned included sturgeon, clapboard, wainscot, saxafrage, tobacco, dyes, furs, pitch, resin, turpentine, oils, wine, soap ashes, iron, copper, and pearls, but details regarding the resources of silver and gold were very vague.


Comment by Captain John Smith corroborates Newport’s findings, for he says the following about the situation:



But the worst [of our difficulties] was our guilded refiners with their golden promises made all men their slaves in hope of recompenses: there was no talk, no worke, but to dig gold, wash gold, such a bruit of gold, that one fellow desired to be buried in the sands lest they should by their art make gold of his bones.



The scarcity of gold and silver ores in Virginia is confirmed by the fact that no notices regarding the mining of silver are reported in the Virginia Gazette in the eighteenth century. Although foreign intelligence probably had a higher priority as news than local happenings, it is very likely that any activity related to local resources of gold and silver would have been broadcast to the citizens through their important news media.


It is very evident that little silver was found in what is now continental United States in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It should also be noted that the problem of scarcity was compounded by the lack of the metallurgical knowledge required to find and refine silver, a skill which few men must have had at that time.


Silver is obtained by a number of methods. For centuries man knew it existed in nature in a pure form and little knowledge was needed to fashion such metal into small objects of utility and beauty. It has been noted the American Indian made limited use of the metal. Deposits of silver ore usually occur in dry barren areas, such as the southwestern United States, Mexico, Peru, and the arid tablelands of Chile. The ores are known as red silver ore, horn ore, and argentite. Silver is also a byproduct of other major mining enterprises, the Anaconda Copper Company being one of the largest producers of silver in America today.


Argentite, a combination of silver and sulphur, is the ore from which silver is most frequently obtained. It is black in color and is often present in areas where native pure silver has been found. It was such black residue from gold workings which led to the discovery of the Comstock lode in Nevada in the late 1850s. The gold workers, being unaware of the value of the substances they were discarding, sold the fringe interest of the mine for a bottle of whiskey, some blankets, a horse, and $2,500 dollars. In the year 1863 silver worth $5 million was dug from the lode, and four years after the deal was made, the mine was valued at $7.6 million.


The appearance of red silver ore also conceals the identity of the valuable metal; a piece containing as much as 60 per cent silver looks to be rusty and worthless. Horn silver is combined with chlorine and is virtually colorless; deposits of this ore have been found in South America.


Silver is also frequently found to be combined with copper or lead. In such cases the major product frequently is not silver, but as a byproduct silver is terribly important. One of the unique combinations of silver with other ores is evidenced in the modern discovery of silver at Cobalt, Ontario, Canada. The deposits were first discovered in the late nineteenth century, when the Temiskaming and Northern Ontario Railway was built. As a matter of fact, excavations for the railroad revealed the bed, which has since become one of the most productive silver sources in the world. Deposits vary from native ores in chunks the size of a man to dentritic ore, where veins resemble the trunk and limbs of a tree. Although the major product is silver, the ores contain valuable portions of cobalt, nickel, and arsenic. The Nipissing mine of the region produced from 1904 to 1915 silver valued at $22.1 million.


Despite the fact that prospecting for precious metals in America in the eighteenth century offered little encouragement, the hope for success seems never to have been abandoned. Men experienced in the mining and refining of metals were sent here, many of Germanic origin, because central Europe was the most advanced area in the working of metals. This condition accounts for the presence of so many Germans working in the mines and furnaces of the English colonies.


Only scattered reports are extant about the finding of deposits in America. In 1648 Governor Winthrop, of Massachusetts, reported that the iron works (probably at Saugus, Massachusetts) was going well, and that some silver had been detected in the iron. Thus, at this early date it is evident that men knew silver might become a valuable by-product of other mining operations.


There were rumors of the mining of precious metals in Pennsylvania in the time of the Dutch and Swedish settlements; however, ancient mine holes seem to be the only surviving evidence of such activity there. In 1740 a group of Germans was reputedly operating a copper mine in Duchess County, New York, which also yielded a profitable amount of silver. This facility was abandoned and resumed a number of times, but no deposits were found to warrant continuous operation. About 1750 a shaft 125 feet deep was sunk near New Milford, Connecticut, for the extraction of ore with a content of silver and gold. A German goldsmith is thought to have secretly carried on some silver smelting operations there, but the search for silver was abandoned in favor of the development of ores producing native steel.


It is evident that the only area on the eastern seaboard where sizeable amounts of precious metals were produced was in North Carolina. The so-called “Appalachian Gold Field” crosses the western part of that state. More comment is made about the gold found in the region than silver; however, since both metals are frequently found together, it is likely that some silver was found there. Thomas Jefferson knew about the deposits, and in 1799 a lump of gold was found which is said to have yielded twenty-five pounds of gold twenty-three carats fine (pure gold is 24 carats fine). The Gold Hill Mines of Rowan County (North Carolina) produced a quantity of gold and the Washington Silver mine in the same state produced not only gold and silver, but also iron and lead. Despite all this fragmentary activity, it must be unfortunately concluded that virtually no silver bullion from native ore was available to American silversmiths in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. No substantial sources of silver were available until the important discoveries were made in Nevada in the 1850s.


Writers about American silver are unanimous in their opinion that the metal of the silversmith was obtained by melting down coins or remelting earlier objects which were outdated in style. The ruthless destruction of early masterpieces by American silversmiths is an unfortunate event to record, but the advertisements of the craftsmen prove they were willing partners in this catastrophe. Their need for metal was acute and they had little stake in preserving the pieces made by their predecessors, or by English silversmiths. The pressure to keep pace in America with the latest London fashions was persistent, even after the Revolution.


The remelting of coins can be considered the lesser of the two evils. In most cases they were not American coins, so the loss can be accepted with less discomfort. It can hardly be claimed that the aesthetic importance of coins was comparable to that of such vessels as bowls, tankards, and porringers. It was not their unimportance aesthetically, however, that got them into the melting pot, but the absence of banks to protect a man’s wealth in coins. It was very difficult to identify one’s coins if they were luckily recovered from a thief, so they were turned into identifiable objects often bearing the imprint of the maker, and sometimes the monogram or cypher of the owner. Of course, both of these marks could be removed; however, the wrought object was easier to identify than coins.


It must be noted here that the melting of coins in the eighteenth century did not give rise to the stamping of words such as “COIN SILVER,” “COIN,” or “PURE COIN” on objects made in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. Objects bearing such imprints are usually less than .900 fine silver, while the standard for sterling has been .925 fine
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Died,

In this borough, on Friday evening,
the 29th ult after an illness of two days,
in the 47th year of his age, Mr. PETER
GETZ, the original improver of the new
printing-press, constructed with rollers
in lieu of a screw.

He was famous for his ingenuity.
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THE COLONIAL SILVERSMITH

To be Sold, by Public Vendue,
On Wednesday, the 8th August hext,

AT the late residence of Peter Getz,
deceased, in  South Queen-street,
the following aﬂicle,‘ iz :—
A COMPLETE
TURNER’S LATH,

with all the necessary apparatus, in the
best of order; a smith’s vice, nearly new ;
files of every description, with a variety
of other articles, superfluous to mention
in an advertisement.

The sale will commence at 10 o’clock
in the forenoon. Attendance will be
given by

CHARLES REISINGER, Adm'r.

July 23, 1810. 10-20q.
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