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THE PEWTERERS OF DEVON 

Ronald F. Homer 

Pewter ecclesiastical plate dates from the end of the Anglo-Saxon period, and 
domestic utensils were being made from the metal by c.1300. In London the 
pewterers obtained official recognition through the grant of ordinances in 1348 and 
by that date pewterers were already established in a number of provincial towns and 
cities. The mines of Devon and Cornwall provided tin for the alloy and pewterers 
were working in the westcountry as early as 1327 when Richard peautrer is recorded 
in Lostwithie1.1 In Devon, Thomas Pewterer is recorded in Barnstaple in 1343/4 and 
Richard peautrer in Exeter in 1370. For the next 400 years pewterware was to be 
found in the households of both rich and poor alike, until eventually it was displaced 
by tinplate and cheap pottery. 

In a survey of pewtering in the west midlands and Wales, valuable information 
was obtained from wills and inventories and from parish registers.2 Douche in his 
survey of Cornish pewterers also relied heavily On these records.3 Unfortunately the 
war· time destruction of Devon wills, and the fact that Devon parish registers only 
rarely.give occupations, means that the available sources of information for the 
county are less extensive than might be hoped for. Further, although there must 
have been local guilds which included pewterers among their members, none of their 
records appears to survive. 

The situation is however saved to some extent by the London records of the 
Worshipful Company of Pewterers. The Company's charter of 1473/4 gave them a 
right to search country·wide for substandard wares, and this they exercised 
extensively from 1474 until the early 18th century, visiting pewterers' shops 
throughout mucH of England. Among the surviving records of country searches are 
those of Devon for 1636, 1637 and 1641, when the London searches visited Exeter, 
Plymouth, Totnes, Ashburton, Tavistock, Barnstaple and Honiton.4 The London 
searchers had also apparently visited Exeter as early as 1474. Among a list compiled 
then of 'bretheren that be of the country, sworn to the king and the craft' are the 
names of William Joyce and John Folete of Exeter, who, with some 30 other 
provincial pewterers had been cajoled or threatened into joining the Company 
following searches by the Company's wardens,s 

Sixty years ago Cotterell recorded makers' marks of the 17th and 18th centuries 
which include the town names Exeter, Barnstaple, Totnes, Bideford, Ashburton and 
Crediton.6 However the only town which has been studied in detail is Barnstaple, 
the subject of a paper by the late Stanley Thomas who lists 20 pewterers who 
worked there.7 Extracts from the Barnstaple and Bideford Port Books between 
1672 and 1740 quoted by Thomas show that considerable quantities of pewter were 
exported to Ireland and to the American colonies, As will be seen later at least two 
Devon pewterers emigrated to America where records show that they subsequently 
practised the craft in New England. 

The names, dates and locations of 133 Devon pewterers are given in the Appendix 
to this paper and the available information. town by town, may be summarised as 
follows. 

Ashburton. Pewtering was probably being practiced in Ashburton in the early 16th 
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century as a deed of 1521 refers to John Reede, 'late of Ashburton, pewterer'.8 By 
the middle of the 17th century there were several craftsmen in the town and 
pewtering continued there well into the second half of the 18th century. 

Members of the Dolbeare family were prominent throughout much of this period. 
Cotterell notes a John Dolbeare, pewterer, as mentioned in a lawsuit of 1631. 
Pewterware made in the mid 17th century for the Edgecumbe family bears the 
marks of Nicholas and Edmund Dolbeare, and this remained at Cotehele House until 
1956 when much of the pewter there was dispersed by auction. Edmund emigrated 
to America in 1670, with his wife and two small sons, and appears aged 29 in the 
Boston records in 1671. By 1700 he is described as 'aged and poor' and he died 
sometime between 1705 and 1nl. At least one son, J oseph, continued the trade of 
pewterer in Boston.9 Later Dolbeares in Ashburton include John (dead in 1761) who 
was succeeded by Benjamin Parham, and another John, brazier, who died in 1794.10 

