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Today, hallmarking has become a partial protection for pleading guilty to six charges of forged hallmarks and
the collector against the sale of spurious antique silver obtaining about £15,000 by deception. In sentencing
but, primarily, its purpose is - as it was in 1300 A.D. this forger to a term of imprisonment, the Judge said
when first introduced into this country by a Statute of the offence was a serious one because of the knock-on
King Edward I (28 Edward I c. 20) - to guarantee the effect on subsequent purchasers of these forgeries,
standard or purity of gold and silver articles. Eleven other offences were taken into consideration.

Unlike the collector in other areas of collecting, the The case had begun when members of the Antique Plate 
collector of old English silver - ‘antique plate’ - knows Committee had grave suspicions about certain aspects 
that articles of silver made after 1300 A.D. MUST NOT of three very large silver spoons, supposedly ‘1621’ and
contravene the Hallmarking Act of 1973. Before 1973, ‘1683’, to be auctioned in London on 11th July 1985
there were some thirty-eight hallmarking Statutes or (plate 1). Following upon their examination at 
Orders-in-Council in existence, many couched in Goldsmiths’ Hall, these three London hallmarked
difficult legal phraseology and with sentences of spoons were found to be clever forgeries and so it was
daunting length (in excess of several hundred words!). possible to set in train the thorough investigations that 
Since 1973, the Wardens of the Goldsmiths’Company quickly led to the successful stamping out of this
continue - as they have for more than six hundred fraudulent operation, which had even included a
years - to be responsible for hallmarking at the London beautifully engraved deception executed in gold. The 
Assay Office because the hallmarking of gold and silver latter, a matching trefid spoon and three-pronged fork, 
wares remains compulsory. Indeed, the main provisions purported to bear the mark of William Mathew and the
of the legislation are concerned to protect the marks London hallmarks for 1689. However, these two gold 
against forgery and transposition and to ensure that 
hallmarked articles arc neither altered nor added to, 
except with the specific permission of an Assay Office.

ixixixixi:
There have, inevitably, been offenders from medieval 
times - as the minute books of the Goldsmiths’ 
Company confirm - and the fierce penalties meted out 
in the reign of Elizabeth I, for example, led to three 
sellers of substandard silver with forged hallmarks being 
sentenced not only to the pillory but, after each had an 
ear cut off, to the Fleet Prison until a fine of 100 marks 
had been paid.

. A modern silver fake: a long straining spoon (228 gr; 7 oz 
7 dwt) purporting to have been made in the reign of James I 
and bearing counterfeit London hallmarks for 1621 and a 
maker’s mark (a crescent enclosing a mullet); withdrawn 
prior to its sale by auction in 1985 in London and submitted, 
along with two other spurious ‘1683’ long spoons, to the 
Goldsmiths’ Company for examination by the Antique Plate 
Committee.Today, the Wardens, acting upon the advice of its 

Antique Plate Committee, arc carrying out their fakes were never brought to Goldsmiths’ Hall for 
statutory duty under the 1973 Hallmarking Act (and examination; indeed, they had been sent by the forger 
subsequent amendments) and, if the Wardens suspect to be auctioned in London at about the same time in 
deliberate evasion of the law, they reserve the right to 1985. They were sold for £48,000 but, fortunately, the 
use their full legal powers. When an article, suspected purchaser was then alerted by the auctioneer and 
of contravening the law, is submitted for examination, cancelled the sale. The faked gold spoon and fork, 
the Antique Plate Committee’s first task is to decide if having been returned to the vendor, only came to light 
the article complies with the law. If it does, the article again during the police search of his premises, when 
is returned as soon after the examination as possible, they were found secreted behind the panelling.
If it does not comply with the law, the Committee
advises on the nature of the offence and Wardens decide Consequently, for all those collectors who are interested 

which of the stipulated courses of action is in old silver, an understanding of the 1973 Act, the 
appropriate to enable the article to be brought within procedures of the Antique Plate Committee of the 
the law and then returned to the owner. A London court Goldsmiths’ Company and the historical background 

brought by the Metropolitan Police in 1986 led to out of which the present system of control has evolved.

