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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® series!


These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.
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Important sound bytes of information

You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover-to-cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.
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Quick handy tips

We now have well over 100 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging topics as weddings, pregnancy, wine, learning guitar, one-pot cooking, managing people, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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Urgent warnings
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Solutions to common problems


The Everything Series

Dear Reader,

Although they have been around since the thirteenth century, candles are making a modern-day comeback. Not only do bring light to darkness, but they have the power to alter moods, add warmth to a room, or bring a sense of celebration to any occasion.

If you love candles, making them at home is a great way to have an ample supply on hand all the time without spending a fortune. But in addition to the cost benefits, home candlemaking is a fun and entertaining way to spend an afternoon, whether you’re by yourself or with friends. All you need to get started are a few basic materials, some instructions, and a sense of creativity. Making candles yourself also gives you the opportunity to be an artist, adding personal and unique touches to your creations.

In this book, I’ve shared some of my favorite candles to make, as well as some fascinating bits of history about the craft. I hope that it will inspire you to create your own beautiful and unique candles.

Happy candlemaking!
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M.J. Abadie
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CHAPTER 1

The History of Candlemaking

The candle has never ceased to fascinate human beings, despite the development of the electric light bulb. Perhaps that is because a candle produces fire as well as light, and fire is essential to human life. After all, a light bulb is merely a fire trying to burn in a vacuum. But a candle offers the real thing: fire you can see, heat you can feel, aromas to smell.

Candle Renaissance

Candles hark back to a time when they were a vital component of life. In this day of ever expanding forms of technological advance, the humble candle is undergoing an amazing renaissance. Its magic never really died, however. It merely went underground during the time when people were so fascinated with the mechanical and manufactured products of their own nimble brains.

My own sense of the amazing interest in and use of candles, both commercially available and more so made by both professional handcrafters and ordinary home candlemakers, is that it is a reaction against the alienating experience of all that is technological and, therefore, soulless. As an exemplar of the soul, the candle provides something that switching on the electric lights can never offer.

Perhaps this is why candles are so valued as mood-altering tools—you can create a wide range of moods with candles that are totally drug-free! You can use candles to match a mood, whether reflective or festive, or to change a mood—from ho-hum to romantic and exciting.

So, hail to the candle and to its burgeoning return to our daily lives.

Fascinating Flames

Why does the candle continue to fascinate us all? I am reminded of an old saying: “The gods gave humans cats so they could stroke the tiger.” In some ways, a candle is like a cat—a domestic version of a great force.

Fire—the essence of the candle—was believed to be one of the four elements basic to life on earth, and it is an element fraught with mystery. We gaze into the flames of the fireplace and see all sorts of inner dimensions within ourselves, or we project shapes from our imaginations onto the dancing, leaping flames. Fire fascinates us, whatever its form. We are irresistibly drawn to its magic and mystery.

True, many people still think of candles as something to be used only on holidays such as Christmas or for fancy dinner parties, but more and more of us are finding that we enjoy candles every day. We might light a candle while we are soaking in a tub to relax after a long stressful day, because its gentle flame will enhance our sense of relaxation. Or, we might set a couple of long slender tapers on the dining table, even if the menu is meatloaf, to make dinner more than a humdrum meal. Candles make us linger over our food, they encourage conversation, and they bring people together in their soft glow.

The Earliest Traces of Candlelight

The use of candles and improvements in candlemaking have paralleled human ascent from the Stone Age. We do not have much accurate detail about the use of candles in ancient times. However, references to candles and candlelighting have been found that date as far back as 3,000 B.C. Most of these clues have been discovered in Egypt and the island of Crete in Greece. For instance, clay candleholders dating from the fourth century B.C. have been found at archaeological sites in Egypt.
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Although highly prized today and throughout history, beeswax was not found to be useful for candlemaking in Europe until the Middle Ages. However, beeswax candles have been found in the tombs of the Egyptian rulers dating back to circa 3000 B.C. They were made much as rolled beeswax candles are today—usually conical in shape (tapered) and with a reed for a wick.