The Pewterers' Company searches record John and William Bone (also Boune), 
Alexander Soper and Lawrence Langworth (sic), no doubt an ancestor of the 
Lawrence Langworthy who emigrated about 1730. This later Lawrence is recorded 
in Newport, Rhode Island in 1731, where he was married (for the second time) in 
1734 and became a freeman in 1735. (He had become a freeman of Exeter in 1714). 
He died in Newport where his gravestone reads: 

'In memory of Lawrence Langworthy of Ashburton in ye County of 
Devonshire. Died Oct. ye 19,1739 in ye 47 year of his age. Also of Mary 
his wife, of Dartmoor in ye County of Devonshire died Jany ye 16, 
1732-3 in ye 37 yr of her age.'ll 

Another 17th century pewtering family was that of Knowles. A Richard is 
mentioned in 1613, Thomas senior in 1631, and Thomas junior was apprenticed In 
Bristol in 1647. 

Barnstaple, Stanley Thomas' study of the Barnstaple pewterers shows the 
importance of the craft in that town in the 17th and 18th centuries and the present 
investigation adds little, The Company's 1637 search (unknown to Thomas) adds the 
name of John Williams and that of 'Widdow Howard'; probably a mistake for 
'Heywood' which would make her the widow of Robert Heywood noted by Thomas 
as buried in 1623, The search also includes John Har(r)is, Thomas' earliest date for 
whom is 1649, 

Bideford. Cotterell notes two Bideford pewterers. One, known only by the initials 
'IM' which appear with 'BITHEFORD' in his mark flourished c 1700. The second, 
A(nthony) Williams used as his mark the device of the town's seal (the ship and 
bridge) again with name 'BITHEFORD', A deed at Exeter mentions him in 1746.12 

Crediton. Cotterell records a Crediton pewterer of c.1720 known only by his mark, 
'KERSLAKE CREDITON'. * Later in the century the Exeter Flying Post reported 
the sale of the stock in trade of Thomas Levett of Crediton in 1772.13 He was 
presumably the Thomas Levett, son of Samuel Levett, pewterer, who was made free 
of Exeter in September 1753. 

Exeter. The published rolls of Exeter freemen yield 58 pewterers between 1370 and 

* See Addendum 4 

1818. 14 To these may be added a further 17 whose names have been recovered from 
other sources. 

The craft was established in the city in medieval times and the name Richard 
Peautrer (alias Richard Osberne) occurs between 1370 and 1389 in the rolls of 
freemen. He was a man of some prominence, being the city's receiver in 1398/9. 15 
Other 14th century. pewterers were John Kittow, who had been apprenticed to 
Richard, and William Chese, free in 1396. The fifteenth century provides seven 
pewterers, including John Folete and William Joyce mentioned in the Pewterers 
Company records. What appear to be their names appear in the rolls of freemen, as 
John Folyot (free 1459/60)and William Joce (free 1461), but they are not there 
described as pewterers. 

The 16th century provides seven names including two not recorded as freemen: 
Gregorie Jane, who was a 'searcher' in 156216 and Benjamin Lynne whom Hooker 
records as occupying 'a tenement in the South gate street over against the 
Innehouse called the bore' in 1584/517. It was in 1561 that the Company of Smiths 
and Cutlers was established in the city and by analogy with similar companies in 
other towns it almost certainly included the pewterers among its members. The 
reference to Gregorie Jane being a searcher 'appointed for the serche of the trew 
making of pewter vessel within the citie of Exon ... accordinge to the statutes' 
implies a well organised and officially recognised craft at that time. 

In the 17th century the popularity of pewter reached its peak and some 30 
individuals practised the craft in Exeter between 1600 and 1700. Seventeen 
pewterers are recorded in the 18th century. Of these, Robert Dawe appears to have 
been of some standing, appearing in several deeds and purchasing the manor of 
Larkbeare in 1718.18 The trade continued into the early 19th century and Exeter's 
last pewterer, Robert Gaul jnr. was in business until c.1850.19 . 

