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Luzerne Ransom – Merchant or Pottery Owner 
 

Stoneware with Lucerne Ransom’s name stamped on them and a Maxfield-style cobalt flower 
decoration. This led to speculation that he owned the Milwaukee Stoneware Factory in the early 1850’s, 
which is certainly possible, but it is also possible that he simply ordered some pottery with his name on 
it to resell. The Maxfield’s did this for other merchants. No evidence has been found yet to prove either 
hypothesis. If he was an owner, it would most likely have been between Baker and Maxfield around 
1853. 

Ransom was a pioneer resident of Milwaukee and was a carpenter/builder by trade. He was born in New 
York. He arrived in Spring of 1837.1 By 1850 he and his wife Laura and seven children were living about a 
block from the Milwaukee Stoneware Factory on the west side of the river.2 

In January 1850 Ransom and a group of eight 
others left Milwaukee to join the California Gold 
Rush. Among them was 5th Ward Alderman and 
mason Richard Sweet who would later partner 
with Ransom in a construction business.  They 
travelled by ship to New York, then boarded a 
ship named the Milwaukee that took them 
around the southern tip of South America to 
California. They arrived in San Francisco on June 
25th.3 

 Ransom wrote a letter home on September 9th, 
1850 from the town of Milwaukie, Oregon. The 
letter was published in the Milwaukee Sentinel 
newspapers. It recounted his experiences in the 
three months since his arrival.  

 

 

My Dear Friend, 
Agreeably to my promise when I left you, I will send a few lines to you relative to 
California; we entered San Francisco on the 25th of June; and it is a beautiful bay, with 
its islands and I may safely say, it's thousands of sail craft, of all descriptions. The town 
itself is a dirty, disagreeable, drunken, gambling hole. No person can form any idea of 
the extent of the drinking, and especially the gambling unless he sees it. Some of the 
rooms are 80 by 50 feet fitted up in the most costly style, with all kinds of games going 
on, tended by men, women, and boys, some not more than 10 years old dealing Monte 
and other games I never saw before, gold watches and chains, worth hundreds, and 
some of the owners rich enough no doubt to reduce all of Mitchell's bills without sending 
elsewhere for specie. 

Figure 1 The Milwaukee Sentinel reported about Ransom and 
a group of eight others journey to California. 
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Everything to sustain life is very high. Board is from $12 to $30 per week.- Meals from $1 
to $2 each; lodging the same, with as many vermin thrown in as you want. Carpenters 
wages are from $6 to $10 a day; but work is getting scarce or Carpenters too plenty, and 
it is with all Mechanics and Workingmen, and God help the poor who will have to winter 
here. According to the accounts of men of veracity, they suffered beyond description last 
winter, and it is thought that it will be worse next; for there are now thousands in the 
mines and in every part of California, who do not know where… Plumber and myself 
worked together a spell at San Francisco - I made $10 per day. We came across a man, 
belonging to this place, at San Francisco, and bargained to come here and help to build a 
Steamboat and sawmills. We are getting seven dollars per day and board and they 
furnish us lodgings at the soft side of a plank. Treadway, Arnold, Jacks, Plummer, and 
myself are together. We sailed on the 2nd of August, and entered the noble Columbia on 
the 13th. It is a beautiful stream; probably the third in North America. We sailed up to 
Astoria, lay there one day; then sailed up the river 100 miles, then entered Willamette; 
stopped at Portland, 12 miles up one day, and the next ran up to Milwaukee [now 
spelled Milwaukie], six miles further; the bark drawing ten feet of water. Six miles above 
Milwaukee, is Oregon City, at the Falls of the Willamette.  

The climate at this place is very fine, and it is healthy. It is a very fine country. You will 
scarcely believe when I tell you that there are trees here twenty-two feet in diameter and 
three hundred high. But it is true. There are plenty of trees 300 feet high. We cut one for 
the keel of the boat, 200 ft long, 2 feet 3 inches at the butt. Trees of 3 ft butt germ often 
300 feet high. They then seem to stop running up and begin to increase in bulk. Timber 
here is principally pine, hemlock, cedar and hard pine, with some oak and ash. If you or 
someone that has a few hundred dollars to spare will send a plank and Planking 
Machine, also some circular saws,… out to get the next meal of victuals. It is astonishing 
how men will write such letters to their friends. Mr. Whertes did.- Those who came in 
company with him are amazed at it. I say to you that what I wrote true and to the best 
of my knowledge; what I see and hear, there is not more than one out of every three 
who will go home as well off as they were when they left. Perhaps you will say you don't 
believe this, when there is so much gold dug out of the earth; but you must remember 
that nearly twice as much Gold was taken out last year as will be this, and the Miners 
have to pay from one to two dollars per pound for everything they eat. One half do no 
more than clear their way, while hundreds are taken sick and left to die like dogs. I am 
acquainted with men that have laid without even a drink or food and no one would come 
near them. One man may strike a good vein, and get his two or three ounces per day, 
and all around him not get two dollars. So it is like a ticket in a Lottery, with the work of 
the hardest kind, thermometer up to one hundred and thirty, and sleeping on the ground 
at night. If I should write you the murders that take place, you would not believe me. I 
have found Arnold, Plummer, Kilham, Lemmur, Cormick young Moody.- They have been 
to the mines and are contented to work at something else.  Jack's, Rooney, and Knight 
with the rest of our company, went out of mines with the expectation of Treadway and 
myself, but they soon came back again. Arnold… here, I will pay the freight, set them 
running and go equal partners. I think they would make money as fast as they could 
count it; as there is nothing of the kind here.  
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A few lines from you or your friend would be acceptable. Any man with a family, who 
can get a living at home, had better stay there and enjoy the smiles of wife and the 
prattle of his children, and if anyone asks him to go to California tell him California be 
cursed, and more in my next.  
Yours, &c., 
LUCERNE RANSOM 