The tomb of Tutankhamen was discovered and opened in 1922 by the team of English Egyptologists Howard Carter (1873–1939) and George Carnavon, the fifth earl of Carnavon (1826–1923), during their explorations of the Valley of the Kings (1906–1923). The death of the Earl of Carnavon so soon after the opening of King Tutankhamen’s tomb, and under peculiar circumstances, led credence to the famous “curse” which is supposed to attach to all persons and objects related to the tomb. The discovery of a bronze candleholder in the tomb led to crediting the ancient Egyptians for being the first to develop candles.

Candles are also mentioned in Biblical writings, as early as the tenth century B.C. But although candles appear in the Bible several times, there is no information on how or of what they were made.

Who Made the First Candle?

Although we have no historical record of the first candles used by humans, the oldest actual candle fragment ever found was unearthed by archaeologists near Avignon, France. The fragment has been dated to the first century A.D. It is the Romans who have been given credit for developing the wick candle. These Roman wick candles were used for lighting travelers on their way, illuminating homes and public places, and for burning at night in the temples and public places, especially those used for worship to Roman gods, though we know that the Romans also made use of torches, both for exterior and interior lighting. However, our knowledge of candles such as we know them today dates only to the European Middle Ages.


[image: ]

Most people gathered around the light provided by an open fire at night until the invention of oil lamps, or rushlights, which were the first primitive candles. With portable light, people could venture abroad to forage or hunt, or to nearby villages to trade or visit.



Necessity Is the Mother of Invention

There is an old saying that necessity is the mother of invention, and as we have seen, early candles were the product of inventiveness in response to necessity—long before electricity made such needs obsolete for much of the world (except, of course, in times of power outages, when we again must rely on candles, just like our ancestors!). We do not know for sure who invented the candle—there’s not enough scientific evidence for proof—but we do know that the ancient Egyptians used rushlights for light. Rushlights were made by dipping grasses or reeds in melted tallow. Such “rush dips” were described by the Roman historian Pliny, and they had been quite common to countryfolk living in the villages of northern and central Europe until quite recently.

The Development of Rushlights

Rushlights or “rush dips” differ from modern candles because they are made without wicks. These first candle-like lights were probably made from stones or rocks that contained natural depressions. Animal fat would be put in the cup-like shape and a rush (a straw-like plant material) was pressed into the fat and lighted. In time, people learned to press oil out of fruits, nuts, and plants. For instance, in warmer climates such as Italy, olive oil was generally used.

Another development was the extraction of oil from marine life. (See the description of candlefish in Chapter 2.) People began to craft lamps to hold the fat or oil and its rush, or wick. These were made of soft natural stone, like soapstone, or out of clay, beautifully made and decorated. In those days, people considered fire to be sacred and treated its containers with respect, devoting care to their making.


[image: ]

Archaeologists have found lamps in nearly every dig. Ancient lamps have a small reservoir for the oil and a lip into which the wick was placed. Some were made of hard precious stone, such as quartz, serpentine, and lapis lazuli, suggesting that the candle’s use was highly regarded.



Rushes, which could be found in abundance, could be peeled of their outer bark. The inside pith is a soft and absorbent fibrous material from which an excellent wick can be obtained. (In a pinch, if you were lost in the woods and had some fat or oil from your outdoor cooled meal, you could make your own rushlight.) The technique involved peeling the rush while leaving a strip of the outer bark attached so it would stand upright. Then, the rush was dipped into hot animal fat and cooled. This makes a rudimentary candle. By dipping the same rush into fat several times, you have quite a long-burning candle. A rushlight 15 inches long will burn for half an hour. Several of them will provide enough light to read by. For general illumination, they can be set upright—stuck in the ground or supported otherwise.

A wonderful thing about rushlights was that they were cost-free. Anyone who butchered a pig or a sheep (and nearly everyone did) had plenty of fat available to make them. Even the poorest people could scrounge some rancid fat. They were smoky and smelly—but who cared?

Improvements Continue

The simple rushlights used by earlier people gradually evolved into a rather sophisticated (by the standards of the time) form of rushlight. As always, humans have experienced with the plant forms they found in their environment and turned them to various uses, including medicine and household conveniences, as well as for shelter and transportation.
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Rushlight holders

Nothing New under the Sun

The annals of ancient Ireland record candles “as thick as a man’s body and the length of a hero’s spear.” These massive candles—probably made by the process of dipping peeled rushes into melted tallow thousands of times—were crude but effective means of lighting. They were customarily burned all night outside the tents of warrior kings on campaign.

