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Fig. 1 Tavern pot, c.1702.

This fine example with fluted
and gadrooned decoration is
engraved with the name of
Arnold Swingscoe, the tavern
owner at Worden, Bedfqrdshire,
for whom it was made.
(Cecil Higgins Art Gallery,
Bedford.)
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Tavern Pots

Pewter for use? Pewter for
decoration? Pewter for profit?
Pewter for a collection? Or pewter
acquired simply so that the owner
may be able to put on a better
show than his neighbour?

What is it that actuates the present-day pewter

collector in adding to his home by the acquisition of
scarce items, made from a base metal which, itself,
realises something less than one hundred new
pence per pound weight on the scrap-metal market?
Some will say they collect simply because of the
pleasure of the hunt; others, that the historical
associations of the object are the ‘bait’. A few more,
with commendable honesty, might define their
hobby as a recurring disease, for which the only
balm is yet another piece.

The new collector seldom sets out with a definite
object in mind — his first purchase may be some-
thing quite ordinary and inexpensive; possibly a
Victorian period tavern pot with the names of an
inn and its landlord engraved upon it. Thus the pot
has an established historical association. It can also
be put to some use — many of the regular customers
at a tavern, for example, insist on being served
with draught ale in their own exclusive pewter pot.
It is decorative, whether hanging with others over
the bar, or taking pride of place on the mantelpiece
at home. Most gratifying of all, perhaps, pro-
vided that it was bought at a reasonable price,
it will increase in value 4s the years go by.

Lidless tavern pots do not seem to have beenin
use in England prior to the reign of William and
Mary, up to which time the normal pot from which
liquid was consumed was a broad, dumpy, cylindri-
cal vessel, with a flat-topped, hinged cover (Fig. 6),
which followed closely the style of contemporary
tankards in silver. As with silver the sides, and
sometimes the covers, were often adorned with
engraved designs, mainly incorporating stylistic
floral motifs and birds, or, especially in the case
of pewter, representations of thereigning sovereign.

Whereas, on silver, the embellishment was
executed by fine line engraving, pewterers
employed a more elementary method which did not
cut deeply into the softer metal. Their decoration
was contrived by pushing, at an angle, a narrow
flat blade across the surface in a regular rocking
motion, which had the effect of making a series of

small trenches in its progress. This method is
known, quite logically, as ‘wriggled” work —a term,
it is believed, not used by other metalworkers.

Tankards of this form, with and without engraved
ornament, are known to date from around 1660 to
the end of the seventeenth century, and, needless
to say, are exceedingly rare and desirable acquisi-
tions. At the front of the flange surrounding the
cover was incorporated a projecting section. In some
of the earlier wooden drinking-pots, particularly
those from Scandinavia, there was no protruding
thumbpiece, and so a small projecting ‘tongue’ was
left at the front of the cover with which to raise the
hinged lid. On the earliest of the silver and pewter
tankards, this feature was incorporated, although a
definite thumbpiece was also provided. This pro-
jection, in its most ornamental form, was pierced, or
‘fretted out’, in a lacy, ribbon-like trail of patterns,
and because of its frailty is frequently found to be
incomplete on pewter specimens. In later years the
projection remained, with merely a shaped outer
edge, and no fretting. .

At about the end of the reign of Charles II —the
earliest known example is ¢.1685 — a change in
fashion brought in the domed cover (Fig. 3), and
the two forms were produced side by side until
about 1700, the domed cover eventually outmoding
the flat cover. At first, unfretted shaped projections
were incorporated at the front of the domed éovers;
but these were soon discontinued. There are many
interesting variations in other features of these
William and Mary and Queen Anne tankards.

The lower terminal of the handle was, firstly, a
broad, shield-shaped appendage, which is, per-
haps, more appropriately called a ‘boot-heel’, and
which later gave way to a less pleasing splayed ter-
minal. Occasionally one finds the terminal in the
form of a tightly rolled scroll. This appeared also on
some flat-topped examples. The thumbpieces of
both flat-top and domed-top tankards were made in
a variety of.ornamental patterns of which the
‘ramshorn’ was, perhaps, the most common, but
in this alone one may find differences. Other designs
incorporated twin love-birds, and there are many
more, some of which may be seen in the accompany-
ing illustrations.

Up to about 1710, except for occasional examples
of wriggled decoration, virtually all lidded tankards
were made with the cylindrical sides quite plain
although it gradually became customary for a
single fillet, or band of reeding, to be incorporated
about one third of the distance up from the foot.

Thumbpieces and handles also became more
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Fig. 2 ‘Hooped’ pot, c.1700.
This pot is engraved within a
floral garland for Andrew
Gladman of the George tavern,

Leighton Buzzard, Bedfordshire.

(Private Collection.)

conventional in the earlier years of George 1. The
handles at this period normally had a terminal like
a fish tail, or a ball, and the thumbpieces, at first
shaped into a more erect scroll, gradually evolved
into a ‘chair-back’ form. About 1760, the lidded
tankard virtually disappeared, to emerge again only
occasionally when some quite late types of pots,
normally found in lidless form, were fitted with a
hinged cover. These, however, were more likely to
have been in use in private homes than in taverns.
The typical late eighteenth-century tavern pot was,
asnow, a lidless vessel.

