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James and Ralph Clews, 
nineteenth-century potters

Part I: The English experience

BY FRANK STEFANO JR.

O n l y  c o n f l i c t i n g  o r  incomplete accounts have appeared 
about James and Ralph Clews, makers of Staffordshire ware 
from 1815 to 1834. Very little has been published at all 
about the pottery James Clews managed near Louisville, 
Kentucky, from 1837 to 1842. The present articles, the 
first about the Clews brothers in England and the second 
about James Clews in America, are an attempt to clarify 
and expand the record.

James Clews was born on September 2, 1790, one of 
six children of John and Ann Clews of Newcastle under 
Lyme. His father was at first a hatter and later a malt 
manufacturer. His older brother Ralph (born 1788) first 
entered the father’s malt business, but by November 18151 
had joined James in the pottery business, as a handbill 
of that date indicates (Fig. 1).

Many new potteries sprang up in Staffordshire at this 
time but few firms committed themselves so completely 
to the export, and especially the American, market as did 
the Clews brothers.2 For this reason, even today marked 
pieces of Clews ware are relatively rare in England.

The brothers appear never to have operated separately 
nor to have taken in other partners during the nineteen-year 
life of the firm. It appears too that they always rented their 
potting works and that they were located at at least two 
potteries in Cobridge. On September 29, 1817, William 
Adams rented to the brothers “ a potworks and other build­
ings at Cobridge for 15 years starting 11 November 1817 
for 130 pounds annually due the first of November and 
May, free and clear of and from all taxes and deductions.” 3

Sometime after this the brothers appear to have rented 
a larger potting works from Andrew Stevenson4 called the 
Cobridge Works, where they remained until their bank­
ruptcy in 1834.5

It is possible that the Clews brothers lacked capital to 
buy their own potting works, for when their father died 
in 1819 they were already in debt to his estate £938/7/11, 
not including interest.6

Although many other potters produced historical views 
as well as English and decorative designs, only the Clewses 
offered the three so-called literary series consisting of 
engravings after Thomas Rowlandson’s Dr. Syntax draw­
ings (Fig. 2), illustrations from Don Quixote after paintings 
by Robert Smirke (Fig. 3), and a series of engravings after 
paintings of domestic scenes by Sir David Wilkie, R.A. 
(Fig. 4). The Clews brothers also produced the beautiful 
Indian Sport series which hitherto has been said to be 
exclusively Spode (PI. II, Fig. 5). Perhaps Clews wares 
in this series were made for export and Spode’s for the 
domestic market. Figure 6 shows another example of the 
Indian Sport series made by Clews. On the back it bears
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pinuv, i.vs.
npiKE l  NDERSIGNED M A N U FA CTU RERS of Earthen-Ware within the parish of 

RIlRSLEYI, sustaining' the most serious loss ami inconvenience, by daily interruptions to 

their business, in consequence of the habits of idleness and tippling- which many of their workmen 

indulge in, during the regular hours of work, and in which they find encouragement by the very 

CU LPA BLE CONDUCT O F MANY PUBLICANS within this parish; I)o hereby make 

known, that from the publication of this Notice, they are resolved to give every protection and 
support to suck persons as trill lay complaints before the Magistrates, against any workmen fo r  
the offence o f  tippling ; and the undersigned Manufacturers have also resolved,

hiilii ifhiitlh/ to ttolire unit to report to the Vnr/isf/ate*
The conduct of all such Publicans as shall from henceforth suffer any workmen to remain tippling 

in their houses during the regular working hours, or at any other improper time.

T H E  PlIB O C A X S ARE H ER EB Y  INFORM ED,
That on conviction of the offence of suffering tippling, or unlawful Games In their houses, they are 

liable to forfeit their recognizances, and to have their licenses suspended for the space of three years, 

besides being subject to a penalty of ten shillings for every offence by tippling ; and that the Magis­

trates acting Jbr this Hundred hare come to the resolution o f  putting these Ians strictly in force fo r  

the future.
Any person found tippling in a Public-house is liable to a penalty of three shillings and 

four-pence, to the use of the Poor, besides the costs of the information.

