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Contacts:
Chris Marvell is the Newsletter editor. Please let him have your contributions for future Newsletters, comments, suggestions, letters
for publication, criticisms etc. If you want, Gina Kelland is still happy to receive material for the Newsletter: she will be assisting
Chris with her advice and proofreading. If you are sending published articles please either get Copyright clearance yourself or
enclose the details of the publisher so Chris can ask for permission. You can contact Chris by an email to editor@belleek.org.uk
Chris and Bev Marvell publish and distribute the Newsletter. Chris has set up a database which forms the Group’s “digital” archive,
keeping a record of relevant publications and photographs (including photos etc. gathered at meetings and not published in the
Newsletter). Some or all of this information will be available on the Internet as our website develops - working with Simon
Whitlock, we intend to publish all the back issues of the Newsletter and all of the research done by our Group members on our
website. If you have questions about the publication and distribution of the Newsletter, contact Chris or Bev by email at
publisher@belleek.org.uk.
The Group’s Chairman is Eddie Murphy, email chairman@belleek.org.uk
Our Treasurer is Brian Russell, contact him by email at treasurer@belleek.org.uk
The position of Group Administrator is vacant at present so email to administrator@belleek.org.uk will come through to Chris
Marvell who will pass it on to the most appropriate person.
Our website is administered by Simon Whitlock and can be found at http://www.belleek.org.uk/. To contact Simon, the
Webmaster, send email to webmaster@belleek.org.uk.
There is a separate email address to make contact with researchers within the group. This is research@belleek.org.uk. For
information on the annual raffle or to buy tickets, contact Linda Murphy at raffle@belleek.org.uk.
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Forthcoming Events
14th and 15th March 2009

Our 60th Meeting. Kent, hosted by Joanna Urbanek.

23rd – 26th April 2009

Belleek Convention in Park Ridge, New Jersey, USA.

25th and 26th July 2009

20th Anniversary Meeting, Coventry, hosted by Pat, Paul and Patrick Tubb

12th and 13th Sept. 2009

Special Meeting: Knockninny, Northern Ireland with N.I. Group
arranged by Tracy and Paddy McKee

17th and 18th October 2009 Autumn Meeting. Bristol, hosted by Maureen and Robin Wootton

Newsletter Deadlines
Summer 2009:

Deadline for articles and other material is 12th June.

Cover Picture… The only known example of a Lace pattern kettle.
This publication is made on behalf of the UK Belleek Collectors’ Group. It is dedicated to improving our knowledge and appreciation of Belleek, the
Ware and the Pottery. It is not for profit and intended for the members of the Group and those with like interests. We try to acknowledge and obtain
permission for any material or images used. If however you feel that material has been used which breaches your copyright and this causes you a
problem, please get in touch with the editor at editor@belleek.org.uk and the item will be removed.

Page 2

UK Belleek Collectors’ Group Newsletter 30/1 March 2009

UK Belleek Collectors’ Group Newsletter 30/1 March 2009
From the Editor……………………………………………. page 4
News from Belleek Pottery…………………………………... page 5
News from the World of Ceramics……………………………. Page 6
News from Group Members………………………………….. page 11
The Autumn Meeting in Blackpool.……..…………..…...…… page 12
The 2008 Christmas Party…………………………………… page 20
Belleek Black Mark Tea Ware – Part 8…..…………………... page 22
- Tony Fox

Monograms………………………………………………… page 35
- Margaret Montgomery

Who Went?.................................................................................... page 38
- Paul Tubb

Unusual Tridacna Plates…………………………………… page 42
- Paul and Elaine Ewings

Gothic Candlesticks Revisited……………….………………. page 44
- Bev Marvell

David McBirney – Belleek’s enigmatic Financier………….….. page 46
- Brian Russell and Chris Marvell

Swann Revived…………………………………………….. page 71
- Pat and Paul Tubb

Ebay Auction Report- some exceptional Items of Belleek.……… page 72
And Finally…..……………………………………….…… page 77
From the BBC’s Antiques Roadshow

Page 3

UK Belleek Collectors’ Group Newsletter 30/1 March 2009

From the Editor…
Unless you are a hermit living in a cave, completely cut off from the outside world, you will not have been able
to avoid all the doom-laden financial news that now seems to be engulfing us. If you are such a hermit, then I
suppose it’s pretty doubtful that you will be a Belleek collector, and equally doubtful that you will be reading
this Newsletter! There is no doubt that the marketing men at the modern day Belleek Pottery in no way
resemble the said hermit but are extremely well up on the World market conditions and as such know exactly
what is going on. This being the case, the news we have heard from the Pottery, that this year marks the relaunch of the most expensive item that the Pottery has ever produced, is surprising, but very welcome. I am of
course referring to the limited edition “Prisoner of Love”, the largest figure that the Pottery ever produced,
originally sculpted in 1846 by Giovanni Fontana (1818-1874), an Italian artist from Carrara who spent his later
life working in London, often exhibiting at the Royal Academy. Belleek Pottery have announced that twentyfive of these magnificent parian statues will be made, selling at the price of £15,000. The rarity and beauty of
these items surely justifies the price tag but we’ll have to keep our fingers crossed, in the present economic
conditions, that the Pottery has judged this correctly. The Prisoner of Love was introduced during the first
period, and was shown at the 1872 Dublin Exhibition. Later examples have been made during other periods,
including the first green. As with most early Belleek production, it is not known exactly (or even inexactly!)
how many of them were made but one thing’s for sure, the 25 being made now will significantly add to the
World’s total population of these figures. The Pottery’s press release and a BBC report are shown on the facing
page.
To keep us up-to-date with progress on Armstrong’s diary: the project is proceeding very well with several
sections now complete, and all those working on the diaries have been sent an (as yet incomplete) version of the
transcribed text which represented our best efforts up to November last year. I continue to be amazed and
delighted by the time and effort that several of you are putting into this work. I think that when it is complete,
we will have created a distinguished work of reference for all researchers into Belleek. I am hoping, at the
present rate of deciphering, that we will have a complete draft version by the Summer, which we will then be
able to correct and refine. It is then up to the UK Group to decide what we do with all this information – there
will be over 2000 deciphered diary pages! …maybe we can discuss this at this year’s Group AGM.
In this issue of the Newsletter, we have bags more excellent research by our UK Group members: Margaret
Montgomery tackles the subject of monograms – those intricately entangled letters that we sometimes see on
fine pieces of Belleek. Paul and Elaine Ewings discuss an interesting variant on the Tridacna pattern. We have
more from Pat and Paul Tubb on E.W. Swann and other workers who went to Belleek. Bev Marvell revisits the
Belleek Gothic Candlesticks in the light of comments she has received since the article in the previous issue.
Brian Russell has been in Ireland doing research into many things to do with Belleek – amongst these
researches, he has found information on possibly the hardest-to-pin-down of the three Belleek Pottery founders
– David McBirney, the man who came up with the money to finance the establishment of the Pottery. Chris
and Bev Marvell’s extensive trawling through Newspaper archives have also brought to light quite a bit of new
information here. McBirney is a highly important figure but little is known about him: we don’t even know
what he looks like as no-one to date has been able to find a photograph of him!
Continuing the series of articles, we have Tony Fox’s next tea ware instalment, which carries on the theme of
detailed discussion of the black mark teaware patterns. In this issue: Five O’Clock, Lace and Ring Handle
Ivory are considered. I believe that this series of articles represents the most thorough ever exposition on
Belleek teaware, it is certainly the best illustrated that has ever been done. As such, Tony Fox and his
enthusiastic co-worker Bev Marvell, should be warmly congratulated by all other keen collectors.
In the now pervasive atmosphere of economic gloom, Belleek Pottery is setting a brave example. The British
pottery industry has been further severely damaged with the financial collapse of the famous names of
Worcester, Spode and now even Wedgwood. Our enthusiasm however continues unabated and maybe there are
glimmers of hope for the future – the concluding article in the Newsletter is an example of this.

- Chris Marvell
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News from Belleek Pottery
£15,000 figurines go up for sale

Twenty-five of the figurines are on sale for £15,000

Belleek Pottery is bidding to defy the credit crunch as it launches the
most expensive product in its history.
The Prisoner of Love figurine was originally designed in the 1860s and it is thought only three or four
were ever made by the Fermanagh company.
After the moulds were rediscovered in the company archives last year, craftsmen have spent months
recreating the original piece.
Now 25 of the figurines have gone on sale for £15,000 each.
John Maguire, managing director of Belleek Pottery Group, said he was confident all would be sold.
"Times may be difficult economically, but in the world of fine art collecting and investment these
figurines represent a once-in-a lifetime opportunity," he said.
"Even before we decided on a price for the piece we were approached by a number of international
collectors expressing an interest in securing one of the 25 figurines.
"Now that they have gone officially on sale at £15,000 we are expecting business to be brisk."

