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History of the Baraboo Pottery 
Baraboo, Wisconsin 

 

A pottery operated in Baraboo from 1851 to 1857 by Philip Pointon.  Two earthenware pieces that 
initiated our research, a molded tobacco jar and a wheel turned cream pot with strong attributions in 
the collection of the Sauk County Historical Society, were the catalysts for investigating the story of an 
English family coming to America in search of a better way of life. They wanted to escape the dismal 
working conditions in the pottery factories of Staffordshire. 

        

 

 

Figure 1  Molded earthenware Tobacco jar with original cover, with a manganese Rockingham-style glaze over a tan lead 
glaze. This piece was fired twice in a saggar - first bisque-fired with no glaze, then glazed and fired again. Bisque-fired 
fragments from an identical jar were found in the waster dump along with broken saggars.  The Baraboo Pottery and the 
Langenberg Pottery in Franklin are the only two Wisconsin potteries we know of that double-fired pottery and used saggars. 
The process was expensive, so it was used rarely and only for smaller, special pieces like this jar. A paper note written in pencil 
is affixed to the bottom of the jar that reads: “This jar was made by Philip Pointon in Spring 1853 in Baraboo Wis in a Potery 
that Was on the corner Second ave and West St.  It was given by Mr And Mrs  G. B.Gibbons who has lived in Baraboo 56 years. 
(illegible) 1896. “ Donated to the Sauk County Historical Society in 1906 by Mrs. Gibbons, a Pointon daughter. 
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Philip Pointon was born on October 
1, 1808, in Shelton, Staffordshire, to 
Philip and Sarah (Challoner) Pointon.  
In later life, the elder Philip was an 
“earthenware merchant” in 
Smithfield, Belfast, Ireland.1 The 
younger Philip is recorded in a family 
Bible of Maud Moore Pointon, a 
granddaughter, as gaining his pottery 
making skills in the Staffordshire 
area. Prior to his immigration to the 
United States, he held the position of 
“Supt. of the Meakin Potteries in 
Hanley.”2  In 1828, he married Ann 
Joynson and they were to have seven 
surviving children, Philip (1831), Julia 
Ann (1832), Mary Ann (1836), 
Frances (1839), Mair (1843), Emily 
(1846), and Samuel (1849.) 

The working conditions at the 
potteries were horrendous at this 
time in England.  A number of 
potteries had closed contributing to 
excess labor.  Employers took 
liberties with workers by docking pay 
unfairly and in many cases making 
them use their earnings for company 
housing and to buy supplies at 

company stores.  There is an excellent British television series “Surviving a Victorian Factory”. In 
response, a group of English potters formed the Potters Joint-Stock Emigration Society and hundreds of 
the members came to Wisconsin to farm in the 1845 - 1850 time period.  The motivation to form this 
organization was well intentioned and involved pottery workers contributing a small part of their pay on 
a regular basis to a common fund used to purchase 50,000 acres on the Fox River west of Portage, 
Wisconsin.  Workers and their families were then entered in a lottery for the chance to move to 
Wisconsin and provided a tract of land of 20 acres or more.  The reader is directed to two articles in The 
Wisconsin Magazine of History3 and Wisconsin Magazine of History Archives.4 

The Pointon family was part of this movement. Philip had paid into the fund for several years and 
elected to bring his family to Wisconsin.  And so, in 1850, Philip, Ann, and their seven children boarded 
the Guy Mannering, a sailing ship, and made the trip from Liverpool to New York City, arriving on April 
8th, 1850.   

An account of their travels was recorded in the same family Bible in an undated newspaper article.  The 
article was written to herald the sixtieth wedding anniversary of Mary Ann Pointon’s marriage to George 
Gibbons on March 29, 1852, so the article is presumably from 1912: 