Some families carried on a business for several generations. There were foUr 
generations of Kings, and three of Levett, Paul (Powle) and Skinner. Members of the 
Levett and Paul families are also found among the pewterers of Barnstaple. 

Comparatively little Exeter pewter survives and the earlier makers' marks most 
frequently encountered are those of Humphrey Evans (free in 1710), Lawrence 
Langworthy (free in 1714) and Robert Dawe (free in 1681). Late 18th and early 19th 
century tavern pewter by John Ferris and by Robert Gaul is also to be found. 

: The Pewterers' Company searches of 1636-41 tell us a little about the wares then 
being made in the city. In the shop of Robert Paul (Pale, Pall) were found 
substandard stillheads, chamber pots, wine pots, beer mugs, beer bowls, porringers 
and spoons, 'all of which was defaced and broke and siezed'. The shops of Thomas 
Cole, William Gaylor, Robert Dase, and . Abell King together' yielded a similar 
selection of faulty goods supplemented by plates made by Abell King and 'limbecks' 
(alembics) made by both King and Cole. Wares made in other towns were also being 
sold in Exeter and the searches noted in 1641 that Thomas Cole had in stock 
porringers by Lawrence Langworthy of Ashburton, bowls and chamberpots by John 
Bone of Ashburton and porringers by John Harris of Barnstaple. 

In 1636 the searchers reported 'Soo all the bad wares that was seized. , , was 
delivered unto Abell King (as scrap) and it was praised at vdl1b and it wayed 1cwt 
3qrs 221bs weight so was received for it the sum of four pounds twelve shillings and 
four pence', . 
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Honiton. The 1641 London searchers visited the shop of John Care in Honiton and 
substandard wares by John Bone of Ashburton and Robert Paul of Exeter were 
seized. In their 1689 search of Chard, wares made by another Honiton pewterer, 
Edward Sanders, were found in the shop of Robert Clothyer, a Chard pewterer. 20 A 
seller at least of pewter had a shop in Honiton in the latter part of the 18th century. 
The surviving order books of Ingram and Hunt, the large wholesale pewterers of 
Bewdley, note consignments to Benjamin Stocker of Honiton c.1770-90.21 

Plymouth. The London searches include the names of three Plymouth pewterers; 
Thomas Sanderers in 1637, and John Hall and Thomas Nicholas in 1641. In deeds at 
Exeter are found the names of John Bennett in 1706 and Thomas Bound in 
1708-31.22 Two pewterers working in Plymouth Dock are recorded by Cotterell, 
Benjamin Parham (c.1725) and Robert Cumming. The latter died in 1787.23 It will be 
recalled that Benjamin Par ham later succeeded to the Dolbeare business in 
Ashburton. One may suspect that Plymouth . had a considerable number of 
pewterers, even if only to supply the requirements for shipboard use, but extensive 
record searching would be needed to uncover them. At least seven factors in 
Plymouth Dock and six in Plymouth are to be found among Ingram and Hunt's 
customers in the period 1799 to 1807.24 

Tavistock. The name of Pennington appears to have been associated with pewtering 
in Tavistock over a long period. In 1637, 156lbs of 'very bad' metal was siezed from 
Thomas Pennington and in 1641 he forfeited substandard chamber pots, spoons and 
porringers. A later Pennington, John, is recorded by Cotterell between c.1680 and 
1729 and pewter with his mark is known. Douche notes Christoper and Barnard 
Pennington as Bodmin pewterers in the late 17th century and a John Pennington in 
Truro in the mid 18th. John Abraham, pewterer of Tavistock, advertised in 1796 for 
a journeyman and he is also recorded in a deed of 1822.25 

Tiverton. One Peter Sainthill, pewterer of Tiverton, died in 1697.26 Sampson Hodge 
is recorded by Cotterell and was free of Exeter in 1706. Cotterell also records 
Thomas Hodge c.I720-50. Both used marks incorporating the town 's name. 