The above from the BBC News (Website) dated 12th Jan 2009
Belleek Pottery has unveiled ‘The Prisoner of Love’ figurine as part of its Archive Collection for 2009 with a
limited edition of 25 figurines going on sale today.
This is the first time in over 140 years that the Prisoner of Love has been produced. Originally created in the
1860s as an exhibition piece to illustrate the artistry and craftsmanship of the Pottery, it is believed that only
three or four of the figurines were ever manufactured, one of which is on display in the Belleek Visitor Centre
Museum.
Early last year the original moulds for the figurine where discovered in the Pottery archives and after months of
painstaking work at the Fermanagh factory, tying to recreate the original piece using modern materials and
manufacturing techniques the decision was taken to re-introduce the Prisoner of Love as a limited edition for
2009 only.
Commenting on the launch of the figurine John Maguire, Managing Director, Belleek Pottery Group said that
despite the difficult economic climate, he was confident that each of the 25 Prisoner of Love figurines would be
sold.
For further details, please contact Patricia McCauley at the Belleek Visitor Centre, email:
visitorcentre@belleek.ie
We wish all our Collectors best wishes for 2009!
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News from the World of Ceramics
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Update: Waterford Wedgwood sold but 480 jobs remain in doubt
BARRY O'HALLORAN (Irish Times 27th February 2009)
A QUESTION mark hangs over the future of 480 Waterford Crystal manufacturing jobs, despite yesterday’s deal to sell its
parent to US firm KPS Capital.
Receiver David Carson, of Deloitte, agreed the sale of the company’s parent, Waterford Wedgwood, to KPS yesterday.
The deal is expected to go through next month. However, KPS has not agreed to buy the crystal manufacturing plant at
Kilbarry, Waterford, where production ceased late last month with the loss of 480 jobs.
The US firm has bought other elements of the business and will keep on sales and back office staff, as well as those
working in the visitors’ centre at the site. This will result in the rescue of up to 250 jobs in Waterford. There were 708
people working there at the time that the banks appointed Mr Carson on January 5th.
It is understood the US firm has suggested that the Government, trade union Unite, which represents the Waterford
workforce, and other local interests establish if the plant can be kept in operation. In that situation, KPS Capital would be
willing to buy crystal products from the manufacturing operation, once the prices compare with those made on continental
Europe.
KPS will own the Waterford Crystal name, giving it the right to license out manufacturing to contractors, and sell the
products under the brand. KPS has plans to develop the visitors’ centre at Kilbarry, which is a major tourist attraction in
the region. It has been suggested that it will seek some support from the Government for this.
Waterford Crystal’s manufacturing workers have been occupying the centre since production ceased at the plant last
month.
Yesterday, Unite Irish regional secretary Jimmy Kelly, a former Waterford worker, said the sit-in would continue until such
time as the union’s members got the best possible deal. The union’s statement indicated that should include maintaining
manufacturing at Waterford and a solution to the group’s pension deficit.
The pension fund had a shortfall of €111 million last October. If it were to become insolvent, workers who have paid into
it, but have yet to retire and benefit from the scheme, could lose out.
Minister for Tourism Martin Cullen, a TD for the constituency, said the Government would work to see if there was a way
of reviving manufacturing at the plant. “We will certainly look at any proposals,” he said.
KPS intends to restart manufacturing at the group’s British operations in Staffordshire, where Wedgwood and Royal
Doulton china are manufactured.
Waterford Wedgwood’s businesses include Waterford Crystal, Wedgwood and Royal Doulton china in Britain and
Rosenthal porcelain in Germany.
The group’s bankers placed it in receivership last month after it failed to meet repayments on its loans. Businessman Sir
Anthony O’Reilly, and his brother-in-law, Peter Goulandris, had invested €400 million in the group.

Latest News: Wedgwood family's sorrow at U.S. deal
Monday, March 02, 2009, 11:37 (Stoke Sentinel)

MEMBERS of the Wedgwood family say they are disappointed administrators have agreed to sell the Barlaston pottery
firm to a rival bidder.
Cousins Tom D and Tom R Wedgwood made an offer to buy the company three weeks ago, promising to retain its skilled
workforce in North Staffordshire if they were successful. But on Friday, administrator Deloitte announced it had agreed to
sell Wedgwood and other assets of the Waterford Wedgwood group to New York-based private equity firm KPS Capital
Partners.
In a statement, the Wedgwood cousins said: "We are very disappointed that our bid did not succeed."
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As well as this ongoing news story from Wedgwood, the company of Royal Worcester – Spode announced in
November last year that it would go into administration. At the present time (March 2009) the fate of these
famous names is still uncertain. There is also concern over the fate of the Spode Museum at the Company’s
Stoke site: an appeal for help to safeguard this wonderful collection follows the next news item. The
Museum of the Royal Worcester porcelain company has its own building and is owned and operated
independently by the Dyson Perrins Trust rather than by the Company. It remains open in the face of
uncertainty on the future of the rest of the Worcester site.
Published on 13 - January - 2009

Job losses mount at Royal
Worcester & Spode
Fifty more jobs have gone at Royal Worcester & Spode, which went into administration in November.

The administrator is still seeking a buyer for the iconic business
Administrator PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP said that it had reviewed the ongoing requirements of the business, and
that there would be 18 job losses inn Worcester, 14 in Stoke 14 and 18 in Lymedale.
The redundancies follow the collapse of efforts to put together a management buyout.
The administrator said that all other staff remaining at Royal Worcester & Spode had been briefed and that it was
working closely with them over the coming weeks. PricewaterhouseCoopers is still looking at all options for a disposal
of the UK and US business, along with its brands and intellectual property.
The most recent job cuts come on top of redundancies made at the time of the 258-year-old company's failure last
year.
The business continues to trade as normal through its shops in Worcester and Stoke and national retailers.

Appeal for Funds by the Friends of the Spode Museum
A number of events in 2008 have given the Friends cause for concern about the safety of the Spode
Museum’s collection:
•
•
•

Where the Museum’s roof had been left unrepaired, floods in August seriously damaged cabinets in which objects were
housed. The Museum has had to be cleared and valuable items are presently in temporary storage elsewhere in the Factory
The departure of Pam Woolliscroft, the curator, has meant a loss of day-to-day continuity of care for the collection and of
hands-on knowledge of it
Some of the copperplates owned by the Spode Museum Trust, including some important ones, were removed in error by
Spode in September and melted down as scrap
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•
•

Within the coming months, Spode is likely to be relocating altogether from the Church St. suite; it has requested the Trustees
to find temporary housing for the Collection
Royal Worcester Spode went into administration on November 6, 2008.

Working with the Staffordshire County Archive, the Staffordshire Museums Service, the West Midlands MLA and the
Potteries Museum and Art Gallery, the Trustees have found safe storage away from the Spode factory site for all of the
paper archive, all of the remaining copperplates and about half of the ceramics collection. The paper archive has already
been moved.
The cost of moving the remainder of the Museum’s collection (excluding the cost of ongoing storage) will be in the region
of 20-25,000 GBP, depending on how the move is done. It is thought to be unlikely that Spode will contribute to this, and
the Friend’s resources are only in the order of 8,000 GBP.
We are therefore urgently appealing for more funds. Any contribution, however small, will be gratefully received.
Please help save the Spode Museum Collection
UK members should send a check, made payable to Friends of the Spode Museum to: Mrs. Janis Rodwell, PO Box
14896, Solihull, B91 9NE. Overseas members can make a donation through PayPal by accessing the Friends’ website:
www.spodefriends.org.uk. Once on the site, click on “Contact Us” and then “Make a donation through PayPal.” Once
you have logged in to PayPal, click on the “Send Money” tab and use the following email address:
admin@spodefriends.org.uk in the “To” line.
Please help if you can.
http://www.transcollectorsclub.org/news/spode-appeal.html

Denby Pottery to make job cuts
Published Date: 14 January 2009
Denby Pottery has announced it is to make redundancies in a year when it had planned to celebrate its
bicentenary. The recession has hit the 200-year-old company with falling sales, forcing it to scale
down its production and cut a number of posts at the Derby Road site.
It is not yet known how many jobs are at risk. Bosses at Denby, which employs 400 people, are currently in negotiations
with Unity, the ceramics and allied trades' union, to minimise the impact of redundancies. Managing director Garry Biggs
said: "The tableware market has been affected by the downturn in the retail trade, which is expected to continue for the
remainder of 2009 and this unfortunately includes Denby tableware. The company, therefore, has no alternative but to
reduce the factory output and this will unfortunately result in a reduction of the number of employees within the factory.
"Denby has now entered into a formal consultation period with the trade union regarding the proposed reductions in
employee numbers." The news comes just days after more than 400 people were made redundant at Staffordshire
pottery firm Wedgwood. Geoff Bagnall, from trade union Unity, said: "We are in consultation with the company and we
hope the impact will be as little as possible.
"It is too early to say how many redundancies there will be as it will change as the negotiations go on, but we are making
every effort to ensure a satisfactory outcome. Obviously we are very concerned about the economic situation which is
causing periods of short-time working and redundancies, but hopefully it is only a temporary measure and strong
companies like Denby will recover."
Denby Pottery was due to hold its bicentenary celebrations later this year. Plans were to include a traditional tea party
and sports day, as a throwback to when the company celebrated its centenary in 1909. A company spokesman said the
occasion would still be marked but celebrations would be toned down in light of the redundancies.
The Denby factory was established in 1809, after a seam of high-quality clay was discovered in the area while a road was
being dug from Derby to Alfreton.
The company began by producing ceramic bottles, but later extended to produce tableware. It is now a household name.
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With all this bad news in the British ceramics industry, it seems that some companies: Belleek and (as you
can see on the previous page) Royal Crown Derby among them, are nonetheless taking a courageous stand
against the recession.