Figure 2 Wheel thrown cream pot in the collection of the Baraboo Historical 
Society.  This pot is similar in glaze and decoration to Whitewater, Wisconsin 
pottery by George Williams. The scroll/flower motif is identical to pieces 
attributed to Whitewater shown below left.  However, the pot exhibits 
pronounced turning marks and a less bold decoration and it is likely that the 
decorator worked at both potteries.  Pottery workers commonly moved from 
firm to firm to improve their pay and working conditions. Many similar pots of 
this form and decoration were found in the Pointon waster dump dig in 2020-
21.13 Courtesy of the Sauk County Historical Society. 
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“The parents of Mrs. Gibbons (Mary Ann Pointon) came to Baraboo with their family in 
1850.   Sometime previous, Major Twiggs of Fort Winnebago had visited England and 
had succeeded in interesting them in America, offering as a special inducement the 
chance of securing a tract of government land in the vicinity of the fort.  After a 
wearisome voyage in a sailing vessel and a long trip across the country, Mr. and Mrs. 
Pointon and their children reached Fort Winnebago (author’s note: present day 
Portage.) They came from Milwaukee by team arriving at nightfall and Mrs. Gibbons 
recalls that the first thing that attracted her childish attention at the place was a board 
nailed upon one of the buildings at the fort bearing the words: Beware of Indians.  They 
spent the night at the fort and in the morning, finding that the land they had expected to 
enter could not be secured at once, Mr. Pointon decided to investigate the advantages of 
a settlement to the west called Baraboo of which he had heard enroute.  As the father 
and one of the sons were making ready for the sixteen mile walk to Baraboo the next 
morning, Mary the twelve year old daughter who afterwards became Mrs. Gibbons, 
begged to be allowed to accompany them.  They told her that it would be impossible for 
her to cross the great swamp lying between but she insisted and finally the father said, 
‘Well, you may come.’  The three set out and encountered rough roads and many places 
where no trail was visible but at last arrived at the home of the Jastrows, early pioneers 
of the valley.  The visitors were made welcome and after spending several days looking 
about had decided to return for the remainder of the family when they were surprised 
one evening to see the mother driving in with the children and the belongings they had 
brought from England.”5 

 

Figure 3  An engraving showing Fort Winnebago in the 1830’s. The US Army abandoned the fort in 1845 and the 
Potters Emigration Society subsequently occupied the area as their site to manage the land for occupation by the 
potter immigrants.6 

This same article sheds some light on the early days of the Pointon’s in Baraboo as it continues: 
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“The home of the Pointon’s had been at the Staffordshire Potteries near Liverpool.  Here 
they had owned a home and other property and had engaged in making pottery.  With 
the expectation of following the same occupation in Wisconsin they investigated and 
found clay suitable for their purpose for a period of two years they worked in a brick-
yard on the Cochran farm.  At the end of that time a building was erected by Mr. Pointon 
on the spot where the J. Luder home now stands and with clay brought from the Secker 
yard the making of jugs and jars was begun.  The pottery prospered.  At one time it 
required two teams to deliver the output and jugs and jars were sent all about the 
surrounding country.  An endeavor was made to manufacture white ware, the clay 
having been found on the Griswold farm two miles west of Baraboo. The owner and the 
would-be purchaser failing to come to terms his project failed though the making of 
brown ware continued until the death of Mr. Pointon.   Mrs. Gibbons recalls an Indian 
who hung about the pottery was once presented with a jug.  Mr. Pointon, being familiar 
with the failing of the red men, gave it to him with the remark, ‘This is not for rum, not 
for whiskey, but for molasses.’ “7 

However, this account belies the difficult decision the Pointon’s had to make regarding the Emigration 
Society tract of land they visited before ultimately setting in Baraboo.  By the time they arrived in 1850, 
the best land along the Fox river and closest to the Society stores had been taken.  The family in their 
journey west through Wisconsin encountered discontented Society members returning to England.  The 
Major Twiggs cited above was Thomas Twig, a Society manager sent to Wisconsin to administer the 
colony there.  He was under tremendous ridicule by then by disgruntled settlers who were failing 
farmers.  Blame was on both sides.  Potters were not necessarily good farmers.  Some chose to hunt and 
fish and not attend to their land.  Some of the tracts of land were rocky, less fertile, and generally not fit 
for agriculture.  The Society embellished claims of success in their promotional material.  For the 
Pointons, the lands available to them were simply too far from the river and the Society supply stores. 

In a letter the Pointons sent to the Staffordshire Advertizer, Stoke-on-Trent, published on June 29, 1850, 
they made a blistering critique of the Emigration Society calling it a complete “take in” (fraud.)8  While 
their letter evoked a stern rebuttal from William Evans, an agent for the Emigration Society,9 it was 
typical of the immigrants’ reactions that spelled the end of the Potters Emigration Society shortly 
thereafter. 