There is evidence that early Chinese and Japanese people made candles with wax derived from insects (perhaps bees: we don’t know for sure because in Europe beeswax was not discovered as useful for candlemaking until the Middle Ages) and the seeds of the tallow-tree. These vegetable waxes were molded in paper tubes—a method we can make use of today with the cardboard rolls around which toilet tissue and paper towels are wound! The old adage that “There’s nothing new under the sun” may indeed be true!
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Candles for timekeeping have been recorded from the ninth century. They had twelve divisions marked on them, and each candle burned for twenty-four hours. These candles were in use until only about fifty years ago to measure the duration of a work shift in coal mines.



Most early candles were made of animal fat, but in India, where the use of animal fat was outlawed for religious reasons (the Hindus are primarily vegetarians), wax skimmed from boiling cinnamon was the basis of tapers made for use in Indian temples. Today, we scent candles with cinnamon for the pleasant odor without being aware of the history of this common (now—not then!) flavoring agent, which is actually the bark of a tree.

First Dipping Candles

Candles were also used in the great halls of medieval times—apparently in great number, for those halls were dark and dank and badly in need both of light and cheer. These candles were made by simply dipping a rush wick into fat and letting the fat cool. This dipping process could be repeated indefinitely and is the basis for the modern method of dipping candles.

Prior to the nineteenth century, there were three kinds of animal fat used in candlemaking—all called “tallow”—beef fat from cows, pork fat from pigs (very white), and mutton (or lamb) fat from sheep. Of these, mutton fat was thought superior: it burned longer, smoked little, and was not as smelly. Pork fat, though a nice white, produced a thick smoke and a foul stench. Luckily, today we have odor-free waxes and perfumes and scents to make candles smell nice. But back then, one had to put up with the unpleasant smell of animal fat burning. Lucky people had mutton fat; poor people settled for pig fat, the smelliest.

The Advent of Modern Candlemaking

Candlemaking as we know it began in the thirteenth century when itinerant chandlers (as candlemakers were called then), traveled from town to town and door to door. So in demand were their services that in Paris alone a tax list of 1292 named seventy-one chandlers. The chandlers set up their candlemaking equipment and dipped tapers for their clients, who provided the material. In both Paris and England, wax chandlers and tallow chandlers formed guilds. The English Tallow Chandlers were incorporated in 1462 and they regulated trade in candles made from animal fat, made for the common folk. Those who worked with wax were the upper crust of candlemakers and made a lot more money because only the wealthy could afford wax. So prized were wax candles that the home that had them set them proudly in pewter or silver holders.

Although beeswax had probably been recognized for centuries as a material for making candles, it is extremely difficult to handle. Therefore, until the invention of candle molds and stearin (1820s), all beeswax candles had to be made by hand, which was a time-consuming and laborious process. Yet, only beeswax candles were used in churches and monastery chapels.

Because churches and monasteries of the period were great users of candles, monasteries had extensive candlemaking facilities on their properties. Candlemaking, like cooking and gardening, was one of the common works carried on in these institutions. One writer has speculated that monks’ reputation for being always cheerful came not from spiritual development but from the drinking of mead, a byproduct of the honey left over from the making of beeswax candles. No doubt the danger of getting stung by a bee had its compensations.

So valued was beeswax, and so expensive, that Catholics in the Middle Ages were permitted to use beeswax to pay their tithes to the Church! And since the Church’s candles had to be made of beeswax, by papal decree, this was an important source of the precious substance for Church use.
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Canon law of the Roman Catholic Church declared that the church’s beeswax candles must contain not less than 51 percent beeswax. The balance can be a vegetable or mineral wax, but never tallow. Candles for specific rites must contain either 100 percent or two-thirds beeswax. For this reason, the Catholic Church has been the largest consumer of candles made of beeswax—the most expensive of all waxes and the most difficult to manipulate, especially in olden times—throughout the world.



Candle Streetlights

From the 1400s on, candle lanterns were used to light streets at night. The town crier, whose job it was to attend the candles, would call out the hour, “Ten o’clock and all’s well,” to advise the populace the streetlights revealed no threat to their safety. Before these candle streetlights were invented and installed, people stayed indoors after dark for fear of assault, robbery, or attack. Only the brave, the aristocracy (who could afford candlelit carriages and servants to carry lighted candles ahead of them if they walked), and the criminally intent went out.

