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ewter to prize

When you pick up a piece of pewter, you are holding history in
your hand, says Roadshow expert James Rylands

ames Rylands
has handled a
great deal of

old pewter in the
last decade or so.
‘Maybe it’s because
\ I started my work-
Y 4 ing life as a cata-
loguer for auctioneers in the West
Country, near the old tin mines. There
was — still is —a lot of it about.’

But he winces slightly when he
hears that expression ‘poor man’s sil-
ver’. It’s unfair to an attractive and dis-
tinctive metal, he protests. True, it’s no
more than an alloy of tin. True, it’s
often made in shapes that were first
designed by silversmiths. True, it has
always been cheaper than silver...

“That’s not the whole story, though.
Pewter making has been an hon-
ourable craft for 500 years — more, if
you count the fact that it was also
made in Roman times. If you could go
back to the City of London in about
1650, you would hear it ringing with
pewterers’ hammers from dozens of
workshops. The same goes for many
other cities. And master pewterers
were zealous people!’

Certainly it was a competitive busi-
ness. As more and more provincial
workshops sprang up, the Londoners
got together to petition Edward IV for a
Royal Charter. This granted, they set up
rigorous standards, detailing exactly
how the alloy was to be made, and how
much should be charged for it.

By 1503, an Act of Parliament had
decreed that all pewterers should mark
their wares with a distinctive ‘touch’,
so that any maker of defective work
could be identified. Armed with royal
letters patent, London pewterers hired
horses and set forth to find — and seize
— any pewter goods that weren’t up to
standard. What's more, they would
inflict heavy fines on transgressors.

Over 6,000 touchmarks have been

recorded on English pewter, on pieces cast
by craftsmen using hand tools that
changed very little from the 12th to the
19th century.

~‘As for the “poor man” tag, well, by
the time we get to the reign of Henry VIII,
pewter was important to households at
just about every social level. While the
labourer might have saved up to replace a
wooden or horn food bowl with more
practical (and more
washable) pewter,
the nobility owned
hundreds of pieces,
and the churches
and monasteries
were using it for their chalices.’

Then came the Great Fire of London in
1666: a disaster as much today as it was
then, if you are trying to research a very
early piece. The medieval headquarters of
the Worshipful Company of Pewterers
was in the heart of the flames, in Lime
Street. The ‘touchplate’, on which makers
struck their wares, was lost, though one
brave warden, William Rawlins, managed

On your metal

@ Although it might seem tempting to
display old pewter in an oak cabinet,
this should really be avoided. The
metal may have a high lead content,
which corrodes in acid conditions -
and oak is particuiarly acid.

@ Keep a watch out for
‘pewter disease’, caused
by reaction to acid fumes.
It looks like warty spots
or powdery corrosion and
will need treating by an
expert conservator.

@® Most collectors prefer
old pewter to have a dull
gleam rather than a
polished silvery finish, so
regular gentle buffing is
all that’s needed. Very {
dull or stained pieces can “&&
be wiped with a rag soaked

“When you find a piece with
wrigglework, you know you
have something speciall’

to rescue many helpful documents.

Not that the fire led to the demise of the
industry. The Worshipful Company swiftly
rebuilt its HQ in 1668 — still based in the
City, it now stands in Oat Lane. For the
rest of the 17th century, many members
were kept busy replacing the utensils of
citizens whose homes had burned down.

Today, connoisseurs of pewter agree
that the high point of design and manufac-
ture was between
1666 and 1714,
the end of Queen
Anne’s reign.

‘But, by then,
the writing was
on the wall. Porcelain was arriving, to
change the look of our dining tables
forever. And so it is, reckons James, that
we now connect pewter mainly with the
great British pub. Pewter jugs and
tankards continued to be used as the stan-
dard measures in our ale houses. There,
many of them still survive as display
pieces, while earlier domestic ware was
often taken back to the pewterers to be

: in linseed oil, with a little talcum

. powder as a slight abrasive. Remove
. this with methylated spirits, then

i wash, rinse and dry thoroughly.

. @ The bible for identifying pewter

. marks is Old Pewter, its Makers and

Marks by HH Cotterell,

published 1929. Try
: reference libraries.
@ The Pewter
Society, which
was founded in
1918, claims to be
the oldest specialist
collectors’ club still
in existence. For
details, contact the
Honorary Secretary,
Hunter’s Lodge, Paddock
Close, St Mary Platt,
Sevenoaks, Kent.




traded for its ‘melt-down value'.

So, can pewter treasures still be found?
James believes they can, though he freely
admits that most of the simple tankards
which he comes across in his work for
Sotheby's and at the Roadshouws are ot
awfully valuable as yet'.

Nevertheless, owners should hang on to
them for the time when, surely. prices
must rise. (Two typical examples can
be seen in the centre of the array in our
photograph, above.)

‘But take a look at the lidded tankard.
That’s the real star of the show! It origi-
nally formed part of the celebrated private
Bradshaw collection. Do you see that dec-
oration? When you come across a piece

with wrigglework [simple

decoration made with a zigzag of gouged
indentations], you know you have some-
thing very special!

‘But who knows? Someone, somewhere,
may have just as fine a piece, as yet
unrecognised. That’s what makes it so
exciting to sit at the “miscellaneous” table
at a Roadshow! a
See a fine wrigglework tankard
on BBCI1’s The Great Antiques
Hunt, May 18 at 7.15pm.

Above: A 17th-
century charger,
with the marks of
Thomas King of
London (£500-£800),
forms the backdrop
to (left) a rare lidded
tankard decorated
with wrigglework
(£5,000-£8,000) and

(right) a
gallon ale jug,
¢1800 (£400-£600).
The two mugs in
the centre are a
George IV half-pint
measure and a
Victorian baluster
pot (also opposite).
Each worth £10-£15
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