Crown Derby offer £1m dinner set

The dishes are hand-made and decorated with gilt

A leading UK china firm is moving "boldly" into the overseas market
with a lavish new £1m dinner service aimed at wealthy customers.
Royal Crown Derby's new Heritage range features plates costing £10,000 and tea pots at £5,000 each.
A large setting for a palace could cost a prospective buyer up to £1m.
Despite poor Christmas sales, the Derby-based firm hopes its pricey new offering will help it weather the economic
downtown.
The 250-year-old firm, known around the world for its stylish chinaware, said it was hoping to make "a bold statement"
with the new range. The china is hand-finished and intricately decorated with layers of gold on coloured backgrounds.

Palace functions
Simon Willis, marketing manager at Royal Crown Derby, said the firm would not actually produce the high-cost items
until an order was placed.
"At a time when people are cutting back, to come out with something that is expensive and lavish may be seen as
being brave. But we have a very strong brand and very skilled workers and want to make the most of it."
He added Christmas sales were not as good as expected, but the firm was "determined to weather the storm".
"We want to preserve our skills we have here because the recession will end and demand will increase."
The china and pottery industry has faced hard times recently, with Waterford Wedgwood planning to lay off 367
workers, mostly at Stoke-on-Trent, and Royal Worcester and Spode going into administration in November.
Derbyshire-based Denby Pottery has also said it plans to cut its workforce.
Mr Willis said sales of the lavish product would probably be in the Middle East and newly developing industrialised
countries.
"There is a lot of money out there - even though shares may have dropped, they still have some billions left and there
are still houses and palaces being built. They do need a dinner service and I don't think it's going to be a cheap one".
The range will be launched at a trade fair in Paris next week.

A final comment as reported in the Northern Ceramics Society
Newsletter No. 153, March 2009.
In The Independent on Wednesday 7th January, Janet Street-Porter launched into the debate when she compared
the fund raising efforts in support of the £50m to purchase a Titian painting from the Duke of Sutherland with
the need to save our pottery industry as part of our national cultural heritage:
“It is potty to lose our true arts heritage. And why is Titian considered such a key part of our heritage? I ask
because another equally remarkable part of our culture is vanishing into oblivion – the pottery industry.
This week saw the third of our iconic brands – Wedgwood – follow Spode and Royal Worcester into
administration.”
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News from Group Members
Pat Russell
Why is Pat Russell, in her kitchen, showing us
this page?
Well, it’s because it is an invitation to a Royal
Garden Party – to meet the Queen - at
Buckingham Palace!
Pat has received the invitation because of her
community work in Portsmouth – it is a real
honour and we are all sure that she will enjoy it
immensely.

…and not strictly news, but just an
example of what your Newsletter
compilers get up to when given an
unexpected and large supply of
snow…

…building a model of the Belleek
round tower of course!

Appeal for Contributions from all Members
No, we are not asking for monetary contributions, just for you to write
down a few lines about yourselves and send them to Chris and Bev for
the Newsletter. It will be the twentieth anniversary of the founding of
the UK Group in the Summer and we want (if possible) to have an issue
of the Newsletter which is devoted to the Group itself – that is the people
in it and of course not forgetting our extended Belleek family around the World!
You don’t have to divulge any personal information you don’t want to give out, but we would like to know
something about you and your Belleek collecting. Your likes and dislikes, some favourite pieces of Belleek
maybe and why you became interested in collecting it in the first place. Alternately a personal story with a
Belleek slant would also be really excellent. With any of these, a photograph or two would go very nicely! We
will publish all this in the next Newsletter, so please, please don’t hold back and send us something…
Please send this to Chris before the end of May by email at editor@belleek.org.uk or by post to: Chris Marvell,
Draycott Hall, Derwent Street, Draycott, Derbyshire DE72 3NF, UK.
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The Belleek Autumn Meeting in
Blackpool
The UK Group’s Autumn meeting took place in the famous English
seaside resort of Blackpool. Arriving early on the Saturday, Bev and
I drove into the town and had a good look round. Blackpool is
always busy in the holiday season and the “Lights” (the renowned
illuminations) extend this season well into the Autumn.
We took a tram along the length of the promenade, past the Pleasure
Beach into the centre where the tower is located. We walked back
along the beach…
here is Bev with the Tower in the background.
It was a good day for walking about – but not many people were on
the beach and the donkeys didn’t have many customers…

Having spent a couple of very enjoyable hours in the town, we drove
back to the hotel in the village where our evening get-together was to
take place. The village of Wrea Green has a wonderful central green

complete with a large pond – and even
someone fishing in the pond! It is an
idyllic setting. We relaxed at our very
comfortable hotel, eagerly anticipating
the evening of meeting our friends and
discussing Belleek!
As an extra treat, Josie and Steve
Garnett, our hosts for the weekend, had
arranged for us a coach trip to see “the
Lights” that evening. So this was
something else to look forward to.
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Here are a few of us gathered
inside “The Grapes”, the village
pub which faced onto the Green.
After an excellent meal, we
assembled outside to await our
transport back into Blackpool for
the Illuminations. Some of us
were even suitably attired: the
Viking helmets came from the
“Valhalla” ride at Blackpool
Pleasure Beach.
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On the previous page are
some pictures of the
Illuminations.

Finally here is an iconic
shot with the
Blackpool Pleasure
Beach’s “Big One”
rollercoaster in the
background – set off
against the foreground
Illuminations.

The Sunday proceedings began in the morning with a visit to the glass making workshops of John Ditchfield.
In the picture (below) we are assembled to watch John, the master glassblower at work. He was kind enough to
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give us an extended demonstration of his
skills, making several beautiful and very
varied items from some simple component
parts of glass rods, and molten glass from his
furnace – and some other more mysterious
ingredients which were “trade secrets”! The
other two pictures on the previous page show
John at work and an iridescent frog which he
seemed almost miraculously to conjure out of
thin air (well glass anyway!).
After the demonstration we browsed in the
shop and display area attached to the
workshop. (pictured right)

There were truly some beautiful and remarkable items there. We also had the opportunity to ask John questions
and to purchase items on sale in the shop. John has achieve considerable fame in his field and is now
considered one of the foremost artists in glass working in the UK. Shown below is the front page of his
brochure and a “Jack-in-the-pulpit” vase – an iconic shape after the work at L.C.Tiffany’s in the U.S.A.
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We have reproduced (above) a portion of John Ditchfield’s Glasform
brochure. The visit we made was very informative and enjoyable and we
would certainly recommend it to anyone with an interest in art glass.
The address and other details of Glasform is given on the right.
Leaving John Ditchfield’s we made our way to our Sunday lunch
and meeting venue, the Millers Arms at Singleton, only about 3
minutes away by car..

Left: Our Sunday lunch and meeting venue, the Millers
Arms
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At the Miller’s
Arms, we settled
down for lunch –
Chris certainly
seems to have
enjoyed his dessert!

The apple (right), as
Josie is finding out
is somewhat less
edible – it is in fact
this year’s first
prize in our raffle
(which was to be
drawn at the
Christmas Party) –
an exceedingly rare
first period Apple
Inkwell.

Bob and Myra also
seem to be having a
good time as Eddie
showed us the first
three prizes in this
years raffle.

