
 

 

Baraboo Pottery  
Waster Dump Excavation 

 

The objective of this project was to learn more about the pottery produced there. There are 
two intact pieces of pottery in the Historical Society collection with strong provenance 
indicating they were made in the Pointon factory in Baraboo. Earthenware producers usually 
did not mark their wares, so even if other examples of Pointon pottery survived, they would be 
difficult to attribute to the Pointon Pottery. Any sherds recovered from the site could help 
identify any other extant Pointon Pottery and could further validate the attribution of the two 
pieces in the Historical Society collection. 

Between 1868 and 1878 Philip Pointon Jr. wrote a one-page description of the products made 
in Baraboo in the 1850s in a ledger describing bodies and glazes he used during his potting 
career up to that point. He described the products made in Baraboo as “jars, jugs, large pots, 
milk pans, pitchers, spittoons, etc.”  He wrote that the pots and jars were marked with a 
capacity above a flower or scroll painted with a “brush or piece of sponge cut in a pointed and 
proper form.” Philip described two lead glazes formulations – one for Rockingham wares which 
had some manganese mixed into it and another for other types of pottery. Pottery was dipped 
in lead glaze and “finished at one burning” He stated that they got clay from two locations at 
Gilson’s Slough which is located three miles west of Baraboo. The “best clay” came from Windy 
Bailey’s Farm and the “last clay” they used came from a piece of land that they owned near the 
bridge.  

We know that the Pointon’s made molded pottery. Philip Pointon was granted a patent for a 
mold press in 1857 and the tobacco jar in the Historical Society collection is molded. 
Rockingham pottery is often made in molds in non-cylindrical forms such as teapots and sided 
pitchers. An 1856 newspaper article called their products “equal to any of the Rockingham 
manufacturers’ which supplies Liverpool wares…”. 

The pottery site sat on what is now two city lots at the northeast corner of West and 2nd Streets 
in Baraboo. Both lots have houses, garages, and concrete slabs so the searchable area was 
limited. Probing revealed debris in the top 12-inch layer throughout much of the small yard 
located at the northeast corner of the pottery site. Digging revealed small pottery sherds in this 
layer. Two spots probed deeper. One turned out to be a post-1900 privy. The sherd layer 
continued directly over it, indicating that the layer was deposited after the privy was 
abandoned. The second spot was a rectangular hole measuring 8’x5’x6’ deep that was used as a 
Pointon waster dump. It contained thousands of sherds. A “waster” was a potter’s term for a 
discarded piece of pottery that was broken or of substandard quality. 

The dump was probably used for a relatively short period of time because more sherds would 
be expected from a pottery factory of this size. Other waster dumps may exist elsewhere on the 
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site or sherds may have been hauled away. In any case, this dump provided a great deal of 
information about the wares that the Pointon’s produced and their methods of manufacture. 
Items found in the pit include butter pots, cream pots, butter churns, milk pans, 6” and 9” 
diameter Rockingham bowls, mixing bowls, bottles, jars, a cruet, lids, stove coolers, a tobacco 
jar, saggars, kiln furniture, spacers and kiln bricks. Philip Pointon’s notebook also mentions 
spittoons and pitchers but no fragments of these were found. Ads also mentions “dishes” which 
presumably refer to kitchenware like bowls. 

The sherds in the pit match the description written by Philip Pointon but there were also many 
surprises and interesting discoveries in the dump. Taken as a whole, the sherds in the dump 
make it straightforward to determine if any newly discovered piece of pottery was made 
Pointon Pottery product or not. The following figures are some of the more interesting finds. 

 

 
Figure 1 Most of the pieces two gallons to five gallons in capacity were decorated with manganese with an easily 
recognizable motif - the gallon capacity centered above a fern with one or more flowers a “scroll” below – exactly as 
described by Philip Pointon. The Pointon decorations resemble those on pottery made at the Depot Pottery in Whitewater. 
Presumably, a Pointon potter moved to Whitewater when the Baraboo Pottery closed and continued to use the fern motif 
there and it eventually became a standard flower for that pottery. While the decorations are similar between these potteries 
the differences are pronounced enough to determine which pottery made a given piece despite similar decorations. 
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Figure 2 One of the most surprising discoveries was the fact that the Pointon’s made the straight-sided two-gallon and larger 
pots in molds. This is extremely unusual for any 1850s potteries. The molded pots have no turn marks and have applied rims 
(see Figure 3). Most sherds have evidence of clay added to fill and reinforce the inside corners (see Figure 8) and have odd 
scratches and other vertical marks on the inside. We do not know if they were made in a press mold, were made by pouring 
liquid clay into plaster molds, or if the Pointon’s used some other method. All the straight-sided pottery in sizes up to 5 
gallons appears to be molded. An 1852 Pointon advertisement states that his wares cost “75 percent below the prices usually 
charged for such articles.” The Pointon’s brought some of the automation techniques from the large and highly evolved 
potteries at Stoke-On-Trent to Baraboo. Ovoid forms found in the pit including jugs, jars, cream pots, and churns were wheel-
thrown. 
 

