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Fig. 1 Tavern pot, c.1702. 
This fille example with fluted 
and {!,adrool1ed decoration is 
engraved with the l1ame of 
Amold Swil1gscoe, the tavern 
oWl1erat Wordel1, BedfQ.rd§hi1·e, 
for whom it was made. .' 
(Cecil H iggins Art Gallery, 
Bedf01·d.) 

Pewter Tankards 
and 
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. 
H 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 as the years go by. 

Lidless tavern pots do not seem to have been in 
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 Hat-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 
Horal motifs and birds, or, especially in the case 
of pewter, representations of the reigning 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 
Hat 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 acqui~i~ 
tions. At the front of the Hange surrounding the 
cover was incorporated a projecting section. Ih some 
of the earlier wooden drinking-pots, particularly 
those from Scandinavia, there was no protrilding 
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 pew~er 
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 c.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 Hat cover. At first, unfretted shaped projectibns 
were incorporated at the front of the domed covers; 
but these were soon discontinued. There are mariy 
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 Hat-topped examples. The thumbpiece~ of 
both Hat-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, exceptforoccasional 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 fa;' Andrew 
Gladman of the GeOl'ge tavern, 
Leighton Buzzard, Bedfordshire. 
(Private Collection.) 

conventional in the earlier years of George l. Thc 
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, graduall ~' evolvcd 
into a 'chair-back' form. Ahout 1760, thc lidded 
tankard virtually disappeared, to emerge again only 
occasionally when some quite late types of pots, 
normally found in lid less form, were fitted \I'ith 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, 
as now, a lid less vessel. 

As stated earlier, lid less 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 
a decorative 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 (? i\lan-), are also to be found at the 
top of the handle. \\'o~den \I' as a prominent district 
of Bedfordshire in the scventeenth century; the 
local Rcgister of ta\'erns records Arnokl Swingscoe 
as an alehouse keeper, and church records indicate 
that he was born in 1666 and died in 170·-1. 

This pot has an interesting history in tha t it 
\\'as found , still intact, in the cellars of the 'Gray­
hound ' by the late Cecil Higgins of Bedford, 
during the 1920s. Cecil Higgins \\'as 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 1\\'0 bands of reeding on the drum, and 
bears the inscription in a somewhat similar floral ' 
garland, of: 'Andr. Gladman att ye George in 
Lay ton 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 no\\' occupied by the Corn Exchange, 
built in 1862. 

These earry 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 ver~ ' fell' exceptions, that the lid less mug again 
came into vogue. By then, the shapes used 
for lidded pots had become so 'stabilised' that 
lid less pots were, from then on, made in the same 
patterns . Thus, we find, around the 1740s, the 
Iidless, 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 lid less pot, with its bodyvirtually identical 
to that of earl~ ' 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 . 5, 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 fix~d 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 hottom 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 , e.\cept in rare instances, after abou t 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 
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h~.:3 TICO tankards. l. e/t: 
Early dOlll ed-lid tankard, 
l·. tri8.5-.90. Right: DOllled-lid 
tankard IlY \\ 'illiam EdclI , 
t omloll , c.17-1O. 
( I'riwte Collectioll. ) 

Fig . .t Two tallkards. Left : 
Udless taverll pot, c. 1 IiD-l.5 , 
lcith hooped hallds aroulld the 
dl'llm and a tongue-shaped 
appendage at th e top of the 
handle. Right: Tankard tdtl! a 
fiat cover, c.111O. Th e handle 
has a splayed term inal. 
(Priwte Collection ,) 

Fig . . '5 Top r Oil': Left: Lidless 
ta ve rn IIIUg, c.1 i'70, with a 
nan'Olt' fillet aro und the drum. 
Right: Lidless tavern pot, 
e ighteenth century . This pot has 
m ore elaborate reeding at the 
centre, 
Bottom roll ' : Left : lHug, c.1190-
1800, with a tulip-shaped body 
e llg rat:ed u;ith the cres t of 
Pea rson of Nelt: Sleaford, 
Lincolnshire. Cent re: Mug, lat e 
eighteenth centu ry, withadouble 
cl/rved han dle. Right: Straight­
sided iHug, c.1820-30. 

All th ese mugs are of pint 
capaci ty . 
(Pril'ate Collection .) 
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bodies and handl es of tavern pots began to dccline, 
and they beca me g radua ll y llIore and more 
co mm ercia l. The handl es \I 'e re mad e ro unde d in 
section, and the bodies were \I 'itllOut fu ss I Rll e ts or 
other unnecessary ornamen t, thus makin g for 
easier and cheaper product ion a nd (perhaps their 
on ly saving g race) cl ea nlin ess. :-':el'crthe lcss , th e:' 
a re not without interest, for many of them bear 
so me indication of th eir makers o r {)\"ne rs, or of 
th e ir locality of usage, 

The m aker's mark, if struck a t a ll, is usua lly fou nd 
on the base inside the mug , and can easi ly be' mi ssed 
if there is a deposit of dried sedi m e nt in the bottom 
of the pot, or if it is covered with a laye r of dust, as 
so freq1lentl y happens with an ope n pot kep t on a 
she lf. Additional marks, sometimes supplementary 
m arks of th e m ake r himse lf in th e form of sil l'er hall­
marks , m ay also be found upon the outside of th e 
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rim near the hand le on some earlie r pots. One 
maker in particular, William Eden of London , 
II·ho made Rne pell"ter lI'a re from about 1690 to 
around 17,')0, m eti cul ouslv added hi s hallmarks to 
I'irtually every tankard 0; mug m ad e in his work­
shop. These m arks II'e re set at the left of the handle, 
a nd his oll'n ' tou chmark', of an hourglass flanked by 
th e initials ' W ' and ' E ' , was struck inside the base. 

