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The ABCs of

American Pewter

ROM THE DAYS of the Pilgrims until the

early nineteenth century pewter was an indis-
sensable and almost universal metal in the homes
»f our ancestors. It was the material not only of all
orts of tableware, but of countless useful objeéts
ike lamps, inkstands, picture frames, clock dials,
ind nursing bottles, and even of such things as buttons and buck-
es. Onee a household necessity, early American pewter is prized
oday for its intrinsic beauty in pleasing shapes and warm color,
or its craftsmanship, and for its meaning in the daily life of
resterday.

Pewter is an alloy composed principally of tin, with copper,
mtimony, and bismuth, and sometimes lead, as the other in-
redients. The exaét composition varies considerably. Like many of
wr craftsmanly produdls, its lineage can probably be traced to
mncient Egypt. In England it had been made for centuries before
he first settlers came to these shores, and by that time had begun
o supersede treenware (wooden ware) for table use. Not long
fter the settlement of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, trained
rewterers migrated hither, bringing their molds and the other
ools of their trade with them. We have record of a few seven-
eenth-century American pewterers, but thus far only one piece of
ewter known to have been made here before 1700 has been dis-
overed — a spoon found at Jamestown, Virginia, dated 7675.

Pewter is a perishable metal which corrodes readily, is casily
ent, and melts promptly if exposed to diret heat. Another reason
7hy more early pewter has not survived is that it was frequently
aelted down and worked into new vessels. Hence American pew-
or made up to the time of the Revolution, or even up to 1800,
aay all be considered “early.”

In England pewter produéion was stridily controlled by the
Vorshipful Company of Pewterers. A pewterer’s produdis were
equired to meet certain standards established by the guild, and to
arry certain stamped marks indicating that they fulfilled these
equirements. In the American colonies there was no pewterers’
uild, but in general English pewtermaking traditions were fol-
»wed. Since marking was not obligatory here, however, American
ewter is frequently unmarked.

Various types of maker’s marks, or touches, are found stamped
n American pewter: sometimes the name of thé pewterer, per-
aps with the name of the town in which he worked; sometimes
nly his initials; sometimes a symbol which he adopted as his own
wark of identification. The rose and crown mark, for example,
‘hich is often found on English ware, was also used by colonial
ewterers, though after the Revolution it lost {favor and was re-
taced by eagle marks. In early pewter marks the letters or designs
and out in relief. Marks in which the letters are intaglio may be
ated after about 1825,

In addition to maker’s marks, American pewter sumetimes car-
es “quality marks,” such as an X, to indicate a superior grade of
wtal; and sometimes sets of two, three, or four small marks which
ce called hall marks because they are somewhat similar to the
all marks on English silver. The silver hall marks, however, were
:quired by law and indicate source and date of making and qual-
v of metal. These pewter marks are not real hall marks, and
werely help identify the maker.

In the early days, pewtermaking consisted essentially of casting
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and turning. Molten metal was poured into a brass mold whick
gave a piece its form; the casting was turned on a lathe, or skimmed
to smooth the surface. Some pieces, though not all, were ther
hammered, to increase their strength. Certain pieces had to be
cast in two or more parts which were soldered together.

About 1825, when inventions were paving the way for mass pro-
dution in many fields, a new method of shaping pewterware was
adopted. 1t is called spinning, and consists essentially of giving
shape to a thin, flat sheet of metal by pressing it. on a lathe,
against a wooden form called a chuck. The casting and hammering
processes are eliminated. Spinning made possible the fashioning of
thinner, lighter vessels in a greater variety of shapes.

One of the most vexing questions that plagues pewter collectors,
not only novices but those who are fairly experienced, is the differ-
ence between pewter and britannia ware. About 1800 an alloy
called britannia metal was introduced in this country, having been
known in England some time before. The alloy itself was not a new
discovery, but the name was; it was actually a superior grade of
pewter. In the late 1700's pewterers were feeling keen competition
from the potters and glassmakers who were turning out new and
relatively inexpensive produdts for tableware and many other
uses. In the attempt to meet this competition the pewterers im-
proved the quality of their ware, and to give it a popular appeal
dropped the old familiar name and called it britannia metal.

“olle€tors are prone to deride objedls of britannia ware and to
esteem the old pewter far more highly. Obviously this is not be-
cause of the quality of the metal. 1t is rather because of the vessels
themselves and the craltsmanship they represent. It so happened
that this superior alloy was popularized at about the time when
spinning was introduced, and was fashioned by that process. It
happened, too, that this newer method of pewtering coincided
with a general deterioration of taste. Thus virtually all American
pewter made after 1825 is really britannia, and usually of coarser
form and less exadting workmanship than the old pewter.

A praétical if not precise distinétion, then, between pewter and
britannia, may be made on the basis of technique: items made by
casting and turning are pewter, those made by spinning are bri-
tannia. In pradtice it is extremely difficult and sometimes impos-
sible to differentiate between the two. Experienced collectors
sometimes claim to know by the “feel” — a not too reliable guide.
However, spun pieces usually show fewer traces of the turning
tools than turned picces, and they show no hammer marks. (In old
pewter the hammer marks are not extremely pronounced, and are
often barely visible. They were left by a nccessary process in the
fashioning of certain pieces, and were not meant for decoration.
The novice should not be confused by modern “arts and cralts”
pewter with intentionally large, deep hammer marks applied
purely for effect, perhaps to a piece formed by spinning.) Britannia
can also often be recognized by the shape; certain britannia shapes
did not appear until after the advent of the spinning process.

The forms in which pewter was cast are classified in the two
categories of flatware or sadware, and hollowware. Sadware in-
cludes basins, plates, porringers, and dishes of various shapes, cast
in a single piece. Hollowware comprises tankards, beakers, coffee-
and teapots, mugs, measures, and the like. In addition to its mult-
farious domestic uses, pewter was also sometimes the material of
communion services. Ecclesiastical pewter includes some of the
handsomest examples of the pewterer’s craft, though most of those
that survive are of the nineteenth century. To a certain extent,
pewter forms follow those of silver, but some forms common in
pewter are rarely if ever found in the nobler metal, and vice versa.

The most comprehensive book on American pewter is Ledlie 1.
Laughlin’s recently published Pewter in America. Other standard
references in the field are American Pewter by J. B. Kerloot, and
Some Notes on American Pewlerers by Louis Guerideau Myers. An
inexpensive guide to marks is an exhibition catalogue issued by
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, dmerican Pewlerers and Ther
Marks. — Arice WINCHESTER
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