
Silver Hallmarks Birmingham Makers Marks 1

Silver Hallmarks Birmingham Makers Marks

Silver Hallmarks Birmingham Makers
Marks

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com by Weaver &

Bradford

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF SILVER: DECODING
BIRMINGHAM'S HALLMARKS AND MAKERS MARKS

For collectors, antique enthusiasts, and investors, the world of
antique silver is a fascinating pursuit. Beyond the gleam of the
metal itself lies a complex system of tiny, stamped impressions
that tell  a complete story of origin, purity, and craftsmanship.
These  marks,  known  as  hallmarks,  are  a  form  of  consumer
protection that dates back centuries. Among the most celebrated
and  historically  rich  of  these  systems  is  the  one  used  in
Birmingham,  England.  Understanding  Silver  Hallmarks
Birmingham  Makers  Marks  is  not  merely  an  academic
exercise; it is the key to unlocking the history, authenticity, and
value of a piece of silver. This guide will navigate the intricate
world of Birmingham’s silver trade, explaining how to read the
marks, identify the makers, and appreciate the legacy of one of
England's most important industrial cities.
The city of Birmingham earned its reputation as the "Workshop of
the World" during the Industrial Revolution. Its rise as a centre for
silver and metalwork was meteoric, driven by innovation, skilled

labour, and a supportive guild system. The Birmingham Assay
Office,  established  in  1773,  became  the  guardian  of  quality  for
countless pieces of silverware, from grand tea services to humble
snuff boxes. The marks it applied—most notably the Anchor—are
a guarantee of sterling quality. However, the hallmark is only part
of the puzzle. The maker's mark sits alongside it, identifying the
specific  silversmith  or  company  responsible  for  the  piece.
Together,  these  marks  form a  unique  fingerprint,  allowing  us  to
trace a piece back to its moment of creation.

THE GENESIS OF THE BIRMINGHAM ASSAY OFFICE

A Battle for Recognition
The story of  Birmingham’s silver  hallmarking begins with a fight
for fairness. Before 1773, Birmingham silversmiths were required
to  send  their  wares  to  the  Chester  or  London  Assay  Offices  for
testing and marking. This was a costly, time-consuming, and risky
process.  Matthew  Boulton,  the  visionary  industrialist  and
entrepreneur, led a campaign to establish a local Assay Office. He
argued  that  Birmingham’s  rapidly  growing  silver  industry
deserved the same convenience and legal protection as London.
After a protracted struggle, an Act of Parliament was passed, and
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the  Birmingham  Assay  Office  officially  opened  its  doors  on  31
August  1773.

The Anchor is Chosen
Every  Assay  Office  requires  a  unique  town  mark  to  identify  its
place  of  origin.  For  Birmingham,  the  symbol  chosen  was  an
Anchor. This was not an arbitrary choice. The anchor was the
personal  crest  of  the  city’s  first  Mayor,  but  more  importantly,  it
had  strong  associations  with  industry  and  hope.  Today,  the
Anchor mark is one of the most recognisable and trusted symbols
in the world of silver. When you see a small, well-defined anchor
stamped into a piece of silver, you know you are looking at a
product that passed through the hands of the Birmingham Assay
Office.

DECONSTRUCTING A BIRMINGHAM SILVER HALLMARK

A full  set  of  Silver Hallmarks Birmingham Makers Marks
typically consists of several distinct components. Understanding
each part is essential for a complete reading. A standard British
hallmark  since  1999  has  four  compulsory  marks,  but  earlier
pieces may have more.

The Town Mark (The Anchor): This identifies the Assay
Office. For Birmingham, it is an Anchor.
The Standard Mark: This indicates the purity of the silver.
For sterling silver (92.5% pure), it is the Lion Passant (a lion
walking). For Britannia silver (95.8% pure), it is the figure of
Britannia.

The Date Letter: This is a letter of the alphabet,
presented in a specific font and shield shape, indicating the
exact year the piece was hallmarked.
The Maker’s Mark: This is the personal mark of the
silversmith or company. It usually consists of the maker’s
initials, but can also be a symbol or a combination of both.

The Evolution of the Date
Letter
The date letter system is a critical tool for dating a piece of silver.
Birmingham’s date letter cycles are particularly well-documented.
Each  cycle  uses  a  different  font  (e.g.,  Old  English,  Roman,  or
Script)  and  a  different  shield  shape.  By  consulting  a  date  letter
chart,  you  can  pinpoint  the  exact  year  of  manufacture.  For
example, a capital 'A' in Old English font within a rounded shield
might indicate 1773, while a lower-case 'a' in a classic font might
represent  a  different  year  entirely.  The  cyclical  nature  of  the
system means that the same letter appears every 20 to 25 years,
but with a different font and shield, making it easy to distinguish
the era.

Pre-1999 Marks vs. Modern
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Marks
Before 1999, British hallmarks were more complex. They included
a Duty Mark (the reigning monarch's head), which indicated that
the  silversmith  had  paid  a  tax  on  the  item.  This  mark  was
abolished in 1890 for certain items and fully discontinued later.
After  the implementation of  the Hallmarking Act of  1973 and
further simplification in 1999, the Duty Mark is no longer present,
and the system is  more streamlined.  Modern pieces will  only
show  the  Sponsor’s  (Maker’s)  Mark,  the  Assay  Office  Mark
(Anchor), the Standard Mark (Lion Passant or Britannia), and the
Date Letter (though the date letter is now optional for pieces
made in the UK).