Burslem, November, 1815.

H ood & Caldwell 
Uenshall & Williamsons 
Jno. Jas. Davenport 
Thomas Heath 
Samuel Tomkinson 
Ralph Johnson 
Thomas Hath well 
Edu ard Bourne 
John & Christ'. Robinson 
John Hall

J  no, & Rich. Riley 
i h». f  ften'j. Godwin 
D it Ham Stanley 

j J  “hit lirettell 
William Moseley 
Stevenson and Rueknall 
W tn. H ’alsh 
John Haywood 
John Wood 
l.indop & Vayhr

J  no. Rogers 
I Rhead & Goodfellow 

Machin & Co.
D'm. Bourne & Co. 

j James Carftidge 
I, / .  and R. Blackwell 

If-nf. Godwin and Son* 
F. and S’. Dillon 
Ralph Stevenson 
R. and J ■ Clews

*,* Every Publican within this parish will be expected to keep owe of these Notice* conspicuously posted up in hi*

bouse, as a proof be is determined to maintain good order therein
* IH SCO H r HA. l-HISTF.e

Fig. 1. This handbill of November 
1815 issued in Burslem warns publi­
cans not to serve pottery workers drinks 
during working hours. As the usual 
workday extended from 6 A.M. to 9 
P.M. with one and one-half hours off 
for meals, this was a severe deprivation 
(The Victoria History of the County of  
Stafford,  ed. J. G. Jenkins,  London. 
1963, Vol. 2, p. 52). City Museum,  
Stoke on Trent.

324 ANTIQUES



the same impressed mark of Clews as the soup plate shown 
in Figure 5, but also the circular impressed inscription John 
Greenfield, Importer of China & Earthenware, No 77, 
Pearl Street, New York. The latter firm was in business 
at that address from 1817 to 18437 and was probably large 
enough to import exclusive patterns and designs.

One reason for the lack of a thriving domestic white 
earthenware industry in the United States until about the 
middle of the century was the low price of Staffordshire 
wares. The wholesale price asked by the American importer 
of the Clews teapot in Plate III, for example, was probably 
about 500, to judge by the wholesale prices for teapots 
of $6.00 a dozen which was quoted in 1833 by the Ameri­
can importers Rudd and Martin of Louisville, Kentucky.8

Although much Clews pottery survives today, no 
complete record remains of the series, patterns, and forms 
that the brothers produced.8 Thus, for example, no marked 
piece from the dark-blue Cities series has been found, 
although the series has been attributed to Clews on the 
basis of a bowl with a print from the Cities series at the 
center and a border known to have been used by Clews 
on the Don Quixote series. Since Staffordshire potters 
rarely pirated each others borders, it seems reasonable to 
believe that the bowl was made by the Clews brothers.10

The three Clews teapots in Plate IV show the wide range 
of styles and shapes of hollow ware produced by Clews. 
Further classification of their wares could be made on the 
basis of the molds used to produce the hollow ware.

In 1827 James and Ralph Clews were forced to declare 
bankruptcy when Job Meigh of Shelton, “ Manufacturer 
of China,” and other creditors called the brothers’ debt 
of £13,419/4/0. By an indenture of bankruptcy dated 
January 29, 1827, the Clewses were forced to relinquish 
their entire stock of “ Glass, China and Earthenware,” from 
their pottery at Cobridge, their London showroom and 
warehouse at 111 Plolborn Hill, and their two warehouses 
in Liverpool at 52 Castle Street and on Pool Lane. The 
agreement was sealed not only with the signatures of all 
parties but by “ the delivery of one Tea Cup in the name 
of and in lieu of” the delivery of the entire inventory.11

However, the Clews brothers overcame this financial 
crisis, continued to manufacture transfer-printed earthen­
ware, and ventured into other businesses as well. Besides 
continuing to operate a brewery they had inherited from 
their father, they acquired a flint mill and a colliery to 
supply raw materials they needed at their pottery. In the 
early 1830’s they built the Waterloo and American Hotel 
on Waterloo Road. Cobridge, the main route between 
Burslem and Hanley. The building is now a pub called 
the American.