 

No record was found documenting how long Ransom stayed in Oregon. It seems he came back to 
Milwaukee in the early 1850’s. Ransom and his four companions who were in Oregon are not listed in 
the 1851/52 Milwaukee City Directory so they presumably Ransom returned to Milwaukee after its 

 
Figure 2 Evolution of the Maxfield flower. The churn at left is typical of early Wisconsin Stoneware Factory pieces, at center is 
stamped Baker jug and at right is a stamped Maxfield churn. The Maxfield flower is more compact overall, with a more 
downward sloping flowerhead and less space in the curved leaf in the upper right part of the flower. All decorated Ransom 
examples have the Maxfield flower like the one on the right. 

publication date. Ransom is listed in the 1854 City Directory. No Milwaukee City Directory was published 
for 1853. 

About 1853 or 1854 is probably when Ransom got involved with pottery. Whether he bought the 
business from Oscar Baker or just ordered stoneware with his name from the Maxfield brothers to resell 
is unknown. All decorated pottery pieces with his name have the Maxfield flower so if he bought the 
business, he also hired William Gunther and probably Weimar Remy to replace Thomas Williams. In 
1853 the Maxfield brothers bought the pottery, as evidenced by a butter churn with an 1853 date on it.4 
Ransom had no experience with the pottery business and had no ties to merchants that we could find, 
so it is more likely that he had some pottery with his name on it to resell. Bartering was a common 
practice, so it is possible he was paid in pottery for building services. He may have had his eighteen-year-
old son George peddle stoneware in the country from a wagon. Whatever Ransom’s involvement in the 
pottery business was, it short lived because starting in 1854 he was engaged in lighthouse construction.  



 

Last updated 11/2/2022 Copyright MadeFromClay.org. Do not reproduce without permission. Page 4 
Author: Peter Maas 

 

Figure 3 Comparison of stamps on O.Baker, L. Ransom, and J. B. & A. Maxfield provides a possible clue supporting the time 
frame Luzerne Ransom was involved in the stoneware factory.  Some Baker jugs have an italicized 1 5/8” "MILWAUKEE” stamp 
shown above.  Most are stamped MILWAUKEE, WIS and some with “Milwaukee” are known.  All Ransom pieces known by the 
authors show a 7/8” italicized stamp.  The late Don Mericle documented a J.B. & A. Maxfield cream pot with the identical 7/8” 
italicized “MILWAUKEE” stamp used on Ransom pieces.  This is atypical of most all Maxfield stoneware which bears a variety of 
stamps.  In all of these pieces, the company name and city name are separate stamps.  While not absolutely conclusive, the use 
of the italicized capital letter stamp on Ransom pieces frames the date of involvement to post Baker (because of flower 
decoration difference) and before or during the J.B. & A. ownership of the Maxfield stint with the factory.  Regarding Ransom’s 
stamp including the “& Co.,” that question remains to be answered. 



 

Last updated 11/2/2022 Copyright MadeFromClay.org. Do not reproduce without permission. Page 5 
Author: Peter Maas 

In 1854, Ransom and Sweet were awarded a contract to build the North Point lighthouse in Milwaukee. 
During the 1850’s Ransom and Sweet were awarded several other lighthouses contract. This work 
probably kept him out of Milwaukee in 1854 and later 1850’s. Here are some of them. 

Rock Harbor Lighthouse, Michigan- 1854 
Eagle River Lighthouse, Michigan 1854 (took a year to complete) 
La Point Lighthouse, Wisconsin - 1854 
Michigan Island Lighthouse – 1855 
Point Betsie Lighthouse, Michigan 18585 

 

Ransom continued living and working in Milwaukee until he passed away on November 16, 1887, in 
Milwaukee. 

 

Figure 4 Stoneware with the Ransom stamp are found both decorated and undecorated. The stamps read "L. RANSOM & CO. / 
MILWAUKEE". The flower decoration is the standard Maxfield flower. 
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Village of Milwaukie, Ransom Township, Luzerne County, Pennsylvania.6 

 

Figure 5 This plat map is of Ransom Township, formerly part of in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, which includes the town of 
Milwaukie. It is now part of Lackawanna County Pennsylvania. Luzerne Ransom is an extremely unusual name, so this is just a 
bizarre but apparently unrelated coincidence. 
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1 Pioneer History of Milwaukee by J. S. Buck 1847 
2 Milwaukee City Directory 1851/2, Parsons & Van Slyck 
3 Milwaukee Sentinel Jan. 29, 1850 
4 www. Madefromclay.org Milwaukee Stoneware Factory 
5 https://www.lighthousefriends.com 
6 Ransom, Milwaukie. From Luzerne County 1873, Pennsylvania Published by A. Pomeroy & Company in 1873 


