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Foreword

The publication of primary source material has always been among the most important functions of an historical association. In the course of his research into the history of English tool manufacture and the distribution of English tools far and wide, including America, Mark Rees became aware of the importance of the books of engravings illustrating the manufactures of Birmingham and Sheffield. The Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts, has in its Phillips Library one of the most extensive collections of these now very rare pattern books. During the course of his service as a board member of the Early American Industries Association, Mark proposed that the Association publish a reprint of one of the books, believing that it would be of great usefulness not only to tool historians and collectors on both sides of the Atlantic, but also those interested in many facets of material culture, historic preservation and the history of trade. He also believed that the publication should reflect the size and clarity of the original.

Regrettably, Mark died before the project could be carried out. Fortunately, his wife Jane shared his enthusiasm for the undertaking. Her determination to see this project through to completion has been the most important element in bringing it to pass. In addition to her scholarly contributions, she has been a major force in the establishment of the Mark Rees Publication Fund, a revolving fund to support the ongoing publication program of the Early American Industries Association, of which the present volume will be the first undertaking.

Many others have helped with this publication. William T. La Moy, formerly Librarian and Director of Publications at the Peabody Essex Museum, now Curator of Rare Books at Syracuse University, and Jay Gaynor, Director of Historic Trades at the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, were supportive of the project from the outset and helped advance it in a variety of ways. Other members of the Peabody Essex Museum staff have also been involved. Jeffrey Dykes captured the images of the plates and price list digitally. William Phippen, Deputy Director; Lynda Hartigan, Chief Curator; and Peter Doran, Assistant Controller; all assisted with the numerous details. Colonial Williamsburg provided an illustration, and its Historic Trades bookbinders made the marbled paper reproduced on the covers. This book is worthy fruit of their collective labors.

Elton W. Hall

Executive Director
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View of Birmingham from Wrightson’s 1830 directory.





A Pattern Book of Tools and Household Goods

Jane Rees

From the Colonial Period until after the Civil War, the principal source of tools and other hardware used in America was England, and more specifically the manufacturing cities of Birmingham and She Yeld.

The industrial and consumer revolutions of the eighteenth century resulted in the production of vastly increased quantities of goods and an ever increasing demand for them. English manufacturers sought to fulfil existing markets and develop new ones. Consequently they began to look at ways of advertising themselves and their wares not only in the domestic market but also in the overseas markets, particularly the North American colonies.

Marketing

One of the traditional means of identifying a business was by a hanging sign outside the premises. This had the advantage of being comprehensible to those unable to read but only attracted customers who happened to pass by. Hanging signs also had an inherent safety problem and in 1672 a proclamation was issued in London prohibiting them. Advertisements in newspapers were used from the sixteenth century, as were broadsheets, listing the services and wares offered by a business. Trade cards, depicting the goods made, were another useful tool.

By the mid-eighteenth century the trades directory, which was eventually to become a universal means of advertising, was firmly established in London, soon to be followed in other major manufacturing centers. The forerunner of the trades directory, a list of merchants in and around the City of London, was published in 1677. This was intended for commercial use and included only wholesale businesses, but it was to become the pattern for future directories.1 From 1734, London directories were published annually.

The first Birmingham directory was published in 1763 by James Sketchley, although the earliest extant directory for Birmingham is Sketchley’s third edition, published in 1767. It was Sketchley’s intention that his directory would provide a means for traders and merchants to make contact with each other and with their suppliers. In the preface to the 1767 directory, he presents this possible situation “Let us suppose a merchant in Birmingham, Walsall or Wolverhampton, who wants to purchase a parcel of Buckels (sic) and Spurs and is not particularly acquainted with any maker,” then reference could be made to Sketchley’s classified list of manufacturers to find what was wanted.2

From that date on, directories for Birmingham were published on a regular basis, often with descriptions and engravings of the city and also, in the case of the early nineteenth-century directories, illustrated with trade cards from a wide range of firms. A look at some of these directories confirms the importance of the overseas market, with two specialist American merchants listed in Wrightson’s Triennial Directory of 1821, William Chance & Son and Joseph Goddard & Co., and other specialist merchants listed for various European countries.