So in a twist of fate, the Pointon family ended up pursuing the potting trade they knew best, with a 
ready market in Baraboo. This letter from Philip and Anne to relatives back in England appeared in the 
Staffordshire Advertiser, June 29, 1850, and shows some of the motivation for the Pointon family 
coming to Baraboo and the reception they received.  The Baraboo people were friendly and helpful and 
the Pointons acquired a lot near the river and built a 24’ X 16’ home.  Register of Deeds records show 
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that Pointon, did not waste any time after his arrival, purchasing lots 7 & 8, Block 32 in Baraboo on May 
22, 1850 from R.H. Davis for $50.   

 

Figure 4  Baraboo residents encouraged the Pointon's to start a pottery, bringing clay samples and offering to 
invest in the venture.10 

 

Pointon bricks were actually used in the courthouse as it was actually started in 1855 and not from 
advertisements in the Sauk City Standard in 1851, it appears that Pointon had partnered with a man 
named Buckley in a brickmaking business.  It is unclear whether this brick was made on the “Cochran” 
farm as described in the family account, or on the land parcel on Second Avenue and West Street in 
Baraboo.  However, it is reasonable to assume that it would have taken better part of a year to build a 
kiln, forming and drying structures on this new site. 

This early brick making venture, whether on the pottery site or the Cochran” farm produced bricks used 
“in many notable buildings including the 1855 county courthouse, the D.K.Noyes home, and the old 
Congressional Church. (Pointon used local clay obtained at ‘Gillson’s slough’ located three miles west of 
the city near the intersection of Highway 136 and Cornfield Road.”11  (In researching this history, we 
must question whether bricks were furnished until 1857, a period of time when the Pointon’s were 
focused on their pottery making.  Perhaps their original brickyard with new ownership supplied the 
material.)   

 

 

Figure 5 Sauk County Standard advertisement for bricks 
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By late 1851, Pointon was running advertisements in the Sauk County Standard for jugs and jars, without 
Buckley mentioned, and this short testimonial appeared in the same paper on December 4, 1851:                                                                                  

The advertisement in Figure 10 ran several times well into 1855, later with “Baraboo” shown rather than 
“Adams”.  The Pointon family anecdotal history mentions that “the Pointon’s built three factories in 
Baraboo but undoubtedly this refers to upgrades and expansions on the one site.” 

Figure 6  Location of the pottery Lots 7 & 8, Block 32, Corner 
of Second Avenue and West Street. 

Figure 8  Noyes Mansion may have been constructed of 
Pointon bricks. 

Figure 7  Location of Gilson’s Slough, the Baraboo Pottery 
source of clay. 
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Figure 10  Wisconsin Daily Journal, June 12, 1854.  This was likely an expansion. 

 

At some point, probably at the outset, Philip Jr. the oldest son, was also engaged in these businesses.  
His initial training likely started in the Staffordshire area but his real experience was gained in a primary 
role in Baraboo. 

It is possible that other members of the 
family worked at the pottery as several of the 
children were old enough to work based 
upon the practices of the time.  Brief 
mention is also made in the “History of Sauk 
County” of a James Turner, an English 
immigrant, who “became identified with the 
firm of Pointon & Brown in the pottery 
business.  By trade he was a mason.”12  It is 
possible he was just an investor, or he might 
have been employed in building and 
expanding the kiln at the pottery. 

It is interesting to note that even at the 
outset the Pointon’s were marketing their 

Figure 11  An advertisement appeared in the September 22, 1855 
Baraboo Republic that announced a scaling up of the business. 

Figure 9  Advertisements placed in the Sauk County 
Standard as the pottery gained momentum. 
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ware at a significant 75% discount.  By nature, 
pottery making was typically a slim profit venture 
and efficiencies and productivity were 
paramount.  They may have achieved cost 
efficiencies via improvements they made from 
the processes gleaned from their Staffordshire 
experience or in fact they made some significant 
innovations.  The reference to the 75% discount 
must be a comparison to the higher cost 
imported English ware of similar quality and 
perhaps ware produced in the eastern United 
States that would also carry the high cost of 
transportation. 

