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Antiquers can search for catalogs 
of many old items.

Computer Column #332

Web Resources for Researching Antiques
by John P. Reid, <jreid@dca.net>

There are Internet resources for researching antiques 
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

When the Old Was New
Auction-goers and pickers in rural areas often buy 

today’s antiques that were sold new a century ago in 
mail-order catalogs. Mail-order sales were made easier 
in the late 19th century by postal system changes in the 
United States. Rural Free Delivery (RFD) to deliver 
mail directly to farm families was first tried in 1890. 
Previously, rural families had needed to pick up mail in 
nearby towns. Congress mandated RFD in 1893 after 
intense lobbying by the National Grange of the Order 
of Patrons of Husbandry. It was not fully implemented 
until 1902. By 1910, the annual cost was $36,915,000 for 
40,997 carriers. Parcel Post for delivery of newspapers 
and packages at modest postal rates was initiated in 1913. 
Railroad and truck freight handled larger items.

Existing businesses were delighted. After several false 
starts, including the loss of his inventory in the 1870 

Great Chicago Fire, Aaron Montgomery Ward started 
a mail-order catalog business in 1872. By 1904, the 
company was mailing three million four-pound catalogs 
a year. Similarly, Richard Warren Sears and Alvah C. 
Roebuck started publishing mail-order catalogs in 1888. 
In 1906 the company went public with the first major 
retail initial public offering (IPO) in history.

Almost anything that could be found in a home, farm, 
or business was sold in Ward and Sears catalogs. A whole 
new world of the newest tools and latest fashions opened 
up to country folk. Country women were often more 
stylish than their cousins in town because the mail-order 
companies copied New York City fashions. Farm families 
had access to all kinds of goods that had been unavailable 
before. General store owners were upset at first but then 
began using Ward and Sears as their wholesalers.

I can relate to this lifestyle after moving recently 
from the Philadelphia metropolitan area to a small New 
Hampshire town where the closest shopping mall is 12 
miles away. Everything from low-salt soup to a queen-size 
mattress has been ordered from today’s popular online 
mail-order company and delivered to my door in days.

Today’s antiques buyers can browse in old catalogs 
to identify quaint objects. The computer is the best tool. 
Internet Archive (https://archive.org) permits viewing 
dozens of older catalogs at no cost. Use the “Search” box, 
not the “WayBackMachine,” if it appears. A good catalog 
to start with is the 1064-page Montgomery Ward 1916 issue 
(https://archive.org/details/MontgomeryWard1916#). 
The online pages can be expanded to full-screen, turned 
by arrow icons, and zoomed in or out by plus and minus 
icons. A thumbnail feature allows searching 12 or so pages 
at a time. Pages display fairly well on a mobile device, too. 
Compare Ward’s with a 1671-page 1918 Sears catalog 
(https://archive.org/stream/catalog1918sear#page/n3/
mode/2up).

Internet Archive is a great source. However, online 
book sellers including Amazon (www.amazon.com) 
offer old catalog reprints. Consolidation sites for search-
ing for used books such as AddALL (http://used.addall.
com) will find hundreds of originals and reprints. Online 
auctions such as eBay (www.ebay.com) offer old cata-
logs and facsimiles. When choosing between original 

Women’s clothing in early Sears, Roebuck & Co. catalogs and this 
1916 Montgomery Ward catalog kept up with New York City fashions.

and reproduction, keep in mind that 
originals are sometimes fragile.
 More Catalogs

Internet Archive has far more than 
old Ward and Sears catalogs. In its own 
words it “is a non-profit library of mil-
lions of free books, movies, software, 
music, websites, and more.” There are 
ten million books alone. Most are scans 
of old library copies. Many have had 
every word indexed by computer opti-
cal character recognition for searching. 
Unfortunately, this is not true of most 
old catalogs; only the page images of 
whole pages are available.

Antiquers can search for catalogs 
of many old items. Rather than using 
long URLs, go to the Internet Archive 
URL listed above and enter interesting 
words in the “Search” box. Entering 
“stickley” brings up a list of Craftsman 
furniture catalogs. Pay no attention to 
the date in the second column, which 
is the date the book was scanned. The 
list will include the January 1909 
127-page illustrated catalog of Gustav 
Stickley, which has furniture, acces-
sories, embroidery, lamps, and house 
plans. The furniture catalog of L. & 
J.G. Stickley of about 1914 will also be 
found.