on

case
a London craftsman finally admitting to making* is extremely useful. Sadly, such an understanding is not 
briw ivn 20-25 pieces of flatware from scrap silver and widespread and so, with the approval of the Goldsmiths'
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Company, this brief account now sets out to correct 
certain misconceptions currently being circulated and 
to enable anyone - collector, dealer, auctioneer or 
member of the general public-to benefit from the 
protection that the present system offers.

return to the sterling standard (92.5%) after twelve years 
of the so-called Britannia standard (95.8%), also 
instituted a duty of 6d. per oz on silver. Consequently, 
in order to avoid paying this excise duty on silver, which 
was calculated on the weight of the article and was a 
tax collected by the Assay Office at the time when the 
silver was being hallmarked, the unscrupulous craftsmen 
would cut the marks from a small, insignificant item 
and solder them into the new, heavy, important article. 
In that way, he would pay only a tiny amount of duty 
on the small item, from which he would then cleverly 
transpose the marks into his latest massive piece, and 
so the heavy piece would never be sent to the Assay 
Office. These grand ‘Duty-Dodgers’ (as they are usually 
called) were frequently so well made that detection is 
rarely easy. One of the earliest is now preserved in the 
collection of the Goldsmiths’ Company (plates 2-3) and 
was perpetrated by a prominent London goldsmith, 
Joseph Ward (free in 1689), who belonged to the group 
actively campaigning against the work of ‘aliens or 
foreigners’ (i.e. Huguenots) from 1697-1711. He was 
appointed to the Court of the Goldsmiths’ Company 
in 1714 but evidently remained a troublesome character 
because in 1722 the Court banned him from future 
meetings and, although the ban was later lifted and his 
public apology accepted, he resigned from the Court 
in January, 1726.

At the time when he executed his first ‘Duty-Dodger’ 
in 1719, Joseph Ward is said to have been the Assistant 
Assaycr at Goldsmiths’ Hall and would have known 
that, under the Statute of 1719, the new excise duty was 
to be introduced on 1st June, 1720. He apparently 
devised his plan while the date-letter, D, was still in 
operation (29th May 1719 - 29th May 1720). He was 
at that moment in the process of making a silver set 
(teapot and chocolate-pot, both on stands, and a kettle 
on a lamp-stand) for William Ilbcrt, of Bowringslcigh, 
Devon, who had in 1719 married Catherine, the 
daughter of Jonathan Elford, of Bickham, Devon. 
Realising that he would not get the whole set finished 
in time, he appears to have submitted an extra small 
stand along with the teapot, the chocolate-pot, and their 
two accompanying stands, and so all five pieces would 
have been hallmarked before 1st June 1720. After their 
return from the Assay Office, he was able to cut up the 
third stand and skilfully incorporate the hallmarked 
section into the base of the kettle so that the only 
recognisable difference was that the marks do not appear 
near the rim (to the right of the handle) - as on both 
the teapot and the chocolate-pot of this set. However, 
such a detail was unlikely to be noticed by anyone, least 
of all by his Devon patrons, William and Catherine 
Ilbcrt, and so he had successfully avoided paying the 
new tax on the heavy kettle.

This method of collecting the excise duty, indeed, 
proved a failure and was dropped under the Statute of 
1757. However, the illegal practice of ii.disposing 
hallmarks was later adopted by modern fakers, who 
wished to produce 'antique plate’. An interesting 
example, now preserved by the Goldsmiths' ('ompany, 
is a silver ewer (plates 4-5), with elaborate > o-style

The Antique Plate Committee, a body of seven experts 
set up by the Wardens in 1939, now comprises eight 
members. They arc unpaid and examine, free of charge, 
any pieces brought before the Committee. Its services 
are available through the Goldsmiths’ Company on 
request but always its business is solely to determine 
whether or not an article of gold or silver contravenes 
the Hallmarking Act of 1973 (and its subsequent 
amendments). The detection of these contraventions of 
the law is largely a matter of expert knowledge but the 
members arc also assisted by the results of scientific tests 
carried out on the suspect articles at the request of the 
Committee and without charge to the public. During 
the last sixteen years (since 1973) the number of items 
submitted each year has been gradually decreas
ing - perhaps an indication of a higher level of expertise 
and general knowledge among all those concerned - but, 
even so, only about a quarter of those examined have 
been found to comply with the law. Because antique 
silver sold in the United Kingdom must comply with 
the law, a working knowledge of the Act will provide 
the buyer with a degree of protection. However, for an 
answer to each individual problem, the Act itself has 
to be consulted but, in the wider context, certain 
generalisations arc possible.

