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FOREWORD


★


FAR TOO  infrequently does an author tackle a virgin field. To do so requires a great amount of effort and often days of research which are rewarded by only a few scraps of information. Few writers have the courage or energy necessary to pioneer and to open a new frontier. Consequently almost nothing has been written on the subject of early American copper, brass and tinware, which opens a new field of study in American antiques.


Henry J. Kauffman is unusually well fitted for this task. He has a love for research and is deeply interested in the old records which yield so many data on the early artisan and his art. At the same time he has the aesthetic taste and knowledge to evaluate correctly the subjects of his research.


Mr. Kauffman is also himself a collector of the objects of which he writes, and a craftsman who has repaired and reproduced many pieces of early American metalwork, often using the same techniques that were used by the early craftsmen. Rarely does one writer combine the qualities of research historian, a discriminating collector, and a capable craftsman, which enable him adequately to illuminate another step on the pathway of collectors of American antiques.


Joe Kindig, Jr.


York, Pennsylvania
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PREFACE


★


ONE PURPOSE of this study is to examine the historical background of colonial crafts, and the craftsmen who formed sheet copper, brass, and tin into objects of beauty and utility. These particular media were often worked simultaneously in one shop, the combination of two or more being more frequent than such lone crafts as tinSmithing or coppersmithing. They were combined because in the working of each metal are many operations common to them all, and a worker skilled in handling one could easily participate in handling others. Pewtering, for instance, was often associated with work in copper, brass, and tin; but because of its adequate treatment in other publications it is not included here.


It is well worth-while to examine the historical background of colonial crafts and the men associated with the activity known as brass founding. Included in this group were patternmakers, molders, and an unnamed group who finished the work and who were comparable to modern machinists and metal polishers. It is likely that one man often performed all these functions when only a few were engaged in a single business enterprise.


A consideration of these matters results in a focusing of attention on a group of craftsmen who have been obscure in the American scene. In comparison to the men who have worked in other media they are comparatively unknown. A recent book on craftsmanship in the eighteenth century does not include in its index the words “coppersmith,” “brass founder,” or “tinsmith,” though the usual recognition is given tailors, silversmiths and cabinet­makers. The obscure role of these men does not reflect their importance or the lack of it, for they made important contributions to the economy of their time. Many operations important in colonial life such as distilling, dyeing, hatmaking, silversmithing, and housekeeping would have been almost impossible without them, and though not generally remembered today many of them have left names which are still highly respected in the communities in which they lived.


It has been difficult to obtain data, documentary or otherwise, concerning the workers in copper, brass, and tin. The paucity of information about their products can partially be attributed to the fact that few of these were marked, so that they afford considerably less data for study than do pewter and silver. This lack of information as to source has prevented copper, brass, and tin from sharing in the romance involved in the collecting of other metal­ware, since most collectors avoid pieces of questionable origin.


We may here note, however, that more metal vessels are marked than is generally suspected. A careful cleaning and examination should precede any decision than no marks are present. The handles of copper teakettles, sauceboats, and tin coffeepots, were favorite spots for names of the makers, which were in early days struck by a single die like those used by eighteenth century silversmiths and pewterers, while later pieces were marked by individual letters such as are used today.


Again, pieces of this sort have always been associated with country living and so, until the recent interest in rural life, have been left unnoticed. The increased size and importance of the fireplace has caused these articles to be eagerly sought. Often, too, modern cleansing tools, like the buffer and the spray gun, destroy the old patina and with it other evidences of genuine antiquity. If the vessels were left less clean, with their polishing restricted to the old-time rubbing with salt and vinegar, much damage would be spared.


The workmanship on these old pieces is invariably good. Careless soldering here and there is apt to be the work of an incompetent repair man. The original makers, who served their seven years of apprenticeship, were taught that there were no outlets for seconds or rejects. It is the high quality of their workmanship, the richness of their color, the appeal of their designs and shapes, that have caused vessels of copper, brass, or tin to become important in the market place and the museum today.
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This contemporary setting shows how copper, brass, tin and pewter ware are still used for decorative display. Most of this metalware dates from the first half of the nineteenth century and with the exception of the ladles hanging on the fireplace crane, its arrangement is authentic.