Totnes. Most likely there were pewterers in medieval Totnes for blacksmiths and 
goldsmiths were working there in the early 13th century and braziers (brasyuter, 
brasuter) are recorded in the later part of the 14th century.27 However, not until 
1509 is the name of one 15/16th century Totnes pewterer, Geoffrey Hawkwill, 
fortuitously preserved among those who were granted a general pardon by Henry 
VIII.28 The 1637 search names two Totnes pewteters, Nicholas White and William 
Crockett. White was fined £1-16s for having 108lbs of bad metal and Crockett half-a­
crown for '5 doz of very bad spoons'. Cotterell notes one later Totnes pewterer, W. 
Cockey (c.1750-90) who was perhaps related to the Plymouth brazier Samuel Cockey 
who is recorded in 1788.29 

The information on which the above survey is based is in most cases fragmentary 
and only for Exeter has a coherant picture been reconstructed. Nevertheless, as 
elsewhere in England, most Devon market towns appear to have had resident 
pewterers throughout the period when pewter was in daily domestic use. Exeter was 
clearly the most important centre and is comparable with many other English cities. 
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Barnstaple follows second with Ashburton probably third. Perhaps, however, 
Plymouth, were it to be studied in detail, would displace one or both of these towns. 

Pewterware made in many of these towns can be seen in the fine collection of 
Devon pewter formed by the late Stanley Thomas and bequeathed by him to the 
North Devon Athanaeum. . 

Addendum. It is now known that Cotterell's date for Kerslake of Crediton is in error. 
William Kerslake was free of Exeter as a tinman in 1792 and is recorded as a 
pewterer, brazier and tinplate worker in both Credit on and Exeter until 1824. See for 
example E xeter Flying Post, 4 January 1810 and Exeter Pocket Journal, 1816 and 
1822. 

APPENDIX 

List of Devon Pewterer s 

Note: References to Cotterell (Cott.) are to Ref.6. Individuals found only in the 
Pewterers Company searches of 1637-41 are identified by ·Search'. (RefA). 
Barnstaple pewterers are from Ref.7 except as noted. Exeter freedoms are from 
Ref.14. 

Ashburton 

John Bone (Search) 
William Bone (Search) 
Edmund Dolbeare;-c.1660-70 
John Dolbeare, c.1631 (Cott.1407) 
John Dolbeare before 1761 (Cott.1408) 
John Dolbeare, died 1795. 
.Nicholas Dolbeare, c.1650-70 

. Richard Knowles, c.1613 (Cott.2787) 
Thomas Knowles, c.1631 (Cott. 2788) 
Thomas Knowles, after 1647 

.(Cott.2789) 
Lawrence Langworthy, (Search) 
Lawrence Langworthy, 1714-30 
Benjamin Parham, after 1761 (Cott. 

3508) 
John Reede, before 1521 
Alexander Soper (Search) 

Barnstaple 

Joseph Coles, c.1679 
Thomas Copner, c.1792-1820 
George Goode, c.1650 
Gilbert Harris, 1560-99 
John Harris, c.1637-49 
William Harris~ c.1605-25 
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Robert Heywood, c.1600-1623 . 
Widow Howard (=Heywood?) (Search) 
Samuel Levett, c.1720 
John Ley (=Lee?), c.1705-33-
Samuel Lee; c.1720 
Christopher Pawle, c.1765-86 
Thomas Pewterer, 1343 
Nicholas Shephard, c.1760-1806 
Arthur Slocumb, c.1630 
Marshall Swayne, c.1730·60 
Alexander Webber, c.1710·39 
Jeffrey Webber, 1630-77 
John Webber, c.1660·1700 
John Webber, c.1694-1735 
Richard Webber, c.1667·1708 
John Williams (Search) 

Bideford 

I.M., c.1700 (Cott.5784) 
Anthony Williams, c. 1736·46 . 