The notice of the Clewses’ second and final bankruptcy 
was carried in the Staffordshire Advertiser on November 
22, 1834. It may have been precipitated by the first major 
strike at the potteries which had begun on Martinmas 
(November 11). Workers at the potteries were hired only 
on that date for wages that remained fixed for the next 
twelve months. However, in 1834 they refused to sign the 
agreement and struck the potteries for four months.12 The 
brothers’ assets 13 were dispersed at a series of sales over 
the next six months. The two-week-long sale of the potting 
fixtures in February 1835 comprised:
All the potters fixtures, stock of materials and utensils; Consisting 
of block and working moulds, of the most approved shapes and

Fig. 2. Dr. Syntax Reading his Tour, from the Dr. 
Syntax series. Dark-blue transfer-printed plate by Jam es 
and Ralph Clews. This is one of the thirty-one designs 
in the Dr. Syntax series after drawings by Thom as R ow ­
landson (1756-1827) originally made to illustrate W illiam  
C om be's three-volum e satire on the published tours of 
W illiam Gilpin (1724-1804). (Another plate from this series 
appeared in A n t i q u e s  for January 1974, p. 170.) Diameter 
8'A inches. Collection o f R obert Scanaff.

Fig. 3. Sancho Panza at the B oar Hunt, from the Don 
Quixote series. Dark-blue transfer-printed soup plate by 
Jam es and Ralph Clew s. This is one of twenty-one designs 
in the series after paintings by Robert Sm irke (1752-1845) 
which were engraved and then used to illustrate a transla­
tion made by his daughter. M ary, of C ervantes’ Don 
Quixote. D iam eter 9J4 inches. Photograph by courtesy o f 
Garry Stradling.

Fig. 4. The Escape o f the M ouse, from the W ilkie series. 
Dark-blue transfer-printed plate by Jam es and Ralph Clews. 
This is one of seven designs done after paintings of English 
cottage life by Sir David W ilkie, R .A . (1785-1841). D i­
am eter 10'A inches.



PI. I. Landing of 
Gen. LaFayette at 
Castle Garden, New 
York, 16th August 
1824. T r a n s f e r -  
p r in te d  p la t te r  by 
Ja m es and  R a lp h  
Clew s. The engrav­
ing  w as d o n e  by 
Sam uel M averick of 
New York. Length 
19 inches. National 
Museum of History 
and Technology.

PI. II. Chase After a Wolf, from the Indian Sport series. 
T ransfer-printed soup p lates, the one at the left by Spode; 
the one at the right by Jam es and Ralph C lew s. Diam eter 
of each, 9% inches. Photograph by Helga Photo Studio.



PI. III. Christmas Eve, from the W ilkie series. Transfer- 
printed teapot by Jam es and Ralph Clew s. This is one of 
seven designs in that series (see caption to Fig. 4). Height 
IV2 inches. Helga photograph.

PI. IV. Transfer-printed teapots by Jam es and Ralph 
Clew s. The one at the left, show ing children playing with 
a dog, has on the bottom the blue printed mark C lews 
in a Chinese-style seal; the one at the center has on the 
bottom  the pattern  nam e, Summer Rose in a blue cartouche 
and the im pressed words C lews  W arranted  Stafford­
shire  in a circular m ark surrounding a crown; the one at 
the right is the so-called Neptune pattern. The first two 
teapot patterns have not previously been classified as being 
made by C lew s; the N eptune pattern appears in Laidacker, 
Anglo-American China, Part 2, p. 36. Height of tallest pot, 
7'A inches. Helga photograph.