Following lunch, we all prepared for the start of the meeting which was this time to be fairly informal.
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Although it was scarcely
necessary after our large lunch,
copious supplies of Blackpool
Rock (left) were laid on by our
hosts, Josie and Steve Garnett,
just in case we became peckish.
Eddie Murphy, the Group
Chairman gave a talk on
unusual Belleek marks. He
started however by revealing
the new mark which the
Pottery was to start using. This
is shown on the top right.
Eddie continued to talk about 3
unusual marks. Firstly an
impressed second period mark
on a tureen (shown left with the
marks) which he personally
had never seen before – it is
fairly common to see
impressed first period marks
but never second period. Noone in the meeting has seen an
impressed second period mark
so this was agreed to be
extremely rare.
Secondly, a mark, which Eddie
had drawn out on paper and
described it as a “square
wave”. This is sometimes seen
on items of early ware but only
on vases and ornaments such as
the example shown on the
lower right (with the mark).
Various theories about the
mark were advanced but
nothing was too convincing.
Eddie will be continuing his
research on this.
The third marking is an
impressed pair of 2-digit
numbers, one over the other.
This is seen on earthenware
(mainly in the first period) and
represents the week and year it
was produced. This is fairly
clearly shown on the plate
(left) which is marked for week
23 of 1878. Note that it also
has an impressed 1st mark, and
faint harp and crown.
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The Bring and Tell (which actually took place before Eddie’s
presentation on marks) was on a Blackpool theme with a Belleek
twist: “Anything dog and tower and why it means so much to
you.” – so no harp then?
Well, some interesting items were presented as you can see above,
but the winner was Jan with his (slightly) reduced part of a Belleek
Ring Dish – here is Eddie presenting him with his prize (right).
Joanna (left) gave us some
options for the next meeting
that she is organising in Kent
for Spring 2009 (the upcoming
meeting).
Then it was time for the
presentation of the 2008
Devotee Award which this
year was won by Paul Tubb.
Paul was a very popular
choice. He is surely one of the
most deserving of our Group
members for his huge amounts
of ongoing research he does
into the people who worked at
the Pottery. Paul is also a fine
speaker and an excellent
ambassador for the Group: He
often represents us at official
Pottery and other events. The
presentation was met with
warm applause.
The meeting was brought to
and end with presentations to
the hosts, Josie and Steve.
Left: the 2008 Devotee Award
Above Right: Paul receiving the Award from Eddie.: below this another presentation
to commemorate Stoke City’s promotion – guess which team Paul supports!
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The 2008 Christmas Party
The party was held in 2008 at Bev and Chris Marvell’s house – and
Belleekers, be afraid, be very afraid… with this elegant Japanese
Geisha (right), you can see someone in a kimono, not really looking
so Japanese - and with extremely suspect long black hair… oh
sorry! No, it IS Bev and Chris – and as you will by now surely have
guessed - the theme was “Oriental” and quite a few of us had the
nerve to dress up for it!
It was absolutely splendid (and
very silly). Here are a few
pictures from the Party.
(left) Suzy Wong with a Ninja? No
it’s Myra and Bob!

(left) Eddie and Jan are at it again (see
pictures of the Blackpool meeting)...
…people will start talking… and Jan is
wearing some sort of dress!

And that hair! Chris M (right) can’t do
a thing with it…
(left) Chris R looks absolutely fabulous
in red! And (along bottom row) we have Paddy, another mystery man in black, another
Chinese couple – really like the lamp! – and where have I seen that hair before? …well
it looks a lot better on Mel!
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(above) Arrivals at the Party – from all points east! (left) it’s that sinister man again…
and he’s mugging Sheila! … no, my mistake, it’s Bob again, who won the prize for the
best fancy dress. Below left, Pat and Brian compare notes…

Bev had arranged games - even one
that required knowledge of pots!
(won by Eddie). Bernard (right) won
the board game. (Below) eastern and other food was abundantly supplied…
…and finally, no guesses for who won the raffle… it was Simon!
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Belleek Black Mark Tea Ware - Part 8
Geometric/Abstract
-Tony Fox
Part 8 of this series of articles covers three more patterns included in the geometric/abstract design motif group
i.e. Five O’Clock/Harris, Lace and Ring Handle Ivory.

Five O’Clock
/Harris
The design of this pattern is
attributed to Harris in the first
period (Jenks Manuscript [a]).
He was a painter and transferer
who worked at the Belleek
Pottery for about 20 years and
returned to Stoke-on-Trent in
1910, so he could have joined the
Pottery about 1890. We have a
saucer recorded with a first
period mark (part of a second
period set) which would point to
the Five O’Clock pattern being
designed very late in the first
period. Did Harris arrive at the
pottery just in time to achieve
this?
Right: Dejeuner set: green tint, BII
Left: Saucer, BI
The pattern has fluted alternate ribbed and meshed panels which at first
glance appear similar to the Cone pattern. The tray is circular with a small
central round panel from
which the alternate ribbed
and meshed panels radiate
outwards to the fluted rim
to give a sunbeam effect.
However the salient feature
is the handle on the teapot,
cream and cups which is
formed to represent the phrase/words “five o’clock”. The finial
on the teapot lid is in the shape of a ring with two support
brackets.
Right: Handle and finial detail. Note this example has gilt,
pink and turquoise highlighting, BII
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Like many other patterns, the
teapot spout was re-designed
sometime during the second
period, going from a short
squat shape with an angled
tip to an elegant longer shape
with level tip.
Left: Teapot spout - 2 different
shapes. Both BII
Minton (pottery in Stoke-on-Trent) introduced a Five O’Clock tea service and dejeuner set in 1880 which
featured a figure ‘5’ for a handle, this almost certainly pre-dates the Belleek version and indicates that there was
already a vogue for such novelty wares (although this is the only similar pattern I have seen by any other
manufacturer).

Minton 5 O’Clock.
Above: Tea set in
pink, 1883
Left: Tray in
turquoise.
Right: 1880 Minton
pattern book
photograph with
comments [i]

Decoration:
Five O’Clock tea ware was produced in ivory, cob, green and pink tint. Also a rare colour way in lighter green
with gilt rim and elaborate gilt, pink and turquoise handle detail (see tea set in photo on the next page).
Below: BII, Cup and saucer, pink tint; Cream, ivory and cob; Cup and saucer, ivory and cob.
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Periods:
Most examples are second period, but one
example with a first period mark has been
recorded (see the first page of this article). This
pattern, together with one other pattern, shares
the somewhat dubious distinction whereby
none of the pieces have been included in any of
the sales literature/catalogues known to date. If
it was introduced at the very end of the first
period and only had a very short production run
(maybe 14 years maximum) this might result in
it not being available when the 1904 catalogue
was issued. It has been seen with the retailer’s
mark for Robinson and Cleaver.
Not an easy pattern to find examples of.

Forms:
Tray, Teapot, Teacup and saucer, Sugar,
Cream.
Since there are no published records available, to date, of the range of tea ware items covered by the Five
O’Clock pattern the information in this context has been derived from existing collections. There are sufficient
items to realise a dejeuner set, there is no evidence, to date, to indicate that this pattern had a kettle or slop
bowl.
Above: Tray, green
tint, BII
Left: Tea set, ‘egg
shell’ in light green
tint with elaborate
gilt, pink and
turquoise highlighting,
BII

Page 24

UK Belleek Collectors’ Group Newsletter 30/1 March 2009

Lace
The Lace pattern was the
penultimate ‘Diamond
Mark’ of Belleek’s
registered designs,
registration number
366634 on 2nd July 1881
(first period), just a few
days before the Shell
pattern. We do not know
who designed it. It had
been thought that the Lace
pattern was initially
introduced with feet
which were subsequently
removed in the second
period (the Jenks
Manuscript [a] says that
this was done by Slater).
But the evidence seems to
contradict this. Both
footed and unfooted cups
appear in both the
first and second
periods. This would
suggest that the 2
versions were an
option that existed
together (maybe
only for a brief
period of time).
Above: Extended
dejeuner set: pink and
gilt No.2, BII. Large
18” tray, kettle and
footed cups.
Left: 1881 Lace design
registration document.
Above Right: Printed
and impressed marks
from a tray showing
registration diamond.
Left: First period mark
on an unfooted cup.
Right: Tray, pink tint,
14.5”, BII (foot rim
with 3 hanging holes)
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The intricate and delicate design motif suggests that a lace doily has been placed over the visible surface of all
the pieces. The tray is circular and has a raised rim and was produced in different sizes (see photos on next page
and section on ‘Forms’ later). Some of the trays have 3 holes drilled through the foot rim, presumably so that
they could be hung as a plaque, this might explain why relatively more trays are found than other wares of this
rare pattern. The tray that appears in Armstrong’s “Old Photograph Album” [d] is described as a card tray!
Further research is required in this aspect of the Lace tea ware items.
The handles of the teapot, kettle, cream and teacups are formed from opposing ribbed sections of a semicircle
which are bound at the points where they join with a short support at the top of the handle and a longer curved
support at the bottom. The finials on the teapot and kettle are a smaller version of this arrangement but without
supports.

Decoration:
Lace tea ware was produced in ivory, pearl lustre, cob, pink and green tint (with or without gilt rim). Certain
decoration when used in conjunction with gilding gives a jewel like quality to the pieces. Lace together with
Fan tea ware are the only two patterns to be offered with the ‘rich decoration’ option in the 1904 catalogue. On
some fancy sets the cup interior was completely gilded – an unusual decoration treatment for Belleek, more
research is required to determine when this was used.

Top row, cups and saucers unfooted, all BII. Left: Cob. Middle: Green tint and gilt. Right: Pink tint and gilt
Bottom row, cups and saucers footed. Left: No.2 with gilt handle, BII.Middle: No.2 with gilt interior, BI. Right: Coffee,
ivory, BII.
There are elaborate ‘numbered’ decoration ways (see trays on the next page):
No.1: Turquoise rim and gilt (very rare).
No.2: Pink and rich gilt. This can be seen with a gold handle and feet (usually BII?) or just with a gold cross to
handle and feet (usually B1?). Sometimes with gilt cup interior (B1 only?) instead of the usual pearl lustre.
No.3: Elaborate mega gilt
No.6: Pink and gilt. With a gold cross to handle and feet. Sometimes with gilt cup interior (B1 only?) instead of
the usual pearl lustre.
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Trays, Top to Bottom
(with decoration way
number):
No.1: Turquoise and gilt,
14.5” diameter, BI

No.2: Pink and rich gilt,
18” diameter, BII

No.3: Mega gilt, 14.5”
diameter, BI. Foot rim
with 3 hanging holes.