Pointon was making jugs, dishes, stove coolers, 
garden pots, etc. most of which were turned on a 
wheel, but it also becomes clear in later 

newspaper ads and news accounts that the business was proficient in molding ware.  The efficiencies 
they achieved were likely in several areas:  local procurement of clay, clay that required less 
preparation, grinding of the clay, and molding.  Sherds recovered from the Baraboo Pottery waster 
dump13 showed the all straight-sided crocks up to five-gallon capacity were made in molds, a practice 
unheard of in American Pottery production in the 1850’s. 

While their travel to America was paid for from funds of the Potter’s Emigration Society, The Pointon’s 
were a family of some means as they were able to establish themselves rapidly upon their arrival in 
Baraboo.  But there are early signs that the investment was straining resources as a parade of partners 
in the pottery occurred as the business expanded. 

This advertisement announcing the “New Arrangement” also indicates the addition of Thomas Brown, 
son-in-law who married Julia Ann Pointon, as a partner and also R.H. Davis, the prior owner of the land.  
The addition of Davis, in particular, may indicate that the continued scaling of the business required a 
cash infusion from investors.  Even more confirmation of this cash need was revealed in the land records 
again.  Only a few days before this announcement, Philip Jr., sold lots 7 & 8 to Ezra T. Card for $1000 and 
presumably leased back the land.   

By May of 1856, Ezra T. Card is listed as a proprietor along with the Pointon’s and Thomas Brown has 
taken a lesser role or has left the business.  The 1850 census lists Thomas Brown’s occupation as 
“carpenter” so his services might very well have served the business in the construction and expansion., 

  

Figure 12  Advertisement in the Sauk County Democrat, July 24, 
1856. 
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The most complete description of the pottery at this time is this rare account of the “Baraboo Pottery”: 

Several comments on this revealing report: 

- The multi-story stages of production typical of post-industrial revolution English factories. 
- The cast iron clay grinder said to be only the second one in Wisconsin, the other in Milwaukee 

(probably the Charles Hermann factory.) 
- The sizeable investment which the reporter estimated to be $8,000 but perhaps more. 
- And finally, the mention of “Rockingham wares” which the Pointon’s would have had much 

experience producing in England and also being produced in the United States, primarily by two 
Bennington, Vermont firms, Norton & Company and Lyman Fenton & Company. 

The Pointon factory produced a limited amount of “Rockingham” ware.  We confirmed this ware was 
sponge, applied brown over yellow.13 To our knowledge, other than some turned examples from 
Whitewater, no other Wisconsin potter was producing Rockingham style ware and the Pointon’s were 
molding it!   The Pointon’s were competing with imported and American made Rockingham-style ware. 
Rockingham pottery was already popular by 1851. Rockingham glazed vessels were produced by many 
North American manufacturers, including firms in Canada, the East Liverpool Ohio, Illinois, Kentucky and 
in Trenton and Jersey City starting in the 1840’s. The Staffordshire potteries exported large quantities of 
Rockingham to the U.S. Pointon and most other makers of earthenware Rockingham ware did not mark 
their products. This could explain the dearth of extant Pointon ware today.  Some may be hiding under 
our noses, mistakenly identified as another maker’s “Rockingham-style” pottery over the years.  One can 

Figure 13  Sauk County Democrat, May 15, 1856. 
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only wonder how much Pointon produced pottery in Baraboo and the surrounding area may have been 
discarded or passed down and dispersed and now is believed to be of Bennington or English in origin.  
Potters often bought molds from other manufacturers, and it is possible the Pointon’s purchased molds 
from these other manufacturers making accurate identification even more difficult. 

              

 

 Figure 14   Comparison of the Pointon Tobacco Jar (at left) with ware with a similar jar made by a different, unknown 
maker (at right).  The Baraboo Pottery made bowls and tobacco jars. 
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Figure 15  This partially reconstructed Rockingham-style bowl was found in the Pointon Waster Dump.13 

 

While previously the cited newspaper account does not mention specifically a piece of equipment that 
facilitated economies of scale in molding his pottery, Philip Pointon was issued a patent for such a 
device, Patent No. 18,298 on September 29, 1857. 
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Figure 16 Pointon Patent number 18,298 for a press for making molded pottery. 