The First Candle Molds

The first use of molds for candlemaking of which we are aware was in fifteenth century, in Paris, which was a center of wax chandlering at the time. In fact, the Parisian wax chandlers were the first to form their own guild.

However, these wooden candle molds could only be used to make tallow candles. Beeswax, when melted, is very sticky, and it couldn’t be got out of the molds. Therefore, beeswax candles, made only for churches and the homes of the rich, continued to be made totally by hand. This labor-intensive process added much to the already expensive raw material. Even today, beeswax candles are expensive to purchase, which is a good reason to make your own!
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Candle-molding machinery has been improved since it was developed in the nineteenth century. Rows of molds in a metal tank are alternately heated and cooled. After the molds are cooled, the candles are ejected by pistons. Spools of wicking material from the bottom of the machine are threaded through the pistons, by which they are inserted into the candle molds. As the cooled candles come out of the machine, the wicks are trimmed to proper length. Voilà!



All the World’s a Stage

Candles weren’t just for churches, homes, and the outdoors. During the sixteenth century in Italy, theatrical performances—pageants and tableaux and musical events—began to be held indoors. These events were sponsored by the Italian aristocracy. Palladio’s indoor theater in Italy used the common everyday light sources, including tallow candles. In England at the end of the sixteenth century, winter performances of Shakespeare’s plays were performed in the enclosed Blackfriars Theatre, which was lighted mainly by candles.

Early Footlights

The earliest known definite description of stagelighting is by Joseph Furtenbach (1628), of Sienna. He describes the use of oil lamps and candles set in a row along the front edge of the stage, out of the audience’s sight. Tallow candles were the common source of this light. Old prints show them affixed to crude hoop-shaped chandeliers (a word, incidentally, derived from “chandler,” or candlemaker). These could be hoisted aloft on pulleys from where they hung in lighted but dripping and smelly splendor. Theater designers applied gold decorations to the interior spaces to catch the reflections and make them glitter, thus giving us the contemporary non-word “glitterati” to describe theater and movie celebrities.
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In 1545, the Italian architect, Serlio, wrote a treatise in which he discussed the creation of lighting effects for the theater. One of his recommendations was to place candles behind flasks filled with colored water.



The Drury Lane Theatre

In Britain’s famous Drury Lane Theatre, David Garrick masked the candle-footlights with screens in 1765. By 1784, when Richard Brinsley Sheridan was its manager, the Drury Lane’s candle-lighting system was completely invisible to the audience, hidden by now familiar wings and borders.

Fire Without Matches

Today we are so accustomed not only to common matches, but to cigarette lighters both in our pockets and in our vehicles—and sophisticated gas cartridge barbecue lighters—that it’s hard for us to imagine how people lit fires or candles without them. Of course, we’ve all heard of twirling a stick on a stone to strike a spark (hard-core wilderness students learn this technique), but what did the common folk do before the invention of matches?

The prevalent method was repeatedly striking steel against flint (a hard shale rock). Every home had a tinderbox, containing a steel striker, some flint, and tinder—a cotton rag, straw, or wood.

It took approximately 3 minutes to strike a light using the tinderbox method. This was not a job for the impatient. And if the tinder was damp, it took much longer. Sometimes, in wet weather—common in England—it wouldn’t strike at all. One can imagine the frustration on a cold morning!

Got a Match?

The invention of sulfur matches was a great boon, and getting the tinder to light became a much easier job. The moment a spark hit the tinder, it was used to ignite the sulfur match. Later on, the discovery of sulfur matches that could be ignited by friction—the kind of matches we still use today—caused the old tinderbox to become outmoded.

Revolutionary Developments

The state of candlemaking changed little until the Industrial Revolution period, roughly from 1750 to 1850, during which striking changes in the economic structure of the world took place. Voyages of exploration in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries paved the way for worldwide commerce. Capitalism appeared as early as the seventeenth century.

The developments brought about by the Industrial Revolution economically and socially had great effects on chandlery, or candlemaking. The renaissance of candle crafting occurred during the first half of the nineteenth century when candle molding machines were invented.