patterns, adopted for the home trade and American Markets. With 
most extensive and valuable sets of copper plate engravings, in 
table, desert, toilet, jug and tea services, many of which are 
quite new, and the production of some of the most approved 
artists in the trade; also an extensive stock of Blue and Black 
Ball Clay, China Clay and other materials. Throwing wheels, 
lathes, benches, headpoles, pegposts, stillages and stovepofs. 
About 30 printing presses, printing stoves, bakeplates. Upwards 
of 2000 work boards, lead and colour mills, buckets and wheel­
barrows. About 6000 biscuit and gloss saggers. 300 saggerhoards 
and drums. Large and small mortars and pestles, crane weighting 
machine, dropping tubs, washing out tubs, beating flags, stove 
flags, plater do, and frames and a great number of other utensils 
requisit for that line of business. Also a general and large 
assortment of colour, cobalt and zaffre calx; cording, printers 
flannel, soda borax, etc; 4 tons of cullet, nearly 1 ton of old 
copper; counting house desks and cupboards, copying machine, 
iron chests, valuable iron door and door case and frame, several 
sets of scales, etc.14

The inventory of earthenware was sold on March 27, 
1835. The advertisement for that sale reads in part:

Manufactured Earthenware—on the premises at the Large and 
Small Manufactories, at Cobridge, on Friday 27 March 1835, 
in one or more lots. The entire manufactured stock of Earthenware 
consisting of a general assortment of Blue and Coloured Printed 
Table Ware, Tea Service, Ewers and basins, Jugs, Toilet, and 
Desert Sets. Edged, Painted, Cream Color and a great variety 
of other articles of Earthenware.15

Thus ended the partnership of the Clews brothers and 
the production of Staffordshire ware at their works in 
Cobridge. Ralph was content to remain in Newcastle under 
Lyme, but Jam es, who had been the driving force in the 
firm, emigrated with his family to America in 1836 to 
superintend a potting venture near Louisville, Kentucky. 
Part two of this article, to appear in A n t iq u e s  in March, 
will relate the history of that venture.

Fig. 6. Driving a Bear out o f  the Sugar Cane,  from the Indian 
Sport series, based on draw ings by Samuel H ow itt (17657-1822). 
The reverse bears the same impressed Clews mark as the soup plate 
shown in Fig. 5 (right). It also has the circular impressed inscription 
John Greenfield, Importer o f  China & Earthenware, N o  77. Pearl 
Street, N ew  York.  Length 17 inches.

Fig. 5. Reverse of the soup plates shown in PI. II. The plate at 
the left bears both the printed and im pressed name S p o d e  as well 
as the printed name of the design. Chase A fter  a Wolf.  The plate 
at the right has im pressed at the center beneath a crown 
C lew s/W arranted /S ta ffo rd sh ire . The G at the edge is printed 
in blue.

’The partnership did not begin in 1818 as m aintained in W . E. Little, 
Sta ffordsh ire  B lue  (N ew  Y ork , 1969, p. 56); or 1819 as m aintained  in E. 
B. Larsen. A m erican  H istorical V iew s on S ta ffordsh ire  China  (N ew  Y ork. 
1950, p. 53).

2The firm also exported to R ussia and printed on their billhead "P o tte rs  to 
Her Im perial M ajesty , the Em press of all the R u ssian s"  (G eoffrey A. G odden, 
E ncyclopaedia  o f B ritish Pottery and  Porcelain M arks. New Y ork , 1964, 
p. 152).
:iThe lease is p reserved in the archives of the Stoke C ity L ibrary , Stoke 
on T rent, S taffordshire.