Further marks, not m aker 's m arks at all , but 
. seals' to indicate th a t th e pot had been examined by 
a vVeights and \Ieasures Inspector, may also be 
found occasionall y. 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 
th e 1688 's tand ard ' of WilIiam Ill. Later pots 
bea ring Queen Ann e 's seal of 'A. R.' crowned 
conformed to one or the other of her amended Ale 
and Wine Standards of 1704 and 1707. 
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Fig, 6 Tu:o Stllartfiat-lidded 
tankards, c,1680-90, (dlh 
' u:riggled' decoratioll 011 drum 
and cover, 
Th ee,wmpleolllhe lefl has a 
scrolled termillal to the halldle 
alld the one Oil the right has a 
more cOIll:entional' bootoheei', 
(Priwte Collectioll.) 

Fig, 7 Pint pot, Ilineteenth 
celltury, 
This example shol/:8 a series of 
\Feights alld ,\I easlIres' seals' 
relating to its use in Lir;erpool 
durillg the period c,lBOO-iB , 
(Pricate Collection, ) 

6~--~~--------------------------------------------~--------~----~~ 

As far as ale, " ',as concerned ; the 1688 measure 
was that to \\'hich the 'majority , of eighteenth-
centur~' pots \\ 'e re made if th e~ ' " 'ere to be used 
for retailing this be\ 'erage to the public, and so, 
even up to 1826 (\\'hen Impcrial \Ieasure \\'as 
universally adopted) some ta \ern pots ma\ ' bear th e 
cro\nled '\\1. R,' mark in one form or a noth e r. :\, fe \\' 
of the Georgian period m a\ ' bear a cro\med 'G, R, ', 
but it is not aka\'s easy to kno\\' to ,,'hich of th e Rrst 
three Georges th~se mig ht reft'r. \\'h en \\ 'e come to 
the 1820s and late r, th e seals \\ould be of George IV 
or William IV, and a re so metimes indicated as 
such by the inclusion of the Roman numeral s, 

A standard mark was finally 
adopted by the Board of Trade 

From 1826 onwards, am' one of a \'arie t\' of seals 
might be used , diffe rin g in form or design 
according to the localit~ , in \\ 'hich th e~ ' were in use, 
and it was not until 1879 that a uniform crmmed 
'Y.R.' with a group of nume ral s below (each group 
of Rgures indicating a diffe re nt locali t~ , ) " 'as unh'er­
sally adopted by th e Boa rd of Trade for us e by 
local V/eights and Ivleasures Inspectors, 

It is not often that one ca n Rnd a pot \\ 'ith such a 
ga laxy of inte res ting st'a ls as that sho"'n in 
Figure 7, H e re \\ 'e ha\ 'e a pot of aro und 1800 \\ 'hi ch, 
when checked in th e reign of Ceorge 1\', \\'as 
found to conform c10se k or e.\acth- to the ne\\'h­
introduced Imperial sta(;dard of IH26 , Thus it \\ ',{s 
sealed with the cro\\ 'ned . G, R,' punch, and, in this 
case, the Li\'erpool to\\ 'n mark incorporating the 
li ve r bird , In successh'e \'ears, other wals of slightk 
differe nt forms \\'ere ;ppe nd cd - (HI doubt th~ 
punc hcs did not last lon g \\'ith so mu ch acti\ 'it\' 
hv dilige nt inspectors, At the front of this parti cular 
pot is the lates t s tamp, used up to ahout 11)71) , 
incorporating the liH'r hiI'd ,lIld lhl' Idll'rs ' \ ', H,' for 
Queen Victori a, After thi s, tlH ' IllIiforIll tTO\\ 'nt'cI 
' V, R, ' and num e ra ls [~, (for 1.iI'( ~ rJlo()l ) \\ '(Hdcl 
have been compulsoril~ ' il1I1Sl',llIIL si 11 Cl' il dol'S lIot 
appear he re , olle must ass ume that lhl' pot \\ '(,l1t (Hit 
of public use at about that tim e, ~f.~ 

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

of Scotland 
London: Guildhall Museum 

London Museum 
Victoria and Albert rv1useum 

The \Vorshipful Company of Pewterers, Pewterers' 
Hall , London, o\\'ns an important collection of 
British pewter, but this can be seen only by special 
appointment \\'ith the Clerk of the Company. 

FURTHER READING 
British Pewter b\' R, F. j'vlichaelis , London , 1969, 
A Short Histoq: of the Worshipful Company of 
Pewterers, published privately by the Companv, 
London, 1968. 
Antique Pewter of the British Isles bv R, F, 
Ivl ichaeli s, London. 1955, 
Old Pewter, its Makers and Marks hy Ho\\'ard H, 
Cotterell. London, 1929. 