 

Sadly, Philip Pointon, the father, did not live to see the patent issued as he died of unknown causes on 
March 20, 1857.  It cannot be derived from the patent whether it was father or son who was granted the 
patent, but suffice it to say that both men probably possessed the know-how.  In any event, our dig of 
the site in 2020 and 2021 (more later) found plenty of evidence of mass production molding of straight 
sided crocks owing to their cylindrical shape.  With an “assembly line” approach, they added pre-made 
ear handles, applied rims and bases.  It must also be noted that the Pointon’s attempted to minimize the 
thickness of the side walls of the crocks, much thinner than their wheel turned ovoid cream pots, 
churns, and jugs clearly compromising strength and durability.  This may explain why so little Pointon 
ware has survived. 

We have the benefit of knowing the Pointon’s Baraboo recipes for the clay mixtures used in both the 
vessel bodies as well as the glazes.  This is owed to a fortuitous discovery by Jacqueline Beaudry and 
Jeanne-Pierre Dion of Canada who are credited later in this article for writing a book on the Philip (Jr.) 
Pointon.  In researching his later career, they discovered a recipe book written by Philip Pointon in a 
cache of records from the Bennet Pottery in Baltimore, Maryland.  Below is a transcription of his 
Baraboo glaze recipes with the author’s comments in brackets where the original is unclear or where 
definitions help clarify the recipes.14 
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Baraboo 
Glazes and Bodies used in Wisconsin 

Ware made from Gilson Slough clay.  The best clay is on Windy bailey’s farm.  The last clay we used from 
the Gilson slough was out of a piece of land we bought near the bridge.   

The clay was up into jars, jugs, large pots, milk pans, pitchers, spittoons (sic)… [et al?] glazed on the clay 
and finished on one burning.  The pots and jugs were marked with a figure to designate gallons each 
article contained and a flower or scroll of various devices underneath the figure.  The above mentioned 
marks were painted on with a brush or piece of sponge cut in a pointed and proper form.  The ware was 
then dipped care being taken the ware was not perfectly dry as when dry it cracked.  The ware must be 
dipped hard green then allowed to dry and afterwards burnt. 

Marking color 
2 manganese 
1 Gilsons Slough Clay 
 
Yellow Glaze for dipping on clay ware 
16 ½ lbs pure dry white lead 
4    “  sandstone from Maxwell bluff (near the Manchester Mile 
12  “ Pottery yard clay or loam [40% sand, 40% silt, 20 % clay] 
2 ½  “ sal soda  [sodium carbonate] 
 
Rockingham Glaze 
18 lbs white lead 
4   “ sandstone from Maxwell Bluff 
12 “ Pottery yard clay 
3  “ manganese 
3  “ sal soda [sodium carbonate] 

 

A copy of the original recipe is shown in Figure 25. 

Copies of pages from the recipe book these documents are in the Research Library of the Maryland 
Historical Society in Baltimore and the original book is stored at the Archive Center of the National 
Museum of American History at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C.  Pointon’s recipe book 
also contains his recipes from his time in other potteries, East Trenton Pottery, Dominion Factory of 
Quebec, St. John’s China-ware Factory, and Edwin Bennet’s Pottery in Baltimore.  All of these stints were 
subsequent to his initial efforts with his father in Baraboo, Wisconsin. 

Sometime after the May 27, 1856 advertisement showing “Philip Pointon Sen., Philip, jr., and E. T. Card, 
Proprietors” and before May, 1857 the tenure of the Pointon’s as Baraboo potters came to an end.  
Either illness or the death of Philip, sr. in March of 1857 seems to have precipitated the sale of the 
pottery to Ezra T. Card and another gentleman by the name of Martin.  Disaster struck again very soon 
after.  On Sunday November 8, 1857, the pottery was destroyed by fire, a very common risk to potteries 
of the time.  Two short accounts of this cataclysm have been found: 



                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Last updated 4/1/2022 Copyright MadeFromClay.org. Do not reproduce without permission. Page 14 
Author: Henry Hecker and Peter Maas 

 

Figure 17  Madison State Daily Journal November 14, 1857. 

 

 

Figure 18  The Baraboo Republic, November 12, 1857. 

 

There is no evidence that the pottery was rebuilt and it appears that Martin and Card took the insurance 
settlement.  No other records have been found to date that explain Philip, senior’s cause of death, the 
cause of the fire, or any evidence that the pottery was restored to a going concern. 

