

  [image: Cover]






  
MILK CANS





  THE JOURNEY COMMENCES




  [image: image]







  
[image: Buhl Stamping Co. 1898 booklet for salesmen.]



    Buhl Stamping Co. 1898 booklet for salesmen.




  “PERFECT MILK CANS are essential to profitable dairying. A milk can is not perfect unless it can be kept absolutely clean and free from germs and unless it will last five or ten years without repairs.




  Buhl Stamping Company, Detroit, Michigan.




  Sufficient capacity to make every milk can used in the United States”.




  From a Buhl Stamping Company advertisement in the World Almanac.
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FOREWORD BY MARC ALLUM





  Professor Ian Spellerberg’s request to write a foreword for this book was never going to be a chore. Not only is it highly complimentary that he should think me worthy but it is also rather humbling because one cannot help feeling a little inferior at his innate ability to choose wonderfully thought-provoking subjects that seem to have escaped the usual fields of interest. Indeed, some might be tempted to say that his choice of subject is ‘odd’ but the truth is actually far from it. One characteristic is immediately apparent; he attacks his chosen theme with an undeniable vigour, which in his own inimitable fashion, means exploring every nook and cranny of the subject, leaving no facet of the topic uninvestigated. Milk Cans is no exception and the almost immediate realisation that the title is little more than a tease, belies the fact that this is an invitation into a world that is much bigger than you could have ever imagined. This is a rigorous and fascinating explanation of a subject that benefits from both the authors academic ability to research his subject judiciously but also his ability to relay it in an approachable and absorbing way.




  I’ve worked in the world of auctions, art and antiques for some thirty years and that breadth of experience has put me into contact with a hugely diverse amount of material. Therefore, armed with some knowledge and first-hand experience of handling objects such as milk cans, churns and dairy related paraphernalia, I was, however - after reading this book – fascinated by what I didn’t know. Milk Cans is a highly absorbing historical account of an everyday commodity that we essentially take for granted. Milk and the means to move it and process it, from the most basic of local farmyard scenarios to the bulk movement for huge consumption in cities and by industry, is graphically charted in this work through a wonderful selection of photographs and images sourced from archives and institutions around the world. The remarkably cosmopolitan content ranges in great breadth from the manufacture, advertising, transport, souvenirs, toys and thematic items surrounding the subject but is also given contextual depth by the many issues that still affect modern dairy farmers – such as the politics and social aspects - which have of course always been part and parcel of farming and milk production!
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  The epilogue is indeed a sombre footnote to the demise of the milk can or churn but the headlines - ‘Milk Can Doomed’ – were of course inevitable. Professor Spellerberg’s book is a remarkably well-researched publication and will no doubt take its place as a definitive work on the subject thus proving a valuable reference aid to both historians and collectors alike!




  Marc Allum









  
PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





  Before the use of milk cans, a common practice was for cows and asses to be driven through the streets. Customers would receive fresh milk directly from the cow. In London, milkmaids avoided the dangers to themselves and contamination of their milk (from slops being thrown out at night from upper storied windows) by shouting “milkmaid below!” or “milko” or even “meow”.




  A topic of great relevance to milk cans was hygiene and cleanliness. Much has been written about the risks of contaminated milk because, if nothing else, it was sometimes linked to outbreaks of typhoid fever. Pinto, in his book Treen or Small Woodware through the Ages (1949) remarked that before the discovery of bacteria, European dairies gave no thought to contamination. Not only has there always been concern about hygienic practices in milk production but there has, for many years, been concern about the cleanliness of empty milk cans. For example in 1916 a formal enquiry was instigated in England concerning the state of cleanliness of empty cans. It showed that up to 2% of rail borne milk was sour on arrival at its destination, with theresult that in London alone there was a loss of some 90,000 gallons of milk annually. The many varied designs of milk cans have therefore been in response to the demands for keeping the milk safe from contamination.
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  Milk can designs are indeed varied. In 1909, Professor E.H. Farrington (Assistant Professor of Dairy Husbandry at the Wisconsin Dairy School) addressed the thirty-fifth annual meeting of the Illinois State Dairymen’s Association. He had recently returned from abroad studying milk and milk products. He mentioned how diverse milk cans were overseas compared to those at home and noted “a person interested in making collections could easily find enjoyment in getting together the many different types of milk cans that are used in various countries.”




  The milk can is the greatest legacy of traditional dairy farming. Not surprising therefore that milk cans have occupied the minds of inventors and engineers. They have inspired artists, toy makers, playwrights, poets, novelty manufacturers, and sports minded people. The image of a milk can has been used widely in advertising from cheese to chocolate. However, it is disappointing to find that there appear to be few collectors of milk cans. There also appears to be is no book on the subject of their use, history and iconic design.




  Bulk transport of milk by road and rail may have largely taken over the extensive role of milk cans but that has not brought about the demise of milk cans. Some countries still make and use them. At the same time there is much nostalgia for milk cans, milk can stands and the old methods of transportation.




  I could not have written this book without the generous help from many people around the world. My wife (Myfanwy), son (Christopher), and daughter (Kathryn) have often helped locate and obtain many examples of very fine milk cans — as well as accepting what has been my obsession with celebrating milk cans.