The year 1825 saw the invention of the braided wick by a Frenchman named Cambaceres. The braided wick solved the problem of wicks that burned unevenly and had to be “snuffed,” or trimmed, while alight. With one thread in a braided wick tighter than the others, the wick can trim itself as it burns. This was a major improvement, which meant that candles produced with braided wicks were more efficient (a non-braided wick had to be trimmed frequently—as often as every thirty minutes). Even so, candles were still made by the same old time-consuming, labor-intensive handmade methods, and candlemakers were still limited in the number of candles they could produce in a day’s work.

Then, in 1834, Joseph Morgan invented a machine that could produce molded candles at the rate of about 1,500 per hour. This machine could wick continuously. The new ability to mass-produce candles changed the lives of everyone. For the first time, candles became an affordable commodity available to almost everyone.

That same year, another important innovation was introduced—the “mordanting” process. This was a major breakthrough in candlemaking. Mordanting—soaking the wick material in an acid-like solution—causes the burned end of the wick to curl at a 90° angle away from the pool of melted wax, outside of the flame zone, where it turns to ash.
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Back in the bad old days of whaling when that supremely useful animal was hunted almost to extinction for its oils and spermaceti, stearic acid was refined from whale oil. Today, thankfully, it is made from palm tree nuts so that no animals are sacrificed in its manufacture.



In 1850, commercially manufactured paraffin was introduced, providing a welcome alternative to tallow (animal fat). And when the chemist Michel Eugène Chevreul discovered that tallow was not one substance, but a composition of two fatty acids—stearic acid and oleic acid—he invented a new substance known as stearin. Added to paraffin, stearin produced a harder, opaque, longer-burning candle.

It was this breakthrough that transformed candlemaking into what we know today. Factory-made cheap commercial candles became available to the general public and effectively ended the tremendous effort of making candles by hand.

By 1854 paraffin and stearin were being combined to create stronger, longer-burning candles of the type with which we are familiar. Some combination of the two is still the basic candlemaking stock. Today’s home candlemaker regularly uses a combination of paraffin and stearin.
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The only other substance that was used to make comparable candles was spermaceti, from the cachalot (sperm whale). Spermaceti was utilized in candle production during the 1800s when the whaling business was at its height, but it was expensive, and not in common use. Highly desirable because it did not smoke or smell, it was a luxury for the rich.



Illuminating Gas

The advent of gaslight early in the 1800s was the first major advance in artificial lighting for centuries. It was a Scottish engineer, William Murdock, who developed a practical method of distilling gas from coal for the purpose of illumination.

The advantages of gaslight over candlelight were recognized immediately and exploited quickly. Despite the initial costs, entrepreneurial industrialists were able to foresee the future, for even without a chimney an open gas jet flame gave a much brighter light than candles or oil lamps. Also, there was the advantage of control. By varying the inflow of gas a smooth increase or decrease of light could be effected from a central point. This discovery became the precursor of the modern central heating systems.

Still, there were definite disadvantages to using gas for lighting: it was hot, gave off offensive (and often dangerous) fumes, and having an open flame indoors was a serious fire hazard. Therefore, a protective code was established mandating guards, screens, and glass chimneys.

Gas stations and city gas mains were not installed until 1850, so candles remained the primary source of illumination for most people. Even after city mains were bringing gas to urban dwellers’ homes, the rural folk still depended on candlelight. It was only in 1890, after the introduction of electric lighting, that the incandescent gas mantle was developed. This invention greatly improved the quality of gaslight—made it whiter and brighter—but it did not remove the hazards of fire.

Theatrical Review

The first successful adaptation of gas lighting for the stage was at the Lyceum Theatre in London, in 1803, by a German, Frederick Winson. In the United States, the Chestnut Street Opera House in Philadelphia installed a gas lighting system in 1816, supplying its own gas by installing a gas generator on the premises.

In the Limelight

If you thought the phrase of being “in the limelight” was a figurative one for getting attention, you didn’t know about Thomas Drummond. He was a British engineer who invented limelight in 1816, although it did not come into general use until thirty years later. Limelight is produced by directing a sharp point of oxyhydrogen flame against a cylindrical block of lime. The tiny area of lime becomes incandescent, emitting a brilliant white light that is soft and mellow. Limelight was particularly suited to theatrical use because of its intensity. A mirrored reflector allowed it to be directed onto the stage to illuminate and follow individual performers as they moved—hence the present meaning of the term, used when speaking of somebody who is getting attention.