THE HEART OF THE MATTER: DECIPHERING MAKER'S
MARKS

The Maker's Mark is arguably the most personal and historically
engaging part  of  the hallmark.  While  the Assay Office mark and
Standard mark are generic to a city and a quality standard, the
Maker's Mark is unique. It tells you who made the object or, more
accurately, who was responsible for submitting it for assay. This
could  be  the  individual  silversmith,  a  large  manufacturing
company, or a retail jeweller who outsourced the work.

How to Read a Maker's
Mark
Most Maker's Marks are composed of two or three initials. Until
the late 19th century, it was common to see a single letter, but
this  is  rare.  The initials  are usually enclosed within a shaped
punch (a rectangle, oval, or quatrefoil). The font and style of the
letters can also provide clues about the date. For example, an
elegant, script-style monogram might indicate a Victorian piece,
while a bold, block-letter mark might suggest a later industrial
period.

Who is the Maker?
Identifying  the  maker  behind  the  initials  requires  a  good
reference book or access to an online database. Some of the
most famous Birmingham silversmiths include:

Matthew Boulton (& Fothergill): Perhaps the most
famous Birmingham silversmith. His mark was often 'B' or
'M.B.' paired with other partners.
Elkington & Company: Pioneers of electroplating, but
also produced fine sterling silver. Their mark is typically 'E
& Co'.
George Unite: A prolific maker of fine Victorian silver,
often marked 'G.U'.
Henry Williamson Ltd: Known for high-quality vesta
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cases and small silver items. Marked 'H.W'.
Adie & Lovekin: Well-known for silver card cases and
boxes. Marked 'A & L'.

A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO IDENTIFYING BIRMINGHAM
SILVER

Step-by-Step Examination
When you have a piece of silver in hand, follow these steps to
decode its marks:

Look for the Anchor: This is your first clue. If you find an1.
anchor, the piece was assayed in Birmingham. If you see a
leopard's head, it is London. A castle indicates Edinburgh, a
harp is Dublin, and a rose is Sheffield.
Check the Standard Mark: Confirm it is sterling silver2.
(Lion Passant) or Britannia silver.
Find the Date Letter: Identify the letter, its font, and the3.
shape of the shield. Use a date chart to find the exact year.
Decipher the Maker's Mark: Note the initials and the4.
shape of the punch. Compare it against known maker's
marks for Birmingham.

Common Pitfalls
One  of  the  most  common  mistakes  new  collectors  make  is
confusing the maker's mark with other marks. A worn or poorly

struck  maker's  mark  can  be  difficult  to  read.  Also,  be  aware  of
pseudo-hallmarks. These are marks that look like hallmarks but
are applied by the maker for decorative purposes. They have no
legal  standing.  Always  look  for  a  complete  set  of  marks.  A
genuine Birmingham piece will have at least the Anchor and a
Standard mark. If you see only a single mark that looks like an
anchor, be cautious.

THE VALUE OF AUTHENTICATION AND PROVENANCE

Why Birmingham Matters
to Collectors
Birmingham  silver  is  highly  collectable  for  several  reasons.
Firstly, the city was a hub of innovation. Birmingham silversmiths
were quick to adopt new technologies, such as the steam press
and  electroplating.  This  means  that  Birmingham  silver  often
features intricate designs and high levels of detail. Secondly, the
sheer volume of output from Birmingham means that there is a
wide  variety  of  styles  and  objects  available,  from  grand
presentation pieces to everyday items like teaspoons and salt
cellars. Finally, the Birmingham Assay Office has one of the most
complete and well-preserved records of any assay office, making
it easier for researchers and collectors to verify a piece's history.
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Authentication and
Investment
For  serious  collectors  and  investors,  understanding  Silver
Hallmarks Birmingham Makers Marks  is  not optional;  it  is
essential. A piece that can be confidently attributed to a famous
maker  like  Matthew Boulton will  command a  significantly  higher
price than an anonymous piece. Furthermore, a proper reading of
the  date  letter  can  confirm  the  historical  context  of  the  item,
adding to its narrative and value. When purchasing antique silver,
always ask for  a  clear  view of  the hallmarks.  If  the seller  is
unwilling  to  provide  a  clear  photograph or  description  of  the
marks, it may be a red flag.

NOTABLE BIRMINGHAM SILVERSMITHS AND THEIR
MARKS

Maker Approximate
Dates

Typical
Mark Speciality

Matthew
Boulton 1762–1809 MB Fine silver, ormolu,

and silver plate
Elkington &
Co. 1840–1963 E & Co Electroplated and

sterling silver

George Unite 1841–1880 G.U Small silver boxes,
vinaigrettes

Henry
Williamson 1880–1920 H.W Vesta cases, card

cases
Adie &
Lovekin 1840–1870 A & L Card cases, snuff

boxes

Cox & Savory 1850–1870 C & S General silverware,
flatware

Note: This is a small selection. Thousands of makers registered
marks in Birmingham over the centuries.

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

If you wish to delve deeper into the world of Birmingham silver,
there are several excellent resources available. The Birmingham
Assay Office itself offers search services and online archives for
historical marks. Books such as Jackson's Silver & Gold Marks of
England, Scotland & Ireland are considered the bible of hallmark
identification.  For  those  who  prefer  digital  resources,  websites
like Silvermakersmarks.co.uk and the Online Encyclopedia
of  Silver  Marks  offer  extensive,  searchable  databases.  Many
public  libraries  also  hold  copies  of  hallmark  reference  books.
Learning to