No.6: Pink and gilt, 14”
diameter, BI. Outside
rim without raised
‘pearls’. Foot rim with 3
hanging holes.
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Periods:
First and second periods. It was available in the 1904 catalogue (footed only), but had disappeared by the 1928
catalogue, so it looks as though it was discontinued sometime late in the second period.

Forms:
Tray (14”, 14.5”, 18” diameter), Kettle,
Teapot, Cup and saucer (tea, coffee), Sugar
(large, medium), Cream (large, medium), Slop
bowl (large). The kettle is not listed in any
sales literature, we only know of its existence
because it appeared in a collection! Lace
pattern has a reasonable number of tea ware
items and there are sufficient pieces to realise
a dejeuner set and accessories, i.e. kettle and
slop bowl.

Above : Lace tray
(18 inch) with a
matching teapot
and kettle, all BII,
all decoration
No. 2 (rich).
Left: two
additional views
of the kettle.

Right: the 1904
Catalogue entries
showing the prices
of different forms
and decoration
ways of Lace Tea
Ware. Note that
there is no mention
of any kettle.

Page 28

UK Belleek Collectors’ Group Newsletter 30/1 March 2009

Ring Handle Ivory
This pattern is a plain simple shape
without a design motif and is
comparable to very similar patterns
produced by other pottery and porcelain
manufacturers of the period. The design
provides a blank canvas on which to
apply other transfer or hand painted
decoration. So this pattern is unlike
other Belleek tea ware patterns in that it
does not have a pronounced moulded
design,
The Ring Handle Ivory pattern takes its
name from the shape of the handle on
the teapot, kettle, cream and teacup. The
tray is circular and has embossed rings
around the periphery of the rim, the
centre is plain.
Above right: Dejeuner set with hand painted
exotic birds on branches, BII
The handle has a band where it touches
the vertical side of the piece together
with an elongated support underneath
the ring (see below). The handles on the
teapot and kettle are of oval form and
the finials comprise a
ring with two angle
supports, not unlike
those of the Five
O’Clock pattern.
Right: Part of the Dr O.
Ternan breakfast service,
BI
The Jenks Manuscript [a] states that this pattern was designed by Armstrong
and that a set decorated in the Convolvulus enamel No.292 decoration was
made for Bloomfield. Armstrong may have indeed designed the No.292
decoration way, but since Ring Handle was a pattern that was used extensively
by many other manufacturers before Belleek introduced it, the pattern can not
have been his conception.
Other
manufacturers:
Royal Worcester,
Samson,
Bridgwood & Son,
and Copeland
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NB. There is so much to discuss in respect of decoration on
this pattern, I therefore intend to cover Celtic decoration,
i.e. the Ring Handle pattern with the Celtic transfer design,
in my future discussion regarding Belleek’s Celtic patterns.
However, it does of course belong to the Ring Handle Ivory
pattern.

Decoration:
Ring Handle Ivory pattern was produced with the greatest
variety of decoration ways. The plain simple shape of the
pieces lent itself to the application of a variety of different
hand painted decoration embracing simple coloured
borders with gilt rim, floral, birds, scenic, Masonic,
armorial, religous and monograms. There are also transfer
or acid etched patterns in gilt and those which have then
been hand coloured or enamelled and many of these were
allocated a decoration way number [f].
Trays: Top with hand painted pansies BII.
Left: with hand painted exotic birds on branches, BII

Some famous services utilized
the Ring Handle pattern. In 1887 Eugene Sheerin painted a ‘Views of Ireland’ service as
a special order for the Rajah of Mysore. The following year, 1888, he started on one for
Mr Breslin (USA). Dr O.Ternan, a friend of Armstrong and an early patron of the pottery,
also purchased a Sheerin views of Ireland breakfast service in 1888. This consisted of 58
pieces [a] and is now in the Collins Barracks Museum, Dublin (see photo on previous
page). Cardinal Farley (of New York) purchased several services including a Eugene
Sheerin Views of Ireland service and No.292 Convolvulus set.
Above: Breakfast cup and saucer from the Cardinal Farley
‘Views of Ireland’ service painted by Sheerin, BII, monogram
shown right.
Earlier, Armstrong had produced Ring Handle Ivory tea
ware with Masonic decoration to compliment the
Masonic earthenware dinner set in 1878.
Left: Masonic cup and saucer, Ederney Lodge, BI
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Limoges Enamel
Armstrong introduced a
decoration type he described as
‘Limoges’ (after Limoges in
France which was renowned for
enamel work). An example is
the Convolvulus decoration way
that used a transfer of wild rose
and convolvulus which was then
hand enamelled (No.292 if in
green enamel or No.295 if in
blue). Also, the heavily hand
enamelled ‘Stork’ design. So too
No.309 with transferred stylized
flowers with hand enamelling in
blue.
Left: Extensive breakfast service in
Limoges Convolvulus, BII

Above Left: Trio in No.292 Convolvulus with armorial for Cardinal Farley
(detail shown above), BII
Above Right: Cup & saucer No.295 Convolvulus in blue, BI
Left Middle: Cup & saucer, No.309, BI
Left Bottom: Cup & saucer, hand enamelled birds with nest, BI

Right: Cup &
saucer, hand
enamelled storks
amongst reeds, BI
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Other acid etched, transferred and/or hand painted
Examples of simpler decorations with coloured or gilt rims and handles.
Left: Orange and black, No.248, BI. Middle: Gilt patterned rim, turquoise handle, crest, BI. Right: Rare example of the acid
etch gilding process on Belleek with bronzed handle, No.255, BI

Examples of hand painted flora, fauna and insect studies
Left: Hand painted heather, grasses and insects, No.345, BI. Right: Hand painted heather sprays. BI

Examples of transfer chinoiserie design overlaid with many hand washed colours
Left: ‘egg shell’ with oval ring (not round) and no supporting bar, BII. Right: No.306, BI

Misc Examples
Left: Early bone china with nacreous lustre and cob, BI. Right: Hand painted forget-me-nots, No.298, BI
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‘Art Deco’
In the third period there were designs with an Art Deco
or more modern flavour, these were transferred or hand
painted. Cups and saucers were usually of a large
(breakfast?) or small (coffee)
size with a handle re-design
to an oval (not round) ring
and no vertical bar.
Right: Tea set in ‘Heath’
transfer, No.311 decoration, BIII
Column Left, Top to Bottom,
all BIII:
‘Blythe’ decoration
‘Brentwood’ decoration
Heathers with broad blue borders, No.311
Flying ducks
Right: Cup handle with oval and no vertical bar

Periods:
All periods, first, second and third. Ring Handle is tucked away at
the back of the 1904 catalogue; it is surprising how small its section
is considering the variety of decoration and types of ware on offer.
In the 1928 catalogue it is only available as Celtic Ring Handle,
reappearing again in the 1937 catalogue under the section “Our New
Decorations” showing mainly coffee sets in the
Art Deco style. We have also seen a variety of
other BIII cups and saucers which have
pronounced Deco treatments which are not
shown in this catalogue.
Right: Teapot No.292, BII

Forms:
Tray, Kettle, Teapot, Coffee pot (the only
examples seen have been Celtic Ring Handle or Deco), Cup and saucer (breakfast,
tea, moustache, coffee), Sugar (large, small), Cream (large, small), Slop bowl. The
Ring Handle pattern has an extensive range of tea ware items and consequently there
are sufficient pieces to constitute a dejeuner set and accessories, i.e. kettle and slop
bowl.
Left: Moustache cup & saucer No.249 (similar to No.248 but with additional black rim), BI
Right: Sugar from
the Cardinal Farley
Viewsof Ireland
service, BII
Left: Variety of
items, BI
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Questions raised Part 7
•
•
•

Hexagon
o Any examples which are not BII?
Erne
o Any examples which are not BII?
o A kettle has been found (thanks to David Reynolds)
Fan
o Have you got a coffee cup and saucer or a large size
cream or sugar

Questions raised from this article Part 8
•

•
•

Five O’Clock/Harris
o Can we find any more BI examples?
o Have you any item not listed?
o Do you know of any Belleek publication that includes this pattern?
Lace
o Can you find any BIII examples?
o Have you any BI items without feet?
Ring Handle
o Do you have a theory why there are so few trays and teapots and yet so many cups & saucers?

Do you have tea ware with a colour/decoration way not listed in these articles?
Patterns to be covered in Tea ware Part 9
Completion of the Geometric/Abstract design motif group:
• Aberdeen
• Blarney
• Scroll
• Sydney
This article describes what we know TO DATE, please if you have further information get in touch with
Tony at research@belleek.org.uk, he would be very grateful to receive it.