Entering “homer laughlin” finds 
the 24-page 1912 The China Book of 
the Homer Laughlin China Company. 
The firm is still in business making 
its iconic Fiesta dinnerware. The old 
catalog shows a line typical of English-
style American dinnerware of that 
day. Nearly half of the space in the 
catalog is given to pictures and articles 
showing how well the company treated 
its workers and how it built a suspension bridge and “A 
Model Industrial City” for its workers in Newell, West 
Virginia, which was across the Ohio River from the 
factory in East Liverpool, Ohio. The bridge is still there, 
but the factory was moved to Newell in the 1920s.

Just entering “furniture catalog” in Internet Archive 
generates a long list of interesting companies. The 
1902 Burt Bros. Furniture catalog shows 32 pages of 
recognizable antiques. The 1903 CREX Grass Furniture 
catalog has 20 pages of wicker. The Union School 
Furnishings Co. catalog from the 1920s has 96 pages of 
everything from school desks to playground equipment.

Tools can be hard to identify, but we found a few by 
searching for “tool catalog.” However, the 1949 Stanley 
Tools Catalog no. 34 offered an astonishing number 
of tools that would seem old-fashioned for the date. 
Craftsmen resist changes. There were wood planes for 
making millwork. The famous Stanley No. 45 plane was 
offered for $29.85 with 23 cutters. In good condition 
and complete, it now sells for several hundred dollars 
as an antique.
Patent Lookup

Many antique tools and housewares are marked 
with a patent number. Patents are distinctly American. 
President George Washington signed the bill that 
laid the foundations for the modern American patent 
system in April 1790. For the first time in history the 

intrinsic right of inventors to profit from their inventions 
was recognized by law. Formerly only monarchs or 
legislatures could dispense that right. The patent system 
is unique in that it costs taxpayers nothing. All expenses 
are paid by patent applicants.

Antiques collectors can search patent records for 
dates and details of an invention. Despite a major fire 
in 1836, the records are mostly complete. We know that 
Samuel Hopkins of Philadelphia was granted the first 
U.S. patent—an improvement in making potash for 
manufacturing soap. The U.S. Patent and Trademark 
Office maintains a searchable website (www.uspto.gov/
patents-application-process/search-patents). It is pri-
marily used by patent attorneys and inventors. I find it 
somewhat difficult to use for antiques research.

Google Patents (https://patents.google.com) is simpler. 
It has been made more  complicated in recent years by the 
inclusion of patents from other countries. However, it is 
a good place to search for dates of antiques. Of course, 
a patent number on an object tells only the earliest 
possible date of manufacture. If the phrase “patent 
applied for” or “patent pending” without a date is found, 
it may be possible to track down the eventual patent by 
using description entries in Google Patent. This would 
give a latest possible date of manufacture unless the 
manufacturer chose not to change the marking when the 
patent was granted.

On the road, on the go, or sitting in a cozy spot in your pajamas, 
M.A.D.’s digital edition makes it easy to virtually visit your 
favorite antiques businesses, peruse their o� erings, see what’s 

coming up soon at auction, and catch up on the news of your world – 
the antiques marketplace – all at your convenience.

Maine Antique Digest is in digital format at
www.maineantiquedigest.com

Simply click on “Digital Edition” and log in with your customer number 
and password. Not a customer? It’s easy to subscribe online, too. 

Or call us at 1-800-752-8521, Monday-Friday, 8:30-4:30. 
We’ll answer the phone, and you’ll be on your way. 
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A Book Review

A Useful Dictionary of Canton Forms
by Lita Solis-Cohen

After purchasing two dinner plates in 
the 1970s, Gail and Rich Mellin fell in 
love with blue and white Canton china. 

They learned about its history and the variety 
of forms and decorations, and by 1977 they 
were dealers seeking the best they could find. 
They exhibit at shows and meet privately with 
collectors and have built some outstanding 
collections, including their own, which is 
pictured in their book Collecting Canton: In 
Pursuit of the Best.

The Mellins and their daughter Erica Mellin 
Scioscia have written a book for collectors, 
writers, and those who inherit Canton. Canton 
is a common pattern of Chinese export 
porcelain that was imported to Europe and 
North America in huge quantities from the late 
18th to the early 20th centuries. Canton remains 
popular today. Brides who like the color blue 
often register for the Mottahedeh & Company 
reproduction Canton for their everyday china. 
Finding the exotic decoration pleasing, they 
may not be aware of its meaning.