From Past to Present

Rathborne’s, founded in Dublin in 1488, is the world’s oldest candle manufacturer in continuous existence. Established when knights did battle in armor, towns were walled, and cloistered monasteries dotted the landscape, Rathborne’s “lit the way through the dark Middle Ages of Irish and European history.” For more than 500 years Rathborne candles have been illuminating the daily events of human life. As Europe was experiencing “the shining era of Renaissance splendor, the time of Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Raphael, the Rathborne family business in Winetavern Street in the heart of the ancient walled city of Dublin was flourishing and prospering.”

Henry VIII ordered the closing of all Irish monasteries—a main source of candles—in 1537, but Rathborne’s went right on, winning the contract for lighting Dublin and becoming closely identified with the ancient Fraternity of St. George, the Guild of Tallow Chandlers, Soap Boilers, and Wax Light Makers. In 1600, Rathborne’s moved across the Liffey River from Wintavern Street to Stoneybatter.

Time passed, with its wars, famine, pestilence, rebellion, and revolutions, but Rathborne’s endured. In 1912, while the rumblings of World War I were being felt, Henry Burnley Rathborne turned the ancient firm into a private company. Thirteen years later, the company consolidated its operations under one roof in its former warehouse on East Wall Road, where Rathborne’s Candles is located this day.

Finally, in 1966, Rathborne’s merged with Lalors, making their factory the largest supplier of church candles in the country. Using modern candlemaking techniques and equipment, Rathborne’s produces millions of candles each year. Thousands of beeswax candles are still handcrafted at Rathborne’s by master chandlers using the age-old technique of dipping, with wicks hanging from iron hoops. If you visit Rathborne’s factory, you can see many of the old cast-iron candlemaking machines that stretch back to a past of great antiquity.


CHAPTER 2

Candles in the New World

Candlemaking today is naturally an offshoot of the entire history of human candlemaking and its evolution from the earliest of times to the present. There are no real differences between candles made in the distant past and those made today, except for the techniques and processes, such as mass production. Let’s examine how the process of candlemaking has been modified throughout the history of our country.

The Colonial Period

The first known candles in America go back as far as the first century A.D. when Native Americans fished for “candlefish.” This fish is so oily that it could be used as a candle. To that purpose, candlefish was dried, then stuck on a stick and lighted.

When the European settlers began arriving in America, they found they had to be resourceful in order to survive in the New World. In the southwestern United States, early missionaries boiled bark from the Cerio tree, which produced a wax-like substance that they skimmed and used for making candles. They may also have used the desert shrub jojoba, which yields a useful wax. What goes around comes around—and jojoba is now much in demand for “natural” candles, and is also being used in cosmetics.

In New England, settlers who needed to survive those cold dark New England winters also became quite skilled at making their own candles. Native Americans taught them how to extract wax from bayberries, berries of the beach shrub Myrica carolinensis native to New England. This wax could be used to make candles. Today, bayberry candles are a rarity because of the expense of making them—it takes l½ quarts of bayberries to make a single 8-inch taper!
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Pure bayberry candles are making a comeback both in home candlemaking and in the mail-order catalogs which sell old-fashioned products, such as the Vermont Country Store, and upscale mail-order catalogs such as Smith & Hawken.



Consider this quote when you think about the importance of candles to the settlers: “In the tropics the sun rises at six in the morning and sets at six in the evening and that’s that. There is very little twilight. As you go further north or south of the equator, the differential between winter and summer daylight hours increases until you reach those unfortunate latitudes where the sun never sets all summer or rises all winter. To spend a winter in such a place without [candle] light would surely drive you mad.”—The Forgotten Household Crafts, John Seymour

In the Household

A Colonial housewife was a hard worker indeed. Her many chores included making candles for the family’s use from animal fat, which she collected diligently in pottery crocks all year long. When the time came to make candles, she rendered the often-rancid fat and made “taller tips” by repeatedly dipping wicks into the hot tallow and allowing it to cool between dips. This is the exact same method used today for dipped candles (except that we have the advantage of using wax, often sweetly scented, instead of the smoky, smelly tallow).
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For a wonderful and well-written look at the various crafts practiced by the men of Colonial America, take a look at Colonial Craftsmen and the Beginnings of American Industry, written and illustrated by Edwin Tunis (World Publishing).