As stated earlier, lidless tavern pots were not
introduced until the closing years of the seven-
teenth century, and, at first, they varied in body-
shape from all former lidded types. The body was
taller and slimmer, and the cylindrical sides tapered
inwards towards the top with much more of a rake;

generally, too, the drum was ornamented with two
hooped bands, set at equidistant points up the sides
(Fig. 2). These bands are thought to be a reversion
to the older wooden coopered tankards, the reeded
bands merely simulating the hoops which had
formerly held the staves of wood together. Tavern
pots of similar outline continued in use for the next
decade or so, and the ‘hooped bands’ prevailed as
adecorative feature.

Another mode of ornamentation which was
employed by some known London makers, and
possibly by a few of the country craftsmen, was
in the form of tall fluting, usually laid diagonally
around the base, with an additional band of
gadrooned decoration at a point near to the waist,
as in the example shown in Figure 1. This fine
piece bears an inscription reading: ‘Arnold
Swingscoe att the Grayhound att Wordon’; the

owner's initials, together with that of his wife's
christian name (? Mary), are also to be found at the
top of the handle. Worden was a prominent district
of Bedfordshire in the seventeenth century; the
local Register of taverns records Arnold Swingscoe
as an alehouse keeper, and church records indicate
that he was born in 1666 and died in 1704.

This pot has an interesting history in that it
was found, still intact, in the cellars of the ‘Gray-
hound’ by the late Cecil Higgins of Bedford,
during the 1920s. Cecil Higgins was the owner
of a chain of licensed premises in the district,
and also a keen collector of old things, including
early drinking-glasses, which latter — and also this
pot — he later bequeathed to the museum which ,
now bears his name. It is a pure coincidence that
our next example (Fig. 2) also hails from Bed-"
fordshire; this is of the more conventional type ~!
with two bands of reeding on the drum, and
bears the inscription in a somewhat similar floral -
garland, of: ‘Andr. Gladman att ye George in
Layton Buzard’. There is no trace today of the
old “George’, which at one time was an important
coaching stage in Leighton Buzzard, Bedfordshire;
the site is now occupied by the Corn Exchange,
builtin 1862. )

These early tavern mugs are rare, especially when
they bear, as do the former examples, the engraved
names of the tavern keeper and his hostelry. Such
pieces were in fairly frequent use until about 1715
when, it would seem, the lidded tankard became
again more favoured for a while, and it was not until
the third quarter of the eighteenth century, with
a very few exceptions, that the lidless mug again
came into vogue. By then, the shapes used
for lidded pots had become so ‘stabilised’ that
lidless pots were, from then on, made in the same
patterns. Thus, we find, around the 1740s, the
lidless, bulbous or tulip-shaped pot (Fig. 5, bottom
left), derived from the West Country domed-lid
tankard, its curved sides helping to preserve its
shape in rough usage. The squat, tapering, cylin-
drical and lidless pot, withits body virtuallyidentical
to that of early Georgian lidded examples, still held
the field until towards the end of the century when
several new shapes appeared, most of which were
adaptations of those in contemporary silver.

Handles, too, changed with the times, from the
fish-tail finial to the ball; from the ball to the
double-curved (Fig. 3, bottom, left and centre)
(another silver form); and from the handle with
extended terminal, which had appeared on the lid-
ded pots, to a handle with its lower end fixed flush
to the drum. This latter feature lasted from around
1770 to well into the nineteenth century.

In some of the later lidded examples with ‘ball’
terminal handles, a weakness developed at both top
and bottom fixture points. Some makers obviated
this by reinforcing the neck with a shaped disc of
thin pewter before attaching the handle. An
example of this, as it affected lidless pots, may be
seen in Figure 5 (top left). In due course, the
makers ensured that there was sufficient thickness
of metal in the body itself to maintain the weight
of the pot and its contents, and discs ceased to be
used, except in rare instances, after about 1780.

It is unusual to find a glass-bottomed mug in
pewter from before the nineteenth century,
although records indicate that such bases were in
use in silver mugs from about the 1780s.

In the nineteenth century the shapes of both



Iig. 3 Two tankards. Left:
Early domed-lid tankard,

. 1685-90. Right: Domed-lid
tankard by William Eden,
London, ¢.1740.

{ Pricate Collection.)

Fig. 4 Two tankards. Left:
Lidless tavern pot,c.1710-13,
with hooped bands around the
drum and a tongue-shaped
appendage at the top of the
handle. Right: Tankard witha
flat cover, c.1710. The handle
has a splayed terminal.
(Pricate Collection.)

Fig. 5 Toprow: Left: Lidless
tavern mug, c.1770, witha
narrow fillet around the drum.
Right: Lidless tavern pot,
eighteenth century. This pot has
more elaborate reeding at the
centre.