The Mellins’ book is useful as a compilation 
of forms of Canton, clues for dating it, and for 
connoisseurship. Using data from recovered 
shipwrecks, archaeology, and the records of 
importers, they describe the evolution of forms 
and the quality of the porcelain. They warn that 
dating it is not an exact science. Late 18th- and 
early 19th-century porcelain was generally thin 
and well molded, whereas later Canton tends 
to be heavier, with coarser details and not as 
finely painted.

 The Mellins identify 92 different forms and 
catalog them alphabetically according to use. 
They point out that some Canton is white and 
other pieces have a grayish cast. Some blues 
are dark and others light. Some designs are 
crisp and others look watery.

Because they organized the book alpha-
betically, they begin with bathing objects, and 
the first object is a bidet. The bathing category 
includes chamber pots and slop jars, pitchers 
and basins, powder boxes in graduated sizes, 
razor holders (they are open jars), shaving 
mugs, toothbrush holders, large sinks, and 
small soap dishes. There is a difference 
between a soap dish and a sponge jar. A soap 
dish has a hole or perforated strainer; a sponge 
jar has a molded circular drain inside.

The section on bowls illustrates a footed 
curry bowl or fruit bowl, stacks of lobed bowls 
and round bowls, an oyster bowl, a small patty 
pan bowl, and a large punch bowl. Square 
salad bowls with cut corners and straight rims 
are early examples. Later examples have a 
more prominent swag. There are also scalloped 
bowls and three kinds of sugar bowls.

Bowls are followed by brush boxes and 
brush vases, bulb trays, butter pats, cache pots, 
candlesticks, and canisters. Cider jugs come in 
two shapes. The earlier form is a tall, slender 
barrel form, 8" to 11½"; the porcelain is thinner 
and the painting more refined than  on the later 
ones, which are shorter and wider, made of 
thicker porcelain, with larger foo dogs on the 
lids and handles not as detailed. They range 
in size from 4" to 10½" and were made from 
the early 19th century through the early 20th 
century.

There are Canton condiment sets and all 
sorts of Canton dishes—butter dishes, leaf 
dishes, and shell dishes. Covered dishes with 
a stand are cataloged as terrapin dishes, though 
the authors say they could be used for berries 
or sweetmeats and are in fact multipurpose.

Among the drinking vessels are beakers, 
bullion cups, and coffee cans as well as cups 

and saucers, syllabub cups, and egg cups. The 
alphabetical list continues with ewers, and 
then fruit baskets, which are reticulated and 
came with undertrays called stands. There are 
Canton garden seats, ginger jars, jam jars, and 
marmites, which are rare lidded 6" tall vessels 
with spouts that have holes for straining a 
thick brown broth made with yeast. The broth 
was used as a drink, a spread, or in stews in 
the U.K. Mustard pots are just 3" tall. Pepper 
shakers are 3½" tall.

In the section on pitchers, a cider pitcher 
stands taller than the others. The authors point 
out that is it often mistaken for a cider jug. The 
one illustrated is part of a wash and basin set 
and was used to hold water. It is barrel shaped 
with a twisted strap handle and a spout, but 
its lid extends over the spout. The spout on a 
cider jug is not covered, and a cider jug has a 
strainer. They come in two sizes, 9½" and 11½" 
tall. Pitchers come in nine different shapes. 
For instance, there are octagonal Continental 
pitchers that are a European form. Most 
pitchers are bulbous, but there are hog-snout 
pitchers, wide-bellied creamers, and helmet-
shaped creamers.

Plates come in many sizes. Large ones (11" 
to 13") are chop plates; chargers are even larger 
at 20". Canton plates come in various sizes 
appropriate for bread and butter, for dessert, for 
luncheon, and for dinner. There are soup plates. 
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 8" 
plates with reticulated borders and “rice pattern” 
plates were probably marketed as dessert plates. 
There are also Canton hot-water plates with and 
without lids. They were made from the late 18th 
to the early 20th centuries in sizes that range 
from 8½" to 9½". Pie plates range from 8" to 
13". The Mellins show a nest of them.

There are eel platters (oval or rectangular 
in graduated sets), and other oval fish platters 
have strainers and are wider, ranging in size 
from 13" to 20". Hot-water platters (oval and 
rectangular) come with lids and are sometimes 
called beefsteak platters; their exteriors often 
have flowers. Meat platters are wider than fish 
platters. Some are oval, others are rectangular, 
and some have strainers, and others have a well 
and tree and rest on two feet at one end so the 
juices can gather in the well at the other end. 
Canton well and tree platters range in size from 
12" to 20".