Some well-to-do households owned tin molds capable of casting a dozen candles simultaneously. This was an enormous advantage over the dip-and-cool method. The itinerant chandler included in his equipment large molds that could cast as many as six dozen candles. Though his presence was malodorous, he had the advantage of being able to cast a year’s supply of candles for a family in one operation. He strung the candles up with the tow-linen wick provided by the mistress, melted down the hard fat, and in the course of a day’s casting relieved the household of much onerous labor. A welcome offshoot of his work was the making of soap, which was the softer fat boiled with lye and then cooled.

A Stinky Business

Although chandlers were unwelcome as neighbors (for theirs was a greasy and stinky trade), they were vital to the well-being of their communities, especially as society became more complex and sophisticated than in the early colonial days. The importance of candlemaking in early American economy cannot be overemphasized, for it formed the basis of an entire industry, which grew as the society advanced and the population increased.

One of the more famous chandlers (thanks to his son) was Josiah Franklin, Benjamin Franklin’s father. Originally a dyer in England, Josiah switched to candlemaking, becoming a “tallow-chandler and sope-boiler” when he came to Boston, where his old trade did not pay well enough to support his family. Perhaps candlemaking was more lucrative because plainly dressed Bostonians disdained clothes of bright colors and had no need for dyers.

By the eighteenth century, the word “chandler” was in competition with the word “grocer” to indicate a shopkeeper. In those days, there were different types of chandlers—the terms “tallow chandler,” “wax chandler,” and “ship chandler” were in common use. Interestingly, the term “ship chandler” survives to this day, and refers to a retailer of specific goods. In the 1760s, a group of candlemakers—who did not make soap as did the less-respected tallow chandlers—chose to call themselves “candlers.” However, the term did not stick, and today it is used to designate a person who tests eggs (by holding the egg up to a candle flame and looking inside). Prior to 1750, wax chandlers made their finest candles from beeswax, or from bayberry wax.

Burn That Fat

Today’s cheap candles are made of paraffin, a petroleum byproduct discovered during the early years of the twentieth century. By then the cattle industry was in full development and tallow came from beeves rather than (as formerly) sheep or pigs. A bull butchered for meat provided enough fat to make twenty-six dozen candles. And when the entrepreneurial Yankee ship captains carried hides to the colonies for the shoemakers, they also brought along the fat from the animals.

Unlike today’s simple wax-melting procedure, the chandler of old didn’t merely melt the fat. He processed it by rendering it in boiling water. This allowed the fibrous material to rise to the surface, from where it was skimmed off, just as one skims scum from a pot of meat broth today. The vessels used were called “trying pots,” and the term “to try out” (meaning “to render fat”) is still used in some areas of the United States. These trying pots were made of copper, battered out by the local coppersmith. When making dipped candles, the chandler ladled the hot fat into another vat of rectangular shape for pre-cooling prior to dipping. This was because hot tallow left a thin layer on a dipped wick; worse, it could melt the earlier dipped layers. Conversely, if the tallow cooled too much it made lumpy layers. When that happened, a fire had to be built up under the pot to reheat the tallow, not an easy job.

An Old Recipe for Lard Candles

Take 12 pounds lard, 1 pound saltpeter, 1 pound alum. Pulverize and mix the saltpeter and alum; dissolve the compound in a gill of boiling water; pour the compound into the lard before it is quite melted. Stir the whole until it boils, and skim off what rises. Let it simmer until the water is all boiled out, or until it ceases to throw off steam. Pour off the lard as soon as it is done, and clean the boiler while it is hot. If the candles are to be run in a mould, you may commence at once, but if to be dipped, let the lard cool first and cake. Then treat as you would tallow.*

Superior Spermaceti

American whaling ships often brought in cachalots, or sperm whales, and it was soon discovered that the fatty solid substance called “spermaceti” (erroneously thought to be the whale’s sperm, hence the term “spermaceti” and the name “sperm whale”) could be used to produce splendid candles. In fact, spermaceti was the best candle material known to that time. Candles made from it gave a brilliant light, burned evenly, and never dripped: a miracle! The reason they did not drip was because the flame burned without melting the wax into the usual liquid pool. So treasured were these candles that a candlemaker could sell them at extremely high prices—and therefore make a good profit, limited only by the supply of sperm oil he could garner. Since even in the poorest of times, there were always people with sufficient funds to afford such luxuries as the spermaceti candles, whaling became a lucrative trade.