Bottom row: Left: Mug, c.1790-
1800, with a tulip-shaped body
engraved with the crest of
Pearson of New Sleaford,
Lincolnshire. Centre: Mug, late

eighteenth century, withadouble

curved handle. Right: Straight-
sided Mug, c.1820-30.

All these mugs are of pint
capacity.

(Pricate Collection.)

bodies and handles of tavern pots began to decline,
and they became gradually more and more
commercial. The handles were made rounded in
section, and the bodies were without fussy fillets or
other unnecessary ornament, thus making for
easier and cheaper production and (perhaps their
only saving grace) cleanliness. Nevertheless, they
are not without interest, for many of them bear
some indication of their makers or owners, or of
theirlocality of usage.

The maker’s mark, if struck at all, is usually found
on the base inside the mug, and can easily be missed
if there is a deposit of dried sediment in the bottom
of the pot, or if it is covered with a layer of dust, as
so frequently happens with an open pot kept on a
shelf. Additional marks, sometimes supplementary
marks of the maker himself in the form of silver hall-
marks, may also be found upon the outside of the
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rim near the handle on some earlier pots. One
maker in particular, William Eden of London,
who made fine pewter ware from about 1690 to
around 1750, meticulously added his hallmarks to
virtually every tankard or mug made in his work-
shop. These marks were set at the left of the handle,
and his own ‘touchmark’, of an hourglass flanked by
the initials " W' and 'E’, was struck inside the base.

Further marks, not maker’'s marks at all, but
‘seals’ to indicate that the pot had been examined by
a Weights and Measures Inspector, may also be
found occasionally. On earlier pieces, these are
usually the initials “W.R.” with a crown above, to
indicate that the pot had been found to conform to
the 1688 ‘standard’ of William III. Later pots
bearing Queen Anne's seal of ‘A.R.’ crowned
conformed to one or the other of her amended Ale
and Wine Standards of 1704 and 1707.

John Ritchie

John Ritchie
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Fig. 6 Two Stuart flat-lidded
tankards, ¢.1650-90, with
‘wriggled’ decoration on drum
and cover.

The example on the left hasa
scrolled terminal to the handle
and the one on the right has a

more concentional ‘boot-heel’.

(Pricate Collection.)

Fig. 7 Pint pot, nineteenth
century.

This example shows a series of -

Weights and Measures ‘seals’
relating to its use in Liverpool
during the period c.1800-78.
(Pricate Collection.)

As far as ale was concerned, the 1688 measure -

was that. to which' the majority of eighteenth:
century pots were made if thev were to be used
for retailing this beverage to the public, and so,
even up to 1826 (when Imperial Measure was
universally adopted) some tavern pots mayv bear the
crowned ‘W.R." mark in one form or another. A few
of the Georgian period mav bear a crowned ‘G.R.’,
but it is not always easy to know to which of the first
three Georges these might refer. When we come to
the 1820s and later, the seals would be of George IV
or William IV, and are sometimes indicated as
such by the inclusion of the Roman numerals.

A standard mark was finally
adopted by the Board of Trade

From 1826 onwards, any one of a variety of seals
might be used, differing in form or design
according to the locality in which they were in use,
and it was not until 1879 that a uniform crowned
"V.R.” with a group of numerals below (each group
of figures indicating a different locality)was univer-
sally adopted by the Board of Trade for use by
local Weights and Measures Inspectors.

It is not often that one can find a pot with such a
galaxy of interesting seals as that shown in
Figure 7. Here we have a pot of around 1800 which,
when checked in the reign of George IV, was
found to conform closely or exactly to the newly
introduced Imperial standard of 1826. Thus it was
sealed with the crowned ‘G.R." punch, and, in this
case, the Liverpool town mark incorporating the
liver bird. In successive vears, other seals of slightly:
different forms were appended — no doubt the
punches did not last long with so much activity
by diligent inspectors. At the front of this particular
pot is the latest stamp, used up to about 1878,
incorporating the liver bird and the letters V. R, for
Queen Victoria. After this. the uniform crowned
"V.R and numerals 147 (for Liverpool) would
have been compulsorily in use. but, since it does not
appear here, one must assume that the pot went out
of public use at about that time. A

MUSEUMS AND COLLECTIONS
Pewter may be seen at the following: -
Cambridge: Fitzwilliam Museum :
National Museum of Antiquities

Edinburgh:
of Scotland
London: Guildhall Museum

London Museum

Victoria and Albert Museum
The Worshipful Company of Pewterers, Pewterers’
Hall, London, owns an important collection of
British pewter, but this can be seen only by special
appointment with the Clerk of the Company.

FURTHER READING

British Pewter by R. F. Michaelis, London, 1969.
A Short History of the Worshipful Company of
Pewterers, published privately by the Company,
London, 1968. i
Antique Pewter of the British Isles by R. F.
Michaelis, London. 1935.

Old Pewter, its Makers and Marks by Howard H.
Cotterell, London. 1929. .
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