Figure 3 The rims on most of the decorated pottery from the pit are similar in shape. On the straight-sided molded crocks 
they were made by attaching a separate piece of clay to a square rim, like the method used by early glass blowers to apply 
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lips to bottles. Many sherds were found with parts of the rims missing because they flaked off the body. Pointon rims differ 
distinctly from Whitewater pottery which have sharp edges formed with a tool.  
 

 
Figure 4 Fragments of a molded tobacco jar were found (on the left) that were made in the same mold as the tobacco jar in 
the Historical Society collection (on the right). The fragments were fired without a glaze (bisque fired). It would have been 
fired a second time after the application of the Rockingham glaze) in a saggar (see Figure 5). This double firing method gave 
the wares a richer and more lustrous appearance. Some American producers in Bennington, Vermont, and elsewhere used 
this method but most American Rockingham was fired once because it cost less to make them that way. Fragments of single-
fired bowls with a Rockingham-style decoration were found (see Figure 11).  
 
 

 
Figure 5 Fragments of saggars were found in the pit. The containers measure 10” tall by 12” in diameter and range from ¾” 
to 1 1/8” thick. They were wheel turned with straight sides and a bottom. They were made from a low grade of clay with 
impurities clearly visible. One or more smaller pieces of pottery were placed in each saggar and saggars were stacked up to 
ten high with the bottom of the saggar above covering the top of the one below. Saggars protected delicate or high-end 
items from ash and flames circulating around the kiln and regulated the temperature. Only smaller, special pieces like the 
tobacco jar in Figure 4 were made this way. The Baraboo Pottery is the only Wisconsin pottery that we know of that made 
pottery this way. 
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Figure 6 The colors of sherds in the pit vary from almost white to brown/black but cream to tan were the prevalent colors. All 
the sherds in this photo are earthenware with the same glaze inside and out except for the top left one which is an unglazed 
garden pot. The darker colors in the second row are made from pink or red clay and the others from cream-colored clay. The 
top right piece is made from a combination of red and cream clay that was not fully mixed, resulting in blotchy glaze colors. 
The Rockingham pieces in the bottom row have a brown or yellow glaze inside and out and manganese spattering on the 
inside. 
 

 
Figure 7 Bottom markings were found on a handful of pieces, but the vast majority are unmarked. Marks include scratched 
capacity, a scratched letter “J” (possibly a potter’s name?), the letter “P” (possibly Philip Jr. or Sr.), a manganese painted 
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character resembling the letter “P” and a separate “X” that appeared on two bottoms, and stamped 3/8” diameter 
crosshatch marks on several bottoms. The purpose of the marks and why they appear on so few pieces is not known. 

 
Figure 8 The clay used to make pottery ranged from red to cream. Both red and cream clays were actively being used at the 
same time and they were sometimes mixed in the same piece. The handles, rims, and corner amendments were sometimes 
made from a different color clay than the body of the vessel. Potters often extruded ropes of clay to use for handles and 
apparently, they didn’t bother to match the handle color with body color. The effect of clay color on glaze color is obvious on 
these fragments. 
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Figure 9 This cream pot or ovoid jug was made with partially mixed red- and cream-colored clays with a stunning effect. The 
color veins are visible along the broken edge. 
 
 

 
Figure 10 Many pieces had finger marks from dipping. By the 1850s Staffordshire potters were aware of the health risks from 
exposure to lead, especially for dippers. Glazes were made from powdered Lead mixed with water for glazes and pottery was 
dipped with bare hands. Phillip Pointon died in 1857 from undocumented causes but complications from lead poisoning 
certainly is one possibility. 
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Figure 15 Bottle fragments were found. This type of bottle was mostly used for “small beer” such as root beer, lemon beer, 
etc.). Both measure 3 ½” in diameter and stood an estimated 10” tall - about a quart capacity. The lead glaze on these 
earthenware fragments resembles a salt-glaze. Not enough pieces were found to determine if they were stamped with a 
bottler’s name or not. 

