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Leonard Rohrer’s Menasha Pottery 
1869 – 1873 

 
Stoneware pots, jugs, butter churns and jars with a distinctive cobalt decoration are found in the 
Appleton area in relative abundance. They have been attributed to the Bachelder Pottery in Menasha or 
sometime to as “Appleton Valley stoneware” meaning pottery made by a pottery located somewhere in 
central Wisconsin not yet identified. The manufacturer of this stoneware was Leonard Rohrer Pottery in 
Menasha. They made salt-glazed stoneware from about 1869 until 1873 in Menasha. Rohrer purchased 
the land, buildings and kilns formerly owned by Carlton and Cleveland Bachelder which had been idle 
since about 1866. The Rohrer factory closed in early 1873 when the pottery buildings were destroyed by 
fire. 

Property records show that Leonard Rohrer and John Glaser bought the former Bachelder pottery 
property together in March 1868.1 The stoneware factory had been closed since 1866 when the 
Bachelder brothers became wholesale stoneware dealers.2 It was located on lots 7 and 8 in block 5 on 
Water Street on the canal that branches off the Fox River. In June 1869 Rohrer took full ownership of 
the pottery when he bought out Glazer’s half of the property together with some other lots across the 
canal in Neenah for $1,300 (Figure 2).  By 1870 Rohrer had hired potters and acquired the clay and other 
necessary supplies and was producing high quality salt glazed stoneware.  

The 1870 Menasha census lists Leonard Rohrer’s occupation as “Owns pottery” living with his wife 
Rosina and their five children. He had real property valued at $2,000 and personal assets of $300.3  

Seven people reported an occupation of “potter” in the 1870 census for the City of Menasha. 
Presumably, all worked in the Rohrer pottery since there were no other potteries known to be operating 
in Menasha at the time.  There may have been other workers at the pottery who cannot be identified 
because the Census lists generic occupations like “laborer” without identifying where they worked. 

Name Occupation Age Birthplace 
Ben Rivers Pottery Baker 48 Lower Canada (former employee of C. Hermann)  
Frank Smith Potter  47 Hesse Darmstadt (near Frankfurt) 
James H Baker Potter 28 Kentucky 
Joseph Neumeyer Potter 56 Austria 
Frank Hahn Potter 58 Austria 
John Hahn Potter 19 Austria 
Wenzel Hahn Potter (also in school) 13 Austria 
Note: Wenzel Hahn is noted as "also in school" in the census. Wenzel and his older brother Anton later started another pottery in 
Menasha. Boys were often used for unskilled labor jobs in potteries, so it's curious that the census listed him as a "potter" rather 
than “labor” or “potter trainee”. 
 
The 1860 census reported that Bachelder’s pottery used water as a power source but there is nothing 
visible on the Birdseye view of the Rohrer pottery in 1870 to indicate that Rohrer did so as well. In fact, 
water in the canal moves so slowly now it is unclear how the Bachelder’s could have used is as a power 
source. The canal gave them convenient access to a water route to the Great Lakes via the Fox River to 
Green Bay, so clay and other supplies could be delivered directly to the factory. There was also a railroad 
depot directly across the canal. 



  
 

Updated 3/9/2022 Copyright MadeFromClay.org. Do not reproduce without permission. Page 2 
Author: Peter Maas 

 
The 1870 Birdseye View of Menasha shows a sketch of the pottery buildings. At least two chimneys are 
visible with smoke rising from them. The 1872 plat map shows lot 7 with the footprints of the pottery 
buildings labeled as “POTTERY” (Figure 4). 
 
Rohrer advertised in the 1871 MT Platts State Business Directory along with five other Wisconsin 
potteries (Figure 5). This suggests that they attempted to sell to markets throughout the state. 

Although Rohrer apparently did not sign his wares, his stoneware has a distinctive and consistent cobalt 
decoration. Consumers in the Appleton Valley region where most of his products were sold could easily 
recognize the distinctive decorations so apparently Leonard felt that a stamp was not necessary (Figure 
13). He probably made other forms like milk pans, bowls, small jugs, jars and other items which were 
typically not decorated but did not mark them, so they are difficult to identify. 