‘There is no evidence to support the suggestion that the C lew s brothers bought 
S tevenson 's  pottery w orks as im plied in L lew ellyn Jew itt 's  C eram ic A r t in 
G reat Brita in  (L ondon, 1878, V ol. 2 , p. 290) and stated in L arsen . A m erican  
H istorical V iew s  (p. 44). N either of the tw o bankruptcy proceedings against 
the C lew s brothers m entions their ow ning the facilities for m anufacturing 
earthenw are.

5In 1836 these w orks w ere taken over by the firm of R obinson. W ood and 
Brownfield.

“W hen John C lew s died on O ctober 31 , 1819, his will placed his estate 
in trust for his six children . O ne of the provisions of the w ill, w hich was 
dated O ctober 23 , 1819. was that advances m ade to Jam es and Ralph Clews 
" a t  diverse tim es . . .  to enable them  the better to carry on their trade 
and partnership  in the E arthenw are M anufactury . . . now indebted to 938 
pounds 7 shillings and 11 pense be repaid , with interest into the e s ta te ."  
(The will is filed am ong the B ishops ' T ranscrip ts , Litchfield, S taffordshire.)

7N ew Y ork City directories.

"T he Rudd and M artin daybook entry of M arch 30 . 1833, quotes the follow ing 
w holesale prices for Staffordshire in L ouisv ille , K entucky.

Edged Tw fillets ............................................................................. 50 Pff dozen
" Plates ....................................................................................70
" M uffins ................................................................................ 40
" C up Plates ..........................................................................50

Printed H ollow -w are
Pitchers ....................................................................4 00  Per dozen

« ................................................................................ 7 .50
T ea Pots ............................................................................... 6 00 " .  "n
C ream ers ............................................................................... 2.75
Sugars ..................................................................................... 4 .00

"T w iffie rs"  and "m u ffin s"  correspond to today ’s salad and bread-and-butter 
plates. T he daybook is preserved in T he Filson C lub, L ouisville , K entucky.

"The first research into Staffordshire patterns was Edw in A tlee B arber s 
A ng lo -A m erican  Pottery  (Indianapolis. 1899). A m uch m ore com plete and 
detailed study w as E. B. L a rsen 's  A m erican  H istorical V iew s on S ta ffordsh ire  
China. T here  is also Sam  L aidecker’s A ng lo -A m erican  C hina  (B ristol, 
Pennsylvania; Part 1 [revised 1954]. Part 2 [1951]).

‘“A n t iq u e s , M arch 1954, p. 238.

" T h e  indenture of bankruptcy is preserved in the W illiam  Salt L ibrary, 
S tafford, England.

12 H arold O w en. The S ta ffordsh ire  P o tter iB a lh . 1970, p. 29).

‘‘These assets w ere their brew ery at Shelton , carried on in the nam e of C lews 
and M alkin; their interest in the esta te  of their late fa ther, John C lew s of 
N ew castle under Lym e; their Hint mill at T unsta ll; their colliery called the 
Jackfield C olliery in B urslem ; settlem ent of a suit against Joseph Heath for 
rent on the Hint m ill; the W aterloo  and A m erican Hotel and its contents; 
all po tte rs’ fixtures, m ateria ls, and utensils; Jam es C lew s' newly erected 
dw elling , called O xleasow s, near C obridge, plus 110 acres of land, nearly 
all of it in turf; cattle , horses, sheep , pigs, and other livestock , w heat, oats, 
straw , and o ther feed at Spot Farm  near H ilderstone; tw o dw ellings in "T h e  
Tw enty  R o w ,"  B urslem ; tw o freehold  houses in M errill S treet. N ew castle; 
and (subject to a m ortgage of £1000) the dw elling  and m althouse. M arsh 
Street, N ew castle, belonging  to Ralph C lew s. (The above is a digest of the 
inform ation contained in the N orth S ta ffordsh ire  M ercury , Pottery Gazette  
& N ew castle  Express, D ecem ber 20 , 1834.)

u N orth  S ta ffordsh ire  M ercury, January  24, 1835.

'H b id ., M arch 14. 1835.
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