 
 

 
Figure 16 Kiln bricks were found that were partially melted and encrusted with slag.  
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Figure 17 A defect on many sherds was spalling or delamination. We initially suspected the cause to be repeated freezing 
and thawing, but many spalled pieces were also found below the frost line. Spalling can be caused during firing by moisture 
trapped in the clay that turns to steam during firing that blows out surface pieces. 
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Figure 18 Assorted jug lips. There is nothing distinctive about these. They are typical of the form commonly used by potters 
of the day. 
 
 

 
Figure 19 This probably was a 13” bowl decorated in Manganese with a wreath around the outside top rim. It has a rim on 
the interior for a cover. Just a few sherds from this piece were found in the pit. 
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Figure 20 At left is a mouth of a bottle or cruet with a pouring spout. The walls are thin, suggesting the piece was small in 
overall size. At right is a fragment of a two or three-gallon straight-sided and molded crock with a manganese decoration on 
the ear handle. No other spotted handles were found in the pit so this may have been a one-off or custom piece. 

 
Figure 21 Examples of pottery that was melted and misshapen by excessive heat in the kiln. Everything in the pit was 
discarded because it was broken or defective in some way. The piece on the left is a lid and on the right is a jar. 
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Figure 22 The cream pots and butter churns have up to four concentric grooves incised into the surface below the ear 
handles. Jugs and straight-sided potsherds had no lines. There were a number of spoiled and broken 3-gallon wheel turned 
cream pots that were probably lost in the same batch. Most were three-gallon capacity with a large, looping scroll and 
flower. 
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Figure 23 Hand-thrown mixing bowl with a simple round rim, approximatetly 11” diameter by 7” tall. 
 
 

 
Figure 24 At left are two covers. The top left one is 4” diameter and the similar one below it measures 6 ½” diameter. In the 
center is a 9 ½” diameter dome-style cover (top and bottom views of the same lid). At right is a 7 ½” diameter recessed cover. 
The advantage of this style is that they can be stacked with the covers in place. Domed -style covers were used for larger 
diamer pots. 
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Figure 25 The jar at left is an estimated 9” in diameter with a single shoulder groove. The center jar is about 5” in diameter. 
Both are wheel-turned. The jar with the dark brown glaze measures an estimated 3” at the rim. The diameter of the body of 
the jar could not be determined. Jars like these were popular and made in many sizes. The smaller ones were not decorated. 
 
 

 
Figure 26 At left – an unglazed flowerpot with round rim, about 9” diameter (unknown height). At right – an unglazed 
flowerpot with a 1” wide flat rim and 11 ½” diameter (unknown height). There were relatively few unglazed garden pots in 
the pit. 
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Figure 27  Unglazed stacking ring 3 1/2" diameter with three hand-formed feet on the top and bottom rim. These were put 
between stacked crocks and jugs for heat circulation and to keep pieces from sticking together. 

 

 
Figure 28  A large number of unglazed spacers were found. The hand-formed pieces were placed on the rims between pieces 
to allow heat to reach the insides of stacked crocks. The sherd on the upper right was found with a spacer fused to a rim. On 
the lower right are several broken stacking rings of various diameters. 
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Figure 29  A vessel of unknown form, possibly a jar or bowl with a foot or pedestal base. It is wheel-turned with the same 
lead glaze inside and out. The diameter of the base is about 6”. 
 

  
Figure 30 This cast-iron tool measures 7” long by 6” wide by 4” tall. It has a brass shaft with a hole for a cotter pin, 
suggesting that it was designed to be easily replace. While it’s purpose is unknow, one possibility is that it was part of the 
cast iron pug mill used to mix clay. The Baraboo Pottery was one of only two Wisconsin Potteries that used a state-of-the-art 
horse driven pug cast iron mill to grind clay. The other being in Milwaukee. 
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Figure 31 Some of the sherds from day one of the dig laid out on the grass. 
 
 

 
Figure 32 Sherds were stacked in some parts of the pit. 
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Figure 33  Sherds washed, presorted and bagged. After the dig is complete we hope that at least some pieces can be 
reassembled and restored. 

  