(Cott.5165) 

Crediton 

Kerslake, c.1720 (Cott.2725) 
Thomas Levett, c.1772 



Exeter 
William Angre. free 1396 
John Band. free 1745 
William Bennett. free 1661 
George Bennison. free 1715 
William Birchinshaw. free 1723 
Edward Bryant. free 1701 
William Chese. free 1396 
Samuel Clarke. free 1722 
James Cogan. free 1577 
Thomas Cole. free 1621 
Richard Cumming. free 1729 
Edmund Dolbeare. free 1664 
Robert Dase (Search) 
Robert Dawe jnr. free 1681 
Robert Dawe. free 1653 
Humphrey Evans. free 1710 
John Evans. c.1790 (Cott.1588a) 
John Ferris. c.1803 (Cott.1659. 1659a) 
John Folete (Folyot). free 1459/60 

(Search) 
Robert Gaul snr. 
Robert Gaul jnr. 
William Gaylor. (Search) 
John Harry. free 1450 
Philip Hawkins. free 1701 
Sampson Hodge. free 1706 
Gregorie Jane c.1562 
William Joyce (Joce). free 1461 

(Search) 
Willial Jurden. free 1586 
Abel Kinge. free 1632 
Abel Kinge jnr .• free 1658 
James King. free 1681 
Joseph King. free 1697 
John Kittow. free 1389 
William Lane. free 1707 
LAwrence Langworthy. free 1714 
Samuel Levett. free 1669 
Samuel Levett. free 1708 
Thomas Levett. free 1753 
John Luer snr .• free 1448 
John Leur jnr .• free 1448 
Benjamin Lynne. c.1584/5 
John Lynne. free 1586 
Thomas Miller. free 1726 
Edinund Mills. before 1789 

(Cott.3228a) 
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Thomas Mills. free 1753 
Gilbert Morrell. free 1705 
George Major. free 1681 
Gilbert Morrow. free 1675 
Thomas Nosworthie. free 1673 
Robert Paul. free 1632 
Robert Pawle. free 1603/4 
Thomas Pawle. dead by 1665 
William Pow le. died 1654 
Digory Penwarden. free 1677 
Richard Peutrer. free 1370 
Edward Row. free 1695 
Elizabeth Scott c.1793 (CottA147a) 
Richard Shapley c.1803 
John Smyth. free 1425 
Robert Skinner. c.1689 (Cott.4310a) 
Thomas Skynner. free 1635 
Thomas Skynner snr. free 1664 
Thomas Skynner jnr. free 1673 
Thomas Skinner. free 1695 
Richard Stephyns. free 1556 
Edward Stevens. free 1716 
John Stevens. free 1526/7 
William Taylor, c.1803 
Samuel Ticken, free 1710 
John Toms, free 1669 
John Turner, free 1727 
Thomas Welsh, free 1695 
Philip Wyatt free 1665 

Honiton 

John Care (Search) 
Edward Sanders, c.1689 
Benjamin Stocker. c.I770-90 

Plymouth 

John Bennett. c.1706 
Thomas Bound. c.1708-31 
Robert Cumming. dead by 1787 

(Cott.1250a) 
John Hall (Search) 
Thomas Nicholas (Search) 
Benjamin Parham. c.1725 (Cott.3507) 
Thomas Sanderer (Search) 

Tavistock 

John Abraham, c.1796-1822 
John Pennington, died 1729 

(Cott.3607) 
Thomas Pennington (Search) 

Tiverton 

Sampson Hodge. after 1706 
(Cott.2356) 

Thomas Hodge. c.1720-50 (Cott.2357) 
Peter Sainthill. died 1697 

Totnes 

W. Cockey. c.1750-90 (Cott.l001) 
William Crockett (Search) 
Geoffrey Hawkwill. c.1509 
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