A good betty lamp and stand, both made of tin, are in the center of the mantle. To the right is a copper oil container used for filling lamps; on the left, an early copper measure. A candle box of tin hangs beneath the mantle at the right; under it on the floor is a brass warming pan. A candle mold and tin oven are seen on the hearth, and a copper tea kettle is suspended from the crane.








I
 Coppery Tin and Brass in the Eighteenth Century

FROM EARLIEST times copper, brass and tinware have played an important role in the American home. Because the first colonists were engaged in clearing land for agriculture and in building they were unable to devote much attention to locating mines or refining metals and, as a consequence, many such small necessities were imported.

The records of the earliest manufacturing activities in and about Boston, the first center of population in America, attract the researcher for data concerning this subject. As the house reflects its furnishings so the furnishings reflect the house, and it seems reasonable to conclude that the earliest copper, brass, and tin vessels were extremely simple, and functional in nature. Though few of the earliest New England houses survive, those in existence picture a life of rigid simplicity. Many of them started as two rooms, then grew to four, and were finally completed with a lean-to at the back, in the center of which was a long rambling fireplace with a huge lintel over the top and a stone hearth extending a foot or eighteen inches into the room. Many of these early homes are filled with appropriate paraphernalia gathered by successive generations. Much of the iron, copper and brassware which they contained came from England, although some of the brass and copperware came from the Continent, where the technique of working these metals was more advanced. The frequent mention of French bells and kettles indicates that these were regarded as superior; otherwise there would be no reason for stating their origin to a people sympathetic to the products of their homeland.
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Nutting Collection, Wadsworth Atheneum.

Combining beauty with utility, most early inventories of household goods included at least one stout, serviceable brass mortar and pestle

The best source of information concerning housewares of the seventeenth century is the enumeration of goods listed in wills, in public vendues, and in ships’ cargoes. Among the earliest estates boasting a complete inventory is that of the Dillingham family, Mrs. Dillingham having made her last will and testament on July 14, 1636, in Ipswich, Massachusetts. Although this estate may have been regarded as a goodly one for that time, the list indicates that most of Mrs. Dillingham’s possessions were of wood and were probably made in America. Since furniture was more cumbersome to transport on the crowded ships than small items of metalware, it seems probable that the metal accessories were imported. This estate list is of unusual interest, for it includes spoons and knives, pots, tongs, a silver bowl and porringer, a quantity of pewter, an iron trivet, a shovel for the fireplace, and a brass pot and mortar.

The mortar, a common article in the New England household, was invariably recommended to settlers as one of the requisites to be brought from England. It was needed for the blending of herbs which were widely used for medicinal purposes.
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Joe Kindig, Jr.

These seventeenth-century andirons are made of brass and iron. Although fairly elaborate they still retain the important elements of grace and simplicity which characterized the metal­work of the early craftsmen.

Mr. Thomas Millard of Newburyport, Massachusetts, in 1653, made a bequest of three silver spoons, a silver cup, a silver salt cellar, a variety of kitchen utensils including tinned pudding pans, a brazen chafing dish, and a lanthorn and lamp made of “latin.” A contemporary public vendue list notes a pair of brass candlesticks, but in the seventeenth century little is found that would not be regarded as an essential. There were perhaps a few brass fittings for the furniture, a little brass hardware for the house, and andirons of iron with a brass finial or decorative detail.
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Museum Massachusetts Historical Society.

This copper weather vane, made by Shem Drowne a prominent early craftsman, is one of the earliest examples of American copper-smithing extant. Although the proportions are somewhat crude it shows many interesting details of Indian dress.


“Hinges, latch handles, bolts, and other hardware used in Connecticut were, for the most part, forged from wrought iron. Occasionally latch handles of brass were found, but they were rarer than those of iron. Door knockers were generally of brass, and it is probable that many of them were of English manufacture.”
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