WE NEED YOUR COMMENTS & HELP – ANY FEEDBACK WOULD BE GREAT!
…And a very big thank you to all of you whose pictures I have included.
(produced in collaboration with Bev Marvell)
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Monograms
By Margaret Montgomery
A monogram is a way of personalizing an object; usually using the initials
of a person’s name. Some are extremely elaborate, intertwined letters
including family crest, other much simpler in design. Monograms have
been used for centuries to identify personal belongings or in the case of
the Greeks and Romans to identify their rulers as marked on coins. They
were used to mark gravestones; royalty used them as a signature. In the
middle-ages they were used by artisans to identify their work. Some are
artistic statements in themselves
The Victorians are noted for setting the rules of etiquette for the monograms.
・ The most common format is three letters representing the first, middle and last name in the following
order:
First name initial to the left, the middle name initial to the right,
and the last name initial in the middle usually in a larger type (font) size.
・ An alternative order is as follows:
First name initial to the left, middle name initial in the middle and
the last name initial to the right.
・ For married women the choices were:
the initial of the wife’s first name, the initial of her new married name,
and the initial of her husbands first name.

The upper class followed the above rules to symbolize their place in society. The trend was the height of fashion in the
1920s and 1930s. Monograms are an elegant and timeless way to adorn a special keepsake.
Today they have a much wider use. They are used as artistic embellishments on jewelry, household linen, and articles
used for special occasions, such as wine goblets for the bride and groom. They are used as identification for designer
labels and company logos.
Ever wondered when you find a monogrammed cup, who was the original owner? How can you find out? You can start
by deciphering the letters to decide on the name. This is where the fun begins. Deciphering monograms is not easy, as
there are so many variables. It depends on the designer of the monogram and the personal taste of the person for whom
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the monogram was designed. The designer must consider the type of font (lettering) to use, a simple or elaborate,
modern or old. Whether the letters are to form a design in themselves or be easily recognized for what they are.
Whether in creating a pleasing design the letters are reversed, will the common stroke of two letters be used as one. Will
there is a mix of upper and lower case. Are the letters to intertwine, be placed in a straight line, curved line or a
combination of both? Will the letter have the same weight, colour or size. Will the design be composed entirely of letters
or incorporate a family shield or crest or have some other decorative form.

The monogram to the left has used two different types of font for the lettering. The
“L” used is very elaborate; it intertwines with the family shield, a sword, helmet and
the letter “D”. The letter “D” is a much simpler type of font. All of this is placed on
a background of decorative line design. As the “D” is much heavier you would
think that it had the most significance probably being the first initial of the last
name, which is correct.

In the next example to the right the second line in the letter “e” has been extend to form
the second line in the letter “f”. In this monogram the initials are the order of first name
then second name (surname) used in such a way to create an artistic design.

The example to the left is a very clever use of the initials of the persons name to
create a picture of a cartoon bird. The letters used are “W, L, E and B. The person’s
name is William LeBaron.

The example to the right has the traditional three letters. However they
are not arranged in the usual right, middle, left, but placed one on top of
the other. So we must consider the size of the letters and the way in
which they are intertwined. Considering the “F” is the largest letter is
must have the most significance therefore is should be the first initial of
the surname. The smallest is the “J” which intertwines with the “M”
whether there is any significance to this intertwining or not, I do not
know. The intertwining could just be an artistic expression. The “J”
could be the initial of the first name, and the “M” being the middle size
could be the first initial of the middle name. We know the monogram is
that of Cardinal John Murphy Farley who commissioned several dinner
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sets from the Belleek Potteries during his life time.
In the example to the left there are three initials: “W,P, and D”.
The largest letter is the “P” however because the “W” is a different
colour this may indicate its importance. Also note that the “D”
hangs from the “P”. The P” intertwines with both the “D” and “W”.
Appling the rules listed on the first page then the “W” would be the
first initial of the surname, the “D” being the smallest, the initial of
the first name, and the “P” the first Initial of the middle name. The
person’s initials could be in order of first, middle and last
(surname) DPW. We know that this cup was part of a dinner set
that was owned by Doctor Tiernan, however from the initials used
in the monogram it was not made for him.
Shall we try again? The middle letter is the largest so following the
rules this should be the first initial of the surname, the surname would
therefore begin with a “J”. The next most prominent letter is a “Z”. The
next decision, was this tea set made for a man or a woman? As the as
the “Z” is the next largest letter, if this was designed for a woman it
could be the initial of the husband’s first name or initial of her maiden
name. In the case of a male owner this could be the initial of his middle
name, especially if his middle name was the maiden name of his
mother. The person’s first name would then begin with a “N”. Once
again we don’t know who was the original owner of Thorn tea set.
Monograms were also used as artistic expressions. The examples to the
right are the four sides of a fan beaker. The design on each side is
slightly different but take a closer look, each design is monogram. This
would have undoubtedly been for a woman. It is clear that the most
prominent letter is the ”R” made of roses. However it is difficult to
distinguish the other one or two letters, it could be an “M” or “J P”. Or
perhaps the pale blue flowers are just a design. Did the owner herself
paint it?

I have been unable to find any more information about
monograms; but perhaps this will give you a start in
deciphering the initials. Of course it does help if you
already know the person’s name. A monogram only
adds value if you can prove the provenance and the
original owner is a prominent person. Just enjoy the
objects artistic value as a design.
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Who Went ?
A discussion of the names of the Staffordshire Men who went to Belleek in its early years.

By Paul Tubb.
There are, to the author’s current knowledge, only three publications that provide a list of names for the
Staffordshire men who went over to Belleek pottery in its early years. Each of these sources provides a little
biographical detail for some of the men they mention, but they do not always agree amongst themselves in
those details and it was to supplement this rather meagre fare that our series of articles was started. The three
publications concerned are listed as the first three references at the foot of this article, which is an initial attempt
to investigate the similarities and differences between the three sources, and to augment the information from
an investigation of some of the public records that are now available in searchable form on the Internet and in
Public Record Offices.
As reported (right) in the
Fermanagh Mail of 21st
September 1863 a number
of men were recruited
during 1863 from the
potteries of Staffordshire.
These men passed on their
skills and knowledge to the local workers and then they, with a few exceptions, returned to Stoke on Trent.
Certainly Messrs McBirney & Co of Belleek, Enniskillen were advertising in the Staffordshire Weekly
Advertiser of December 5th 1863 for very specific skills as the accompanying advertisement from that
newspaper shows (above right). The implication of this might be that those already in Belleek were found to be
satisfactory but that not all the trades needed had been found in earlier trawls, or that some of the earlier arrivals
had already gone back to Stoke.
The three lists all agree on 18 names but three of them arrived much later than the first trawl of 1863. These
are; Joshua Poole who was recruited in 1884 as the first manager of the newly constituted Belleek pottery
Company; Fred Slater who did not arrive until 1893 or 94 but stayed until his death in 1931 having married a
local girl; and Harris, the designer of the 5 O’Clock tea set, who all three agree came in about 1890 and stayed
on to about 1910. Unfortunately none of the lists give a forename for Harris, which will make tracking him
down in public records quite difficult.
The remaining 15 names include all the well known ones – William Bromley, William Wood Gallimore,
Samuel Scarlet and William Henshall - but, as our researches have shown, some of their biographical details are
incorrect.
With the benefit of access to a much wider range of resources and with our emphasis on the people rather than
the ware we can say with some confidence that Bromley’s management skills in the production process were a
key element in the production of parian ware and that he and his family remained in Belleek right up to the time
that he and his son, John, joined his other son, William Junior, at Ott & Brewer in Trenton, New Jersey, in 1884
where, once again, he worked his magic and enabled that undertaking to produce very fine parian pieces. The
Pine’s biography of W H Goss says quite categorically that Bromley was not welcomed back by them as others,
including Gallimore, were.
William Wood Gallimore, if he went in 1863, was back in Stoke in 1866 where he married Mary Stevenson.
However he was in Belleek again in the late 1860s where two children were born to himself and Mary in 1870
and 1873 respectively. Then it was back to Stoke for the births of the next few children before the whole
family, including his father, went over to Trenton NJ where the final child was born in 1887. Both Marion
Langham and the Jenks manuscript record his death as happening in 1891, but that was actually the death of his
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father and William Wood lived for a further ten years and died at Trenton in 1901. Robert Arnold talks of him
returning from Belleek to Stoke in the late 1880s but the evidence suggests that this should have been the
middle 1870s.
Details recorded in the three lists for Samuel Scarlet are largely accurate, apart from the date of his drowning
which actually occurred on Sunday September 15th 1872 and not at some time in the 1880s as all three lists
record. (see the register entry below)