E.C. Merrill was a prominent merchant in Depere. Rohrer made custom stamped stoneware for E.C. 
Merrill, who did business as “E.C. Merrill & Co.” only from 1868 to 1872. (Figure 6 & 7) Edwin Merrill 
came to Wisconsin in 1855 from Lancaster NY. He did business as a merchant initially under the name of 
“Merrill & Co.” In 1868 when he sold a one-third interest in his firm to H.I. Wheeler, renaming it “E.C. 
Merrill & Co.”. In 1872 he sold his business to Jackson & Sons. 6 

In February 1873, the pottery was destroyed by a fire that was started with an incendiary. Later that 
year Rohrer sold the property. (Figure 8) 

Rohrer originally came to Menasha in 1857 at the age of 26 from Sankt Gallen Switzerland, located 50 
miles east of Zurich. Leonard married Rosina Geiger in Winnebago County in 1862. They would 
eventually have seven children.9 His obituary states that in the early 1860’s until 1882 Leonard was 
involved with John Schneider in the manufacture of sash, doors and blinds. In 1882 Leonard separated 
from Schneider and moved his family to Clintonville where he lived the rest of his life.3 He died May 3, 
1900 at the age of 70 in his home in Clintonville, Wisconsin. (Figures 9 & 10) 
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Figure 1 Jar made by Leonard Rohrer 1870-1873. Rohrer salt-glazed two-gallon jar with ear handles and typical 
Rohrer slip-trailed and brushed cobalt decoration. The rim has a groove for string for tying a cloth cover which is 
not typical for Rohrer stoneware. Most Rohrer jars and crocks have an oversized round rim. 
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Figure 2 Identifying Rohrer Pottery 

 

Figure 3 1870 Birdseye View of Menasha, Wisconsin (from the Wisconsin Historical Society) showing the Rohrer 
Pottery across the street from the canal. Two kilns were active at the time of this lithograph. 
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Figure 4 1872 Plat Map of Menasha. This excerpt from an 1872 plat map shows lot 7 with the pottery building 
labeled "POTTERY". Map published by H.B. Stranahan, Philadelphia. 

 

 

Figure 5 1871 MT Platts State Business Directory Advertisement. Rohrer advertised in the State Business Directory 
along with five other Wisconsin potteries. 
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Figure 6 At left is a Rohrer two-gallon Merchant Jug with a salt-glazed exterior with brown glaze inside and handle 
and cobalt flower decoration. It is stamped “E.C. MERRILL & CO DEALERS IN STONE-WARE DEPERE, WIS”. At right is 
detail of the stamp, this one is from a different piece with cobalt wash over the stamp. Stamped pieces are rare - 
known forms include crocks, jugs and butter churns. Merrill probably purchased an assortment of types and sizes 
of Rohrer pottery to resell in his store. 

 

 
Figure 7 Report of the Fire That Destroyed Rohrer’s Pottery. On February 10, 1873, the pottery, which had been 
idle for several weeks, was destroyed by fire. Arson was suspected. 
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Figure 8 Rohrer Bibliography 
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Figure 9 Five Gallon Rohrer Butter Churn - salt-glazed with ear handles and brown interior glaze. It has 
the typical Rohrer cobalt flower decoration.  
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Figure 10  Rohrer pottery decorated with anything other than the standard flower are rare. 

 

 
1 Winnebago County Register of Deeds – various deed from the City of Menasha. 
2 Randall, Geo. A.- Illustrated Atlas of Winnebago County, Wisconsin 1889.  
3 Merrill – Early Merchant p51-52 this article was found by Steve King.  
4 The Daily Northwestern (Oshkosh) May 3 1900. Obituary of Leonard Rohrer age 70 when he died in Clintonville, 
Wis. 
5 The Wisconsin State Journal Feb. 14, 1873. 
6 Standard History of Waupaca County, Wisconsin edited by John M. Ware 1917. 
7 Findagrave.com 
 
 