Under the present Hallmarking Act of 1973, it is an 
offence to sell or describe an unhallmarkcd article as 
being wholly or partly made of gold, silver or platinum. 
The buyer is, therefore, given legal protection but there 
are certain exceptions, including “antique plate’’ (i.e. 
wares made before 1900) that have not been assayed 
and hallmarked. For a variety of historical reasons, 
many unmarked (or incompletely marked) articles made 
in this country in the centuries prior to 1900 do still exist. 
Such unmarked pieces of plate may (or may not) be old 
and genuine; similarly, they may (or may not) be in 
their original and unaltered state. Today, it will make 
no legal difference. They do not contravene the 1973 
Act, provided they have not been altered since 1900 and 
the silver purity is above 80%.

Fortunately, the converse is true. “Antique plate’’ that 
was fully hallmarked at the time of its making is 
protected under the law because it is a most serious 
offence to remove, alter or deface any mark struck on 
an article except in accordance with the written consent 
of an Assay Office. Most recently, a London court case 
concluded that a spurious maker’s mark had, indeed, 
been added within the last four years to the genuine set 
of London hallmarks on an early 18th Century 
silver bowl and, therefore, that the offenders should be 
fined. More historically interesting are the eases of 
transposed marks (i.c. removed from one article and 
transferred to smother), some of which date from the 
time when Parliament approved the Statute of 1719 
(6 George I, c. 11). This Statute, which allowed the
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3. Detail of the base of the kettle (plate 2), with the four
transposed marks.

2. A set byjoseph Ward, London, 1719; the kettle is the earliest known ‘Duty-Dodger’, bearing an illegally transposed set 
of hallmarks.

4. Modern silver fake: a ewer purporting to have been made 
in London in 1765 by Thomas Parr II.

5. Detail of the transposed hallmarks on the ewer (plate 4).



ornament on the body and a handle incorporating a 
‘nco-classical’-stylc female figure. It bears a set of 
genuine London hallmarks for 1765 and the mark of 
Thomas Parr II, who was first recorded at Goldsmiths’ 
Hall in 1733 when he was made ‘free by patrimony’ 
and was last mentioned in 1773 when his term as 
Warden ended. The transposed marks have been 
incorporated into the ‘cartouche’ below the rim and the 
joins disguised by the subtle use of chased ornament.

Many of these fakes with transposed marks arc made 
of silver of the correct legal standard but their sale is 
none the less illegal because the marks have been 
transposed. Sometimes, these sets of marks have 
obviously been cut from the stem of a spoon and 
incorporated into the foot-rim of a cup, tureen or similar 
piece of spurious ‘antique plate’, as in the ease of the 
pseudo-‘neo-classical’ salt-cellar (at Goldsmiths’ Hall) 
with transposed London hallmarks for 1800. Many 
similarly modest items of silver plate fall under suspicion 
and arc brought before the Antique Plate Committee 
for consideration.

The equally serious offence of offering for sale or selling 
an article bearing forged or counterfeit marks has led 
over the years to numerous pieces of ‘antique plate’ 
being submitted for examination at Goldsmiths’ Hall. 
There arc three main techniques used by the forger: 
firstly, the making of false punches; secondly, the 
making of a casting from the hallmarks on a genuine 
article; and thirdly, the use of the electrotyping process 
by which the entire object, including the genuine 
hallmarks, arc reproduced in silver.

6. Modem addition: silver coffee-pot of base-metal heavily silver 
plated (inside and out) purporting to bear London hallmarks 
for 1705.