Salt cellars, sauceboats, spittoons, tanks 
used for fish or bathing, tazzas, tea caddies, 
and teapots come near the end of the alphabet. 
There are eight varieties of tea caddies 
illustrated and a dozen teapots. One square 
and squatty teapot resting on four feet has a 
looped handle, a curved spout, and a “heavenly 
gate” handle on its lid. Its form comes in two 
sizes. Dome-top teapots with a pedestal base 
come with a stand and could be used for hot 
chocolate or coffee. There are two forms of 
drum-shaped teapots. Lighthouse teapots with 
tapered bodies and twisted handles range from 
4" to 8½" tall and were made from the late 18th 
century through the early 20th century. Melon-
shaped teapots were made from the early 19th 
century to the early 20th century. Pear-shaped 
teapots are taller and were made in the mid- 
to late 19th century.

While tea sets were popular and were 
imported to the U.S. in quantity, few survive. 
Even rarer are child-size Canton tea sets. Tea 
sets are often married, meaning that the three 
vessels did not start out together.

Canton tiles were used as hot plates and can 
be square, round, or hexagonal. A rare fan-
shaped tile and even rarer rectangular tile are 
illustrated. Trays are rectangular or lobed and 
8" to 11" long.

Canton trembleuses are scalloped with 
elongated cups and extended saucers to hold 
delicacies. Some trembleuses lie flat on a table, 
while others have feet and decoration on the 
underside.

Tureens were made as oval, rectangular, and scalloped and in various 
sizes. Images of umbrella stands and urns precede covered vegetable dishes 
(rectangular and diamond-shaped). Rare round and quatrefoil covered 
vegetable dishes from the early to mid-19th century are very desirable. 
There are six styles of more common open vegetable dishes (kidney-
shaped, diamond, square, rectangular, oval, and octagonal). They were made 
continuously from the late 18th century through the early 20th century. A 
rare deep diamond-shaped vegetable dish and a round one with handles are 
also illustrated. Stacked vegetable dishes come in two sizes; the shorter one 
is rarer. Canton vegetable dishes with liners and covers, round or diamond-
shaped, are also rare. Canton water bottles were used with washbasins or 
they stood alone, and they range in height. The reason the sizes are important 
and given in the book is because fakes are usually larger or smaller.

The Mellins have collected clobbered Canton. Clobbered Canton has been 
decorated with overglaze enamel and sometimes gilt decoration onto the 
glazed surface with blue designs.

Most Canton is not marked, but after 1891, when U.S. customs demanded 
country of origin on imported items, the underglaze mark “China” appeared 
on the bottom of Canton. Later paper labels were used that could be easily 
removed. Sometimes fictitious marks are found on Canton brush vases and 
ginger jars.

The Mellins warn that that fakes began to appear in the 1990s at auction 
houses and now appear online. Their tips on identifying fakes are useful. 
They illustrate a pair of candlesticks that are 12½" tall and declare that none 
of the genuine Canton candlesticks are taller than 11". (That is why they give 
the measurements of 92 forms.) Moreover, closer examination revealed that 
the candlesticks were made in two parts; a seam is evident but is not found 
on genuine Canton candlesticks. The Mellins say some Canton porcelain is 
pure white and some is grayish. The blue is generally shaded or mottled; 
some is dark, some light—but always with a variation in hues. (A fake tile 
that they illustrate has negligible hue variation.) They say that the genuine 
glaze on a water bottle is glossy and a fake glaze is matte. It is hard to see 
these fine points in the photographs. They use a photograph of two six-sided 
tea caddies to point out that fakes can be heavier, thicker walled, and with 
rounded edges, but they warn that weight has to be determined by form; 
some fakes are heavier and others lighter. Typically the base of genuine 
Canton is rough, pitted with uneven color, and fakes artificially colored look 
too good to be true.

The endorsements of the pleasures of collecting Canton at the back of 
book are accompanied by illustrations showing how people decorate with 
Canton; these work as advertisement. More people will visit the Mellins’ 
stand at upcoming antiques shows. The Mellins will gladly discuss 
the fine points and have for sale the books that documents their own 
collection. Their book is a useful dictionary of Canton forms.

Useful as a compilation 
of  forms of Canton, clues 

for dating it, and for 
connoisseurship.

Collecting Canton: In Pursuit of the Best
by Gail and Rich Mellin, with Erica Mellin Scioscia
Mellin’s Antiques Publishing, 2015, 167 pages, hardbound, $165 postpaid 
from Mellin’s Antiques, (203) 938-9538 or (www.mellinsantiques.com).