* Nettie, Terre Haute, Indiana. The Home & Farm Manual, A Pictorial Encyclopedia of Farm, Garden, Household, Architectural, Legal, Medical, and Social Information. Jonathan Periam (Greenwich House).

By mid-century, chandlers were using all the spermaceti they could buy from the whalers, which made the whale one of the most fiercely hunted creatures on earth. As we now know, the whalers became so efficient—and the demand for their catch was so great—that once it was discovered that spermaceti made such splendid candles, the whale population was hunted nearly to extinction.

Spermaceti candles are the basis of the Standard International Candle unit of light intensity on which incandescent light bulbs were based when they were invented. A Standard International Candle unit is the intensity of light an incandescent bulb matches alongside the light from a 1/6 pound spermaceti candle burning at a rate of 120 grams per hour.


[image: ]

Ambergris, a fatty substance formed in the sperm whale’s intestinal tract, was the most precious material whale hunters sought. Prized by perfumers, it was found floating in the ocean when whales were in the area. Although in the fresh state it is black and has an unpleasant odor, after exposure to sun and sea and air, it is transformed to a pleasant-smelling mass, yellow or gray in color. One wonders who discovered its properties for use in fragrances!



The First Commercial Spermaceti Factory

Obediah Brown, of the entrepreneurial family of Rhode Island Browns, opened the first spermaceti candle works in 1753. That year alone his company made three hundred barrels of spermaceti candles. Brown and his brother Nicolas became the moving force behind the United Company of Spermaceti Candlers, which was responsible for parceling out the supply of spermaceti oil, which was limited despite the avaricious whaling industry’s most stringent efforts. And, they always got the biggest share. The association kept its trade secrets close to its vest—so closely guarded, in fact, that Nantucket, into whose ports came more whales than at Naragansett, only learned how to make the candles in 1772.

Pioneer Candlemaking

Pioneer candlemakers followed in the footsteps of the candlemaking techniques practiced during the Colonial era. In the pioneer states of Kentucky, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, the women had brought their knowledge of candlemaking to the frontier. All suet and fat were conserved most carefully and candlemaking was an important and vital household chore. Every housewife made a supply of candles in the fall. Candle rods, each with a row of wicks attached, were repeatedly dipped into big iron kettles of boiling water and melted tallow. It was all-day, back-breaking, smelly, unpleasant “women’s work.” To make the wicks, women could either buy cotton twist, or use the silky down from milkweed pods.

[image: ]

Historical candlemaking

Later, the tallow was mixed with powdered gum camphor. Finer candles with scent were made with wax from the bayberry or wax myrtle. These inventive women even achieved decorative effects by layering wax dyed with the red juice of pokeberries, made green from wild nettles, or yellow from alder bark, as well as other natural dyestuffs.
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How were wicks made?

The earliest settlers used wicks made of linen, spun from flax, which they grew. Or, if they had no other materials available, they used pith from plants. However, spun cotton made the most serviceable wicks.



Wick Development

Samuel Slater (1768–1835) was an industrialist born in Derbyshire, England. He was apprenticed to the partner of Richard Arkwright, who invented cotton-spinning machinery. Slater familiarized himself with Arkwright’s machines and those of James Hargreaves and Samuel Crompton before embarking for America in 1789. Once on these shores, he contracted with the firm of Almy & Brown of Providence, Rhode Island, to reproduce for them Arkwright’s cotton-spinning machinery. In 1793, Slater established a factory in Pawtucket, named Almy, Brown & Slater.

Samuel Slater is regarded as the founder of the American cotton industry. Thanks to him, cotton mills began to spin material for candlewicks and sold it rolled into balls. A young male apprentice cut lengths of about 20 inches on a sharp-bladed measuring cutter—much like the office paper cutter we know. The lengths intended for dipping were hung in sets of two over 3 feet–long rods, called “broaches,” that lay parallel on a wooden frame. Separated by a space of about three inches, the boy then twisted the two strands together. This required both skill and dexterity, for first the boy tightened the twist the spinner had made in the yarn and then had to twist the strands in the opposite direction, like a rope. Made that way, they would “hold their lay,” as was said of a well-made wick.
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