Hallmarks produced by casting from the marks on a 
genuine object arc often less sharp, though there have 
been some recent exceptions. Occasionally, this type of' 
fake is executed in a base metal with a thin coating of 
silver, as in the case of a pair of beakers (preserved at 
Goldsmiths’ Hall) thought to bear the marks for London 
1804 but which a thorough examination readily revealed 
to be a modern deception. Plating of this type (plate 
6) is used to disguise alterations.

Sometimes, however, the entire object, especially if it 
is not large, will have been cast from a genuine original 
and, consequently, the marks will have been exactly 
reproduced but with a soft appearance. In contrast, the 
electrotype copy of an original tends to reproduce every 
detail most faithfully, as can been seen when comparing 
the Goldsmiths’ Company’s electrotype of the Mostyn 
salt of 1581 with the original that has been preserved 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum since 1886. This 
electrotype was made three years later by Elkington and 
Company and bears a full set of London hallmarks for 
1889-90 and the maker’s mark. However, the Assay 
Office failed to obliterate the original Elizabethan 
hallmarks (plates 7-8). Although the Elizabethan finial 
of the salt is now missing from the electrotype at 
Goldsmiths’ Hall, many other complete examples were 
made by Elkington and Company and, unless the late 
19th Century marks remain visible or the collector is able 
to delect the tell-tale signs of electrotyping, such 
reproductions can be deceptive.

The use of the so-called ‘China-hade’ and Colonial 
marks-some of which in the earl 19th Century, in

Probably the largest and most important seizure of false 
punches took place in 1899, when the investigations of 
the Goldsmiths’ Company led to a police search of 
Charles Twinam’s house in Holloway and the discovery 
of 95 false punches and a vast quantity of silver plate 
in various stages of manufacture; much of it was 
marked, counterfeit punches having been used. Charles 
Twinam was found guilty at his trial at the Old Bailey 
in 1899 and sentenced to five years’ penal servitude. 
However, it was recognised that Twinam had probably 
been carrying on this illicit trade for years and so the 
Goldsmiths’ Company produced an 8-page publication, 
Spurious Antique Plate, in which all the known pieces were 
listed including those seized from the premises of 
Reuben Lyon in 1898, together with exact line-drawings 
of their marks, so that dealers could check their stocks 
and the public could reassure themselves that none of 
their possessions were marked with the same fake 
punches. This important reference work is still regularly 
consulted because, even today, pieces of‘antique plate’ 
bearing some of the counterfeit marks produced by those 
95 forged punches found at Twinam’s house in 1899, 
arc still in circulation. Several examples arc well-known 
and were illustrated in Paul Johnson’s authoritative 
account, published in 1983, while a tankard with faked 
marks for 1774 and H.B. (for Hester Bateman) was 
included in the 1978 exhibition, Touching Gold and Silver, 
at Goldsmiths’ Hall (no. 211).
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an improper alteration, the article can be regularised 
without defacing the old marks and the Antique Plate 
Committee will, wherever possible, recommend that the 
alternative course of action be taken so that the original 
marks can remain legible. When the article can be 
restored to its original state by the simple removal of 
the unauthorised additions, the article may be speedily 
brought within the law without having recourse to 
defacing or obliterating the original marks, and so be 
quickly returned to the owner. There arc, for example, 
many such early tankards, which were converted by 
later owners into jugs by the simple addition of a spout; 
often the latter can be removed and, once restored to 
their original form, these articles usually require no 
further action.

Often a piece of ‘antique plate’ will have accidentally 
received some damage - perhaps the loss of a lid - and 
the repair or replacement must, according to the law, 
be sent to the Assay Office to be stamped with a small 
hallmark, thereby establishing the date of the new 
addition and that it is of the required standard of purity. 
However, such additions arc frequently not marked 
because to the collector the value of a restored article 
is considerably less. To sell such articles with unmarked 
repairs is an offence under the Hallmarking Act of 1973 
and so the law, once again, offers a valuable protection 
to the collector, who, if these additions and repairs have 
been skilfully executed and if he is unwary, might easily 
be tricked into purchasing the objects at a price greatly 
in excess of the true market value.