The issuing of pattern books and catalogues was another effective method of advertising. They could be widely distributed at a lower cost than samples and enabled manufacturers to show an extensive range of products and designs.

Pattern books

A pattern book is a bound set of “engraved plates,” printed from copper plates, illustrating the goods produced and/or sold by a manufacturer. The pages are often numbered and indexed and each item illustrated is assigned a consecutive stock number. The majority of the surviving pattern books of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are of a very similar design. Although pattern books, catalogues, and prices lists had been issued for some commodities since the sixteenth century, books, scientific instruments, and printing type being among the earliest, the proliferation of manufactured goods greatly increased the number and range of such books.
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A pair of round nosed plyers, marked W & C. WYNN, as shown on Plates 34 and 35 of this pattern book. These plyers are 6 in. long.


Copper plates are made by incising the surface of a smooth, flat piece of copper with a variety of engraving tools with deeper lines for the outlines and lighter lines for shading to give a three-dimensional effect. The plates are then spread with an oil-based ink over the entire surface which is lightly wiped off leaving the engraved lines filled with ink. Damp paper is placed on the plates and the whole passed through a pair of rollers, thus transferring the ink to the paper.

The same plates continued to be used, though often altered and added to, for many years. Indeed some catalogues dating to the early twentieth century still contain some of the engravings found in those dating from the early nineteenth century. Copper is a relatively soft material, and it is possible to correct mistakes, remove items completely or make alterations by smoothing the previously engraved lines with a burnisher and then re-engraving. Other items were also added in the spaces between the previous images.

One notable feature of a whole range of Birmingham pattern books and catalogues dating from the late eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century, although issued by different firms, is the similarity between the articles depicted – indeed many are identical. Judging by the number of engravers listed in the trade directories for the early nineteenth century – there are sixty-two in the Birmingham directory published by Wrightson in 1830 – there were many different engravers involved in this work. One possibility is that there was considerable plagiarism between the engravers; another could be that there was a standard pattern book to which engravers could refer.

The illustrations were likely to have been drawn from actual examples of the tools. The perspective employed at times appears strange to our eyes, but it served to illustrate various features of tools that more conventional drawings would not. Once the viewer deciphers this system, the engravings prove to be extremely accurate renditions of surviving examples of the products. The majority of the products were rendered life-size.

Exactly how the pattern books were used has to be a matter of conjecture as no records or descriptions of their use have survived, but it is apparent that they were intended for the wholesale rather than the retail market. Very few carry the name of the firm that issued them – the user of the books certainly did not intend his customer to find out his sources – and the prices of all but the largest goods are quoted as “per dozen.”

Products were offered and illustrated in a wide range of designs, materials, qualities, and sizes. In the pattern book reproduced here, the wide selection of some items, such as corkscrews (Plates 51 to 53) or pencil holders (Plate 49½), was intended to give buyers choices based upon varying forms, finishes, or decoration. There was something to suit almost any taste. Other design variations were grounded in function: square- versus round-nose pliers (Plates 34 and 35), hammer types intended for specific trade uses (Plate 70), a wide range of drill bits (Plates 27 and 28). Form and decoration variations, or “patterns” as they often were called, occasionally were designated by a place name: “Kent Hammers” (Plate 70), and “London Pattern Hammers.” Other tools were named based upon their specific functions (such as carrot and turnip scopes and cheese and butter tasters) or the trades whose practitioners were their principal users: Carpenters, Glaziers, Shoemakers, Upholsterers, Saddlers. Several tools are defined as “Gentlemens” or “Ladies” – smaller, lightweight tools intended for casual use.

Given the full-scale drawings, sometimes the alternative sizes available are shown by a note such as “A Size Larger” or, very occasionally “A Size Smaller.” Some items, such as the steak tongs shown on Plate 22, could be had one, two, three, or four sizes larger. Other items could be obtained in sizes stated
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The Birmingham toy and tool trade



W. & C. Wynn
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The pattern book reproduced herein
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Comparison with 1810 List of Prices
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Surviving pattern books
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