Baraboo was just the first stop in North America for Philip (Jr.) career journey. According to research 
done by a Pointon descendant, Philip junior, left Baraboo in May, 1857.15   This suggests that the pottery 
was sold by the Pointon’s prior to May as the son certainly would have been involved in the sale.  Philip 
moved to New Brunswick to work at the potteries there.  He was involved in making fine statuary and 
china.  Later he moved back to the United States and worked on the east coast for a time.  However, in 
1879, he was made manager of the St. Johns Stone Chinaware Company in New Brunswick.  In fact, 
Philip gained renown in the pottery industry in Canada, but like many artists, not until well after his 
death in 1881 of bilious fever.”  A remarkable book (in French) chronicles his post-Baraboo career and 
illustrates many of his later wares: 
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“PHILIP POINTON (1831-1881), MASTER POTIER IN BARABOO, CAPE ROUGE, TRENTON, BALTIMORE, 
SAINT-JEAN16 

Today two pieces of well attributed Baraboo Pointon Rockingham ware reside in the Baraboo Historical 
Society collection. Based upon the short but productive period of operation in Baraboo, there are 
probably more surviving examples of Pointon ware in other collections and personal possessions waiting 
to be discovered. (One additional jug has been discovered since the dig of the waster dump. See Figure 
19 below.)  

The site of the pottery today on the corner of Second Avenue and West Street is occupied by two early 
20th century homes.  In the fall of 2020, the authors received permission to probe the private yards that 
were part of the former pottery site.  In short order, scattered pottery sherds were located within one 
foot of the surface in one of the residential yards.  Probing identified one possible area with a 
concentration of sherds.  Over the course of several digs that concluded in October of 2021, this one 
discard pit, approximately 4’ X 6’ X 8 feet deep, was completely excavated.  It revealed a breadth of 
Pointon ware forms:  jugs, crocks, jars, churns, bowls, pitchers, bottles, chimney pipes as well as fire 
bricks and kiln furniture, spacers, saggers, and stands.  Over seventy 5-gallon buckets and bags of sherds 
were removed and await further evaluation and possible reconstruction.  While no marked pieces were 
found, numerous vividly decorated examples of wares came to light displaying the significant skill of the 
potters.  Production molded crocks with applied rims and handles were found exhibiting mixed glaze 
colors on some of the same pieces.  This discovery showed that the Pointon molding apparatus, later 
patented, was indeed operational.  A large number of broken Rockingham glazed porridge bowls of 
various stackable sizes were also found. A detailed description of the findings is described in the Pointon 
Waster Dig article on this website.13 

                                                      

 

Figure 19 This intact jug resides in a private collection and was previously attributed to Whitewater.  However, numerous sherds 
found at the Pointon site exhibit the exact same spout/handle form and high gloss yellow glaze.  Conclusion:  Pointon!  
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Figure 20  A variety of forms and glazes were unearthed perfectly matching the ware forms, yellow glazes, Rockingham glazes, 
and decorations described by the younger Pointon in his recipe notes.  Simply remarkable! 

   

Figure 21  Molded Crocks, the walls are more uniform when compared to turned pieces. Rims and ear handles were applied after 
the molding of the crock cylinders.  Some handles had a red or yellow glaze that was a different color than the cylinder bodies 
creating a color contrast not seen on other American ware as far as we have seen. 
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Figure 22  George Williams brought the fern decoration from Mount Morris to Whitewater when he bought into the Fremont 
Street, Whitewater pottery in 1845. The authors believe that a potter from the Fremont Street Pottery who painted the 
decoration on the Whitewater jar (left) moved to Baraboo in 1851 and also decorated the cream pot (right). This decoration 
became the standard decoration used on most Pointon Pottery, based on the many similarly decorated pieces found in the 
waster dump. 

Anyone reading this history that believes they have Pointon pieces or Rockingham type pottery found in 
the Baraboo region is encouraged to contact this website for discussion.  It is hoped that this article will 
increase awareness of this very short-lived, but progressive pottery factory in 1850’s Wisconsin.   



                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Last updated 4/1/2022 Copyright MadeFromClay.org. Do not reproduce without permission. Page 18 
Author: Henry Hecker and Peter Maas 

 

Figure 23  Actual Baraboo recipe notes from Philip Pointon that are archived at the Smithsonian Institution. 
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