However, where the alterations are substantial (plates 
9-10) and the difficulties of returning the article to its 
original state would prove too great, the Wardens may 
decide that the marks will have to be removed. If the 
object is then assayed and found to be not lower than 
the minimum required standard, it will be hallmarked 
as a modern production. If, however, it is below the 
minimum standard (92.5%) and above the 80% purity 
level, it can still be sold as ‘silver’ in a wholly unmarked 
state - provided none of the alterations were made after 
1900.

8. Detail of the original Elizabethan hallmarks on the electrotype 
of Mostyn salt (plate 7).

particular, closely imitated London hallmarks - was held 
in the past to be deceptive but, today, they are more 
generally understood and recognised. Indeed, among 
the specialist literature, there is now a comprehensive 
range of publications dealing with this large category 
of silver plate. Consequently, the Antique Plate 
Committee would rarely advise that these marks should 
be struck through and the object (if the required 
standard of purity is met) re-struck with current 
hallmarks as if it was of modern manufacture. This 
category of ‘antique plate’ is now collected in its own 
right and, unless the marks arc found to be particularly 
unusual and cunningly deceptive, there is rarely any 
problem. The current practice at Goldsmiths’ Hall is 
to apply a small identifying number on to the article 
for future reference.

The erstwhile tankard (preserved at Goldsmiths’ Hall) 
bearing the London hallmarks for 1739 and the maker’s 
mark, R.B. (for Richard Baylcy, free 1706, Prime 
Warden 1751) is an excellent example of irreversible 
alterations to character. It has been converted into an 
openwork container (with a blue-glass liner) by cutting 
away much of the base and body and by adding a later 
rim with a hinged basket-handle. The object no longer 
looks in the least like a tankard and certainly could not 
be returned to its original stale.

The Richard Bayley 1739 tankard/basket also serves to 
illustrate another aspect of the present system of control 
that is not widely understood. The 1739 tankard/basket 
would appear to have had major changes to its surface 
decoration but, today, this fact would not be commented 
upon by the Antique Plate Committee if it was 
submitted to Goldsmiths’ Hall for examination.

Finally, hallmarked articles of ‘antique plate’ can be 
fouii - contravene the Hallmarking Act of 1973 if they 
haw oen altered or added to, without the written 
con of an Assay Office. Sometimes in the case of
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considers that it has the authority, under the 1973 Act, 
to express an opinion. Hence, it docs not review, for 
example, those innumerable plain early 18th Century 
pieces of tableware, which have changed their value as 
‘antiques’ because they have added engraved armorial 
bearings or dedicatory inscriptions or, equally common, 
added embossed floral ornament in the Victorian 
fashion. Similarly, those plain tankards of the late 17th 
Century, to which engraved chinoiscric ornament has been 
deceptively added in recent times to enhance their value 
as ‘collectors’ items, are not investigated by the Antique 
Plate Committee. These matters, however, do come 
within the Trade Descriptions Act.

In conclusion, the Antique Plate Committee of the 
Goldsmiths’ Company does not have control of the sale 
of antique silver made in the United Kingdom. It is a 
consultative - not a policing - body and if objects 
suspected of contravening the Hallmarking Act of 1973 
are not referred to the Committee, their sale within the 
United Kingdom is not its responsibility. However, 
within the existing limitations, the Committee docs take 
steps to bring about the appropriate investigation and 
thereby maintain the historic traditions of the quality 
of hallmarked English silver. Nevertheless, the strictly 
defined functions of the Committee do not include 
offering advice on the authenticity of all the claims made 
for an article - only those within jurisdiction of the 
Hallmarking Act of 1973.
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9-10. Two views of a 1739 silver tankard with irreversible 
alterations to character; the additions, being unauthorised 
by an Assay Office, bear no hallmarks and arc, therefore, 
contravening the Hallmarking Act of 1973.

Changes to the surface decoration - chasing, gilding, 
embossing, engraving, stippling, etc. - on any piece of 
hallmarked ‘antique plate’ is not a matter on which the 
Antique Plate Committee of the Goldsmiths’ Company

1-2 (1983), pp.

40