It is also not certain that he came to Belleek in 1863 as he and his wife had a child at Stoke early in1864.
However, his wife does not seem to have accompanied him to Belleek as she is still in Stoke at the time of the
1871 census and there is no mention of her in any of the accounts of the accident which led to his death.
As for William Henshall he, too, like William Wood Gallimore went to and from Belleek with his family on a
number of occasions. If he came over to Ireland with the 1863 group he did not stay long as he was back in
Hanley to marry Elizabeth Fernyhough in November 1864. The long time which elapsed before their first child,
Rose, was born in 1870 may indicate that he was in Belleek for some at least of that time but the whole family
would have been in Belleek during 1872 to 1874 when two sons were born there, one of whom died soon after
birth in Ireland. After this death the family came back to Hanley where another William was born in 1876
followed by Ernest in 1882. The whole family are recorded in Shelton at the time of the 1881 census. It has to
be said that once the railway had reached Belleek in 1867 travel to and from became much easier and William
may have been in Belleek at any time during these years for short or long periods consistent with his being
present at the births and census counts. It seems that at some time in the middle 1880s the whole family went
back to Belleek and settled there. William is recorded as an employee in the list of 1897 published by John
Cunningham as well as being involved, as a non participant, in the strike of 1888. He and Elizabeth are
recorded in the 1901 census of Ireland, with their daughter Rose but none of their sons. Robert Arnold says he
died in 1908, but in fact it was in 1902 as recorded in the other two lists. Both these lists also record William’s
son Albert as coming to Belleek with his father and brothers, but this in fact is Ernest, as Albert was actually
born at Belleek in 1872.
The remaining 11 men common to all three lists can be divided into two groups – those for whom some details
are given and those who are simply listed by surname. This last group, those listed by surname alone, comprise
Black; Burdon; Horrigan; Lennox; Patterson; Pope; Rankin and Walkins. These eight men are said by both
Marion Langham and Tommy Campbell, in the Jenks manuscript, to have come with William Bromley in 1863.
Robert Arnold’s list is simply of Staffordshire men who worked in the pottery between 1863 and 1910 but
includes all eight names.
The only one of this group of eight to whom we have been able to give a forename so far is Pope who, we
think, was one of the witnesses to the marriage of Ebeneezer W Swann and Eliza Guest at the Church of Ireland
parish church in Ballyshannon in October 1871 where he is listed as Matthew Henry Pope. If this is the man
who came to Belleek with Bromley in 1863 then he remained in Ireland somewhat longer than the others are
said to have done.
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One of many tasks which remain to be done is to find these men in the 1861 UK census returns, establish their
presence in Belleek and try to estimate for how long they stayed and then to trace their subsequent careers after
they returned to Stoke on Trent. There is not much to go on and the search may, indeed, prove inconclusive.
The remaining three men common to all three lists have some detail with them in the lists and these are
Bowler, whom both Langham and Jenks say was the head kilnman and returned to Stoke in the 1880s and for
whom Arnold adds that he came in 1863; McFerran, said by all three sources to be a Parian Caster. Jenks and
Arnold say he came in 1863 and trained the first apprentices in the art of Parian making. Marion Langham
simply says that he came with Bromley; Royals or Ryles said by all three to have been a carpenter. Arnold says
he was a native of Stoke and came to Belleek in 1864 and then made all the doors for all the shops in the
pottery. He died in Omagh in the 1880s and is buried in the Church of Ireland cemetery at Belleek. However a
search of the death indexes in Dublin between 1879 and 1893 has failed to corroborate this. In Jenks
manuscript, Tommy Campbell simply says that he was a carpenter and Marion Langham has him as two
distinct people, Royals a carpenter who came with Bromley and Robert Ryles as someone recorded as working
in the pottery in 1874.
Clearly the task with these three is the same as for the earlier eight but we do have a little more to go on and
will, therefore, probably tackle these first.
There are two names which occur on Marion Langham’s and the Jenks’s manuscript lists but not on Arnolds.
One of these, Albert Henshall, we have dealt with above when talking of his father William Henshall. The other
is a painter, J. Ellis, and both sources say he was from Stoke and was the pottery’s most skilled painter and
mention his best known work as the copy of Landseer’s “Shoeing of the Bay Mare”. Both sources also tell of
his tutoring Eugene Sheerin. Unfortunately, up to now, we have not been able to identify him with any certainty
in the UK census returns for the Stoke on Trent area.
The researches we have been making have also brought to light other Staffordshire men who spent time in
Belleek, including Ebenezer W Swann, the Astley brothers and William Woolliscroft. It would seem that all
three sources knew that Swann had painted the bird dejeuner set but did not associate him with being a
Staffordshire man. Fergus Cleary was aware of the Astley brothers and the Pine biography of W H Goss talks
of Joseph Astley being Goss’s right hand man in later years after Gallimore had left for America. Woolliscroft
came to light from his daughter being a witness to the marriage of Ebenezer Swann and Eliza Guest in October
1871. This also raises the probability of Eliza’s father being employed in the pottery along with Eliza herself
and Elizabeth Woolliscroft.
We think that we have shown that all four of these men came to Belleek in the late 1860s and left again in the
early 1870s. A negative indication of their being in Belleek comes from their absence from the indexes of the
1871 UK census returns.
So, in conclusion, it seems that the lists we have appear to have come from a common source but, since none of
them indicate the origin of their information, that source is unknown at present. That the source is common to
all of them seems to be clear from the very close agreement between the three lists. It is our view, at present
unsubstantiated by public records, that the following points will be shown to be largely correct;
[1] The well known names, Bromley, Gallimore, Scarlett, Henshall, Poole, Slater and Harris are recorded in the
three lists because they are so well known but their biographical details had not been researched in detail –
indeed it may not have been possible to do so before the advent of the internet.
[2] The three men with bare biographical details and the eight men listed only by surname may be the ones who
arrived in 1863 or very soon thereafter and may have come with William Bromley. It is probable that most, if
not all these men, returned to Stoke within a very few years.
[3] From their experience and some continuing recruitment by the company other men went over for longer or
shorter periods from the late 1860s onwards. Indeed, if Henshall and Gallimore had been in the initial group
they too returned again and again.
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[4] In the second wave the presence of wives is clear, from birth records and from later census references to
children having been born in Ireland. It may be that only William Bromley had initially brought over wife and
family with him. The building of Rathmore Terrace, or English Row as it was popularly called, may date from
the time of this second wave. The row is pictured here as it was in June 2005.

Rathmore Terrace, or English Row

[5] By 1880 probably only Bromley and
his family remained of the Staffordshire
men in Belleek. In the mid eighties
Bromley had left for America and
Henshall had returned with his family.
When Joshua Poole arrived in 1884 as
the first manager of the new Belleek
Pottery Company it is quite likely that he
was the only English person in the
pottery, which fact, given the agitation
for Home Rule at the time, may have had a bearing on his relatively short tenure of the position. The later
recruitment of Harris and Slater would indicate that whatever other factors were at work had become less
pressing and the tradition of Staffordshire men living and working in Belleek had been resumed.
As we have pointed out during this article a great deal of work remains to be done, particularly on the ‘surname
only’ group and to put some flesh on the bones of Ellis, Bowler, McFerran and Ryles. So, watch this space as
we launch into this group and see if our surmise that they were among the pioneering group of 1863 is indeed
correct.

References:[1] Marion Langham; “Belleek Irish Porcelain” Quiller Press Ltd; London UK 1993
[2] Robert Arnold; “Belleek, The Green Stamp Years”
[3] Irwin & Maxine Steinberg editors; “Belleek” the Jenks Manuscript; Los Angeles Chapter of the Belleek
Collectors Society 1992
[4] Linda & Nicholas Pine “William Henry Goss” Milestone Publications, Portsmouth 1987
[5] Edwin A Barber “The Pottery & Porcelain of the United States”; G P Putnams Sons, New York 1893
[6] UK Group of Belleek Collectors Newsletter articles [Sept 2004 to July 2008, Vols 25/2 to 29/2]
[7] “The Story of Belleek” by John B. Cunningham, published by St Davog’s Press, Belleek 1992