  My special thanks to my granddaughter Maisie for her help. (See family photograph in the appendices.)
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    Soldering the lower band on an English milk churn (Circa 1922, England). Photograph courtesy of Bob Malcolm


    

  I must give special thanks to Mr. Bob Malcolm and Mr. Tom Phelps who have been of immense help in the preparation of this book. Colleen Barrie kindly took on the task of copyediting and made many improvements to the text. I also wish to thank Mr. Owen Aiken, Sahil Bagga, Andre Grahl, Mr Laurence Cooper, Jillian Hayward, Marisha Karwa, Mr Dave Marden, Eleanor McDonald, Marianne Plasmans-Damen, and Dr. David Selner, and Mr Rowan Taylor. I am particularly grateful to Anne Schneeberger for designing the book. Her skills and patience were very much appreciated.






  A preliminary article in the New Zealand Memories magazine about milk cans (with an invitation to send me information) prompted a ‘flood’ of letters over many months. I am very grateful to those people who kindly took the trouble to write to me. Other articles such as those in the Australian Magazine ‘Antique Collecting for Pleasure and Profit’ and the Mumbai based Newspaper ‘Daily News & Analysis’ prompted similar responses.




  The research for this book has raised more questions than answers. I don’t have all the answers. Indeed throughout this book there are questions and uncertainties. I encourage readers to contact me should they have new information but also particularly if they are able to correct anything that I have written.




  I have made every reasonable effort to contact the copyright holders of the images. I apologize if there are any omissions and would be pleased to insert the appropriate acknowledgments in any subsequent editions.




  This book is in two parts plus appendices. Part one is a brief account of the history of milk cans, their shape and design, their role in society and how the design has been an inspiration to artists and designers. Part two is a compendium of milk can images.




  Volumes are expressed in Imperial Units (not USA) and weights in pounds (lbs.) Metric equivalents are provided. Conversion factors are in the appendices.
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  The term ‘milk can’ is of course found in many languages. For example: bidon de lait (French), melkbus or melk kan (Dutch), una lata de leche or una lechera (Spanish), milchkanne (German), una latta di latte or bidones da latte (Italian), maelk kan (Danish), leite pode (Portugese), moloko mozhet (Russian), and gall llaeth (Welsh).




  In English, familiar terms include milk can, milk churn, cream can, milk pail and dairy can. The difference between a ‘milk can’ and a ‘cream can’ appears not to be well defined. Some retired farmers have said to me that ‘small cans’ were for cream and ‘large cans ‘straight sided cans’ were used for taking milk to the local cheese factory. These were later returned to the farm containing whey for the pigs. Apparently ‘tapered cans’ were used to send cream to the butter factory.




  For the purpose of this book I use the term ‘milk can’. I define ‘milk can’ as a container (usually with a lid) commonly made of metal and used for carrying or transporting milk or cream (from cows, buffaloes and other domestic animals). This includes small hand-held containers (up to about two pints) once commonly used by members of the household. It does not include milk jugs or milk bottles.




  Household containers for holding milk or cream have included milk bottles (glass, cardboard and plastic), milk jugs, and milk vases. Other terms include ‘milk pots’, and ‘creamers’. Names for early containers for transporting milk or cream and later used in the farm dairy included ‘milk pitchers’, ‘milk buckets’ and ‘milk pails.




  What did the earliest containers for milk look like? More than 6,000 years ago someone sculptured a frieze. Thomas Ross Pirtle (1870-1938), in his general outline of dairying (when referring to one of the oldest buildings excavated near Babylon by the British Museum and the Museum of Philadelphia, U.S.A) made the following observation:




  “The most interesting, a panel four feet long, has on one side a milking scene, cows and their calves and men milking the cows into tall jars”.




  In a footnote, Pirtle noted that the ‘jars’ were similar in shape to those in England now called ‘churns’ used to hold milk brought from the farms.




  European farmers may also have begun dairying activities as long as 6,000 years. This has been concluded from the analysis of degraded fats on fragments of pottery dating back to Neolithic Britain.




  In southern England, archaeologists at Stonehenge (which dates back to 3,200 B.C.) have uncovered fragments of pots which once stored meat and dairy products.




  An extraordinary exhibit in the Brooklyn Museum (U.S.A.) is an Egyptian milk vase dating from circa 1500-1400 B.C. Made of clay and measuring just under 14 inches tall and 3 ¾ inches wide, this vessel is in the shape of a women’s head, arms and breasts. Unusual in shape, this may have been used for breast milk from a woman who had given birth to a male child.




  Metal milk cans have been made in many parts of the world for at least one thousand years. For example, on the Island of Guernsey (one of the Channel Islands off the coast of France), the traditional round copper milk can has been made for over 1,000 years. Originally made of tin-plated steel, the shape provides strength and there is less slopping of the milk. There is little documentation about how they were originally made because most details were passed from master to apprentice. They were originally hammered out in the open using a tree stump in the same way that armour was made. They were still in use in the first half of the 20th century. Locally called milk jugs, effective sizes ranged from a half pint up to a gallon. Some cans were made up to five gallons. The standard Guernsey measure was a ‘pot’ and held about four pints.




  Another very old design is the brass (pital) milk pots used in Rajasthan, India. The practice of women carrying the pots on their heads goes back centuries and is still practiced today. These brass pots are still made today but many families have handed down these pots from generation to generation.
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