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Sheboygan - Edwin Mies Pottery 1875-1893 
The final pottery to be examined is the strictly utilitarian stoneware factory of Theodore Mies. Mies, 
born in 1851, was the eldest son of an immigrant Prussian shoemaker. He was long associated with 
pottery manufacture in Sheboygan, but as a late entry into the trade during its final decline, he was 
compelled to improvise throughout twenty years of shifting partners and locations. 

Whereas Langenberg and Gunther trained in the Old World according to strictly traditional methods, 
Mies was forced to substitute machine production in an effort to trim labor and other costs. His career 
lasted as long as Gunther's but was not nearly so stable or profitable. 

Mies first appears in the record in 1870 as a sixteen-year-old apprentice in Theodore Gunther's factory. 
His training was presumably in wheel thrown production methods, and when he left Gunther in 1875 to 
establish a small pottery on Thirteenth Street with a Mr. Walters, he engaged in the production of 
common red earthenware. 

The business was small in 1880 with but $1,500 invested compared with Gunther's $7,000. Mies hired 
two laborers to assist during the ten-month annual season, paying $1 for a ten-hour workday. The value 
of materials stood at only $200, reflecting the use of common brick clay, and production totaled just 
$1,350 compared with Gunther's $7,500. 

In April 1881, the firm became Diedrich, Mies & 
Co. with the trade name Northwestern 
Stoneware Manufactory. Advertisements 
describe its production as jars, jugs, chums, milk 
pans, milk pitchers, and tomato jugs, turning out 
eight thousand gallons of ware per month, equal 
to the Gunther works. It is believed that these 
were wheel-thrown vessels, but no marked 
examples are known to exist. By 1885 yet 
another major change had occurred. 

Mies went into partnership with his father as 
Mies & Son, stoneware manufacturers, located 
on the east side of the Calumet plank road. The 
association was short-lived, for the business 
burned in a spectacular fire in May 1887. The 
building was entirely consumed, with losses 
estimated at $2,500, again suggesting a small-
scale operation. 

Mies established his fourth pottery venture a 
year later, this time with four investors who 
financed modern equipment and a new two-
story brick factory located on Saemann Avenue 
just west of Calumet Road. The plant employed 
fifteen men to operate the molding equipment, 

Figure 1 Salt glazed stoneware field jug stamped "? MIES / 
SHEBOYGAN WIS." 
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assisted by a thirty-horsepower steam engine. Advertisements noted production of jars, jugs, milk pans, 
flowerpots, and butter jars, all of which are believed to have been machine made. A liquid clay slurry 
was injected or "jiggered" into molds, usually made of plaster to quickly absorb excess water. After 
vessels dried sufficiently, they were removed from the mold, dried, glazed, and fired in a kiln. The 
product was uniform in size, predictable in quality, and without the "imperfections" found during the 
wheel-thrown era. 

The firm was incorporated in 1888 as the Sheboygan Pottery Company with a capital of $10,000. Its 
officers included investors Henry Muth (hardware, stoves, tinware), Gustav DeWilde (wine and liquor), 
August Heermann (groceries, flour, feed, saloon), and William Schaetzer (mason and contractor). This 
group provided investment capital while Theodore Mies contributed his expertise as general manager. 
Just two years later, capital investment doubled to $20,000. Another personnel shuffle occurred, and 
officers DeWilde, Heermann, and Schaetzer departed as Fred Muth arrived (he was also bookkeeper for 
Henry Muth’s hardware business). In addition, John Prigge of Howards Grove replaced Mies as manager. 
Mies continued to work at the factory, but the economic situation became hopeless. A factory inspector 
toured the plant in 1893, ordering that a guard be installed on the steam engine's flywheel but later 
noting. The firm has since gone out of business." Mies continued to reside on Calumet Road but listed 
his occupation as "laborer" after 1893. It is believed that he died shortly after the turn of the century. 

Thus ended Sheboygan’s pottery industry, not with a bang but with a rustling of paperwork and a shuffle 
of corporate officers. What began as a time-honored craft ended in a dusty, bankrupt factory no longer 
able to compete in a modem industrial world. Nevertheless, the legacy of beautiful, finely crafted 
functional ceramics left behind by Sheboygan County’s nineteenth century potters documents the 
evolution of a significant industry in late nineteenth century Wisconsin as well as its impact on related 
agricultural practices and the people of the area. 

 

Figure 2 Molded stoneware butter tub with molded script incising that reads “Sheboygan Pottery Co. / Sheboygan / Wis.” With 
Albany Slip glaze inside and out. 