Resources available for public searching –
England & Wales Census returns per ancestry.co.uk
Birth, Marriage and Death Indexes for England & Wales made available by Office for National Statistics.
Birth, Marriage & Death Indexes for Ireland available at the Research Centre, Lower Abbey Street, Dublin.
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Unusual Tridacna Plates
- Paul and Elaine Ewings
We recently purchased a collection of first period
Tridacna tea ware, pink tint and gilt, which included a
pair of large plates of unusual shape. At first sight they
appear to be bread plates, but without the characteristic
sharp "spikes" to the sides. The modification was
clearly done at the pottery, as the moulding at the two
sides matches that of our plain first period bread plate,
but the elongated parts have been removed from the
mould to leave a slightly rounded appearance (see
photo). We compared this against the ‘normal’ plain
bread plate we already owned which is 24.5 cm from
top to bottom (not across the spikes), our new pink/gilt
plate is slightly smaller at 24 cm (9½ inches).
Above: Unusual Tridacna pink and gilt 24cm plate.
Left: Unusual
plate on top of
normal 24.5cm
bread plate
Right: Close
up of these 2
plates from
behind
Enquiries made to Fergus Cleary at the Pottery
prompted the following response: "This plate is a bit of
a mystery but I think the explanation may be in the fact
that the Tridacna bread plate gave problems in its firing
and eventually a new bread plate was designed (see the 1962 catalogue). The plate you have may have been a
much earlier attempt to solve the problem by removing the sharp tangs (they either caused cracking at the area
where the tangs met or perhaps the tangs distorted unevenly). Perhaps the solution didn't work out or it was felt
that it was too much of a change—perhaps they made some other minor adjustment that corrected the problem
and meant they did not need to remove the tangs altogether. I know the preferred solution would be this one.
The other unusual feature of this plate is that there is no foot ring.“
Plates from behind
showing lack of foot
ring.
Left: Unusual plate
Right: Normal bread
plate
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Fergus continued: “My first thoughts were that this plate might have been the top part of a comport; the lack of
a foot ring may indicate this. However, sometimes foot rings were not used at all (e.g. saucers, except for earlier
examples) and perhaps they were also seeing if they could do without one! I suppose we shall never really
know for certain."
Tony Fox, author of the excellent articles on tea ware in several editions of the Newsletter, has told us that his
bread plate of this type measures 24.5 cm. He has never seen one of this pattern and period without the tangs or
with a foot rim. He also offers four theories about the plate(s) in our possession. The possibility that it is either
an early version of the bread plate or a 10-inch plate is considered unlikely, for various reasons. The latter is
listed in Belleek’s “Price Scale” of 1875, but the pattern is not identified. He thinks it is plausible that the plate
could be the top of a comport, because some comports have a top that is not dissimilar to the plates: the Prince
of Wales Centre, Tri-Horse Comport and Tri-Dolphin Comport. However, we notice that pictures of these give
the impression that their tops are deeper and more bowl shaped than the plates. Finally, Tony tells us that a
dessert plate is listed in the aforementioned price scale, "within the China Dessert Scale section, but does not
state the size or pattern." According to Marion Langham's book there were five dessert services produced by
Belleek. Tony remarks: "Unfortunately the dessert plates for some of the sets are not shown; more research
needs to be undertaken in respect of Belleek comports and dessert services." He generally favours the
comport/dessert ware hypotheses, "since we know more about the tea ware range than the dessert ware, which
tends to be early and is not well documented or researched."
Subsequent to Fergus and Tony’s suggestions we asked a few people about their ‘normal’ Tridacna bread plates
and none of these have foot rims. So it does seem likely that Tridacna bread plates never included one. We also
had a look at a Tri-Horse Comport top and confirm that it is indeed larger and more dished.

Left: Top and bottom of the ‘plate’ part of a Tri-Horse
comport. Diameter 25.5cm (10”) and noticeably dished.

Above: Design Registration for the Tridacna pattern, 9th
January 1871, showing spikes on the edge of the bread
plate

If anyone else can add to this discussion we would be
delighted to hear from them. In the meantime, we can all
agree with Tony's comment: "Like many Belleek
conundrums the answer may be something completely
different which, for me, is the fascination of collecting
Belleek."
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‘Readers’ Comments on the Gothic Candlestick
- Bev Marvell
My article in the last newsletter seems to have spurred some of you to put pen to paper, have long telephone
conversations and pop in to see me (well perhaps not me, but the candlesticks). All of this response has been
very welcome, it has been great to encourage such keen scientific discussion.
Trevor Roycroft has a first period parian Gothic candlestick, his is nicely
decorated too, but with pink lustre and gilt hi-lighting. His does not have the
cork liner and the interior is without the ‘half way restriction’. It has a
printed first period mark as well as ‘BELLEEK’ and ‘ Co.FERMANGH’
impressed on the under rim.
Below: Trevor’s first period parian Gothic candlestick: top, bottom and decoration
(pink lustre (now a bit faded) and gilt)

Trevor and Del Domke have had lively debate over the phone resulting in Trevor suggesting a few scientific
tests I should do on the candlesticks I believe to be an earthenware body (the ones with lovely gilt symbols).

Test 1: Body type: the ‘ting’ and light test.
Trevor commented that a parian body should allow light through and indeed his own parian example does. Not
having an appropriately sized torch, the nearest substitute I had to hand were the Christmas tree lights. I stuck
one of these inside one of our parian candlesticks and yes the light could be seen glowing quite brightly,
however when I repeated this with the ‘earthenware’ candlestick not a peep of light got through.
Left: parian body which allows light through.
Right: earthenware body which is opaque (hence the
dark photo!)
This was an excellent test suggested by Trevor,
so remember if in doubt about whether
something is earthenware – try to shine a light
through it! Based on this result I am confident
ours are earthenware.
I also tried ‘tinging’ both the parain and earthenware examples, but found very little difference in their ring.
As further confirmation: Eddie and Linda Murphy popped in for lunch, a glass of wine ..and a fondle of the
candlesticks. Eddie is an avid earthenware collector and his learned opinion was that they are indeed
earthenware
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Test 2: Symbols: transfer or handpainted?
I had suggested that the gilt symbols might be good quality gold transfers. Well Trevor and Del considered this
and tried (from the limited resolution photos in my article) to see if the symbols had differences or if there were
any brush strokes. They thought they might be hand painted as there appeared to be slight differences between
symbols. They also made the practical observation that transfers might not stick to the tall wax candle with
matching symbols (as seen in the Armstrong Album photo) and certainly transfers could not be fired onto wax.
Examples of the symbols:
Fleur de Lys – right example, slightly
raised left and droopy right leaf?
IHS: left example ‘S’ seems to touch the
‘H’?
I looked at the symbols under a
magnifying glass. They have a crisp
edge with no brush strokes, but yes
there were definitely very subtle
differences between symbols. This
lead me to agree that they could be
hand painted - but then I
remembered the copper plate
engravings that Belleek used for
making transfers and things got
complicated. If the symbols were
transfers, a copper plate with a
‘page full’ of symbols (not just a
single one) would have been
skilfully engraved by hand, so of course these would probably have had tiny differences. But, then I thought, in
the 1870/80s could you make gilt transfers (as opposed to common coloured ones)? Minton invented acid
etched gilding/transfer early in the 1860s, This treatment is quite easy to recognize (it is very fine and
distinctive) and this is certainly not what has been used on these candlesticks. Gilt transfers were certainly
available by the 20th century, but this does not help my dilemma.
Linda has been a decorator in the pottery industry for all of her working life and so I canvassed her for her
thoughts on this decoration technique. After hearing our proposals, she thought it more likely that a gold stamp
was used. Gold powder suspended in a liquid was probably used with a finely carved wooden or rubber block,
very fine uniform patterns could be achieved this way (not the scruffy potato stamp look). Because the applied
pressure would vary it would produce very fine differences between each symbol. The gold would be a darker
colour before it was fired. She also remarked that from the Armstrong Album photo of the matching candle you
could not determine what the colour of the symbols on the candle were, they may not be gold. Therefore the
stamp with some gluey ink could be used to apply these. It would be a very hard and expensive job to hand
paint the candles, a stamp would be more practical.
Finally, just as I am about to go to print, I had another look at the Armstrong photo and I have had an inkling
that the symbols on the candle get smaller towards the top! – so I think this would rather imply they are indeed
hand painted after all. I am sure this debate will continue…
Other feedback gave me more suggestions about what IHS stands for, that the ‘tall shade’ might refer to the
candle and the 2 lines of pricing could be retail and wholesale prices (from the Armstrong Album photo).
What great feedback I have had. It just shows what a large Belleek family of enthusiasts we have all over the
world. More please (on any subject!).
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David McBirney
Merchant, Businessman, Pottery Owner and Railway
Investor
- Brian Russell and Chris Marvell
Here are the basic facts about David McBirney’s life:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

David McBirney was born in 1806 and died on 21st October 1882.
He was a founder and the owner of the Belleek Pottery.
He had one of the most important stores in Dublin, at Hibernian House, on Aston Quay.
He was a shareholder in and director or chairman of several railway companies in Ireland
He was a major investor in the ill-fated Galway Steamship Line
He was a Justice of the Peace.
He was a Councillor in the City of Dublin
He lived in Dalkey, in the district of Kilinney, just South of Dublin.

This article is a sketch of David McBirney. Up until now, although much has been written on Belleek Pottery,
it has never been from his point of view. His story is still far from complete and more research needs to be
done to flesh out the whole picture, so this article, representing an introduction to this important person, is an
attempt to shed more light on his life. The bald facts as stated above do not do justice to this highly active,
wealthy and determined businessman who was also a prominent figure in Dublin’s civic scene. The article,
which uses material from Robert Williams Armstrong’s diaries (over the period 1860-1883) and items gleaned
from newspapers of the time: mainly the Irish Times (published in Dublin, using their archives from 1859
to1884), Saunders’s News-Letter (Dublin) and the Fermanagh Mail. We look at these four main issues:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Why, when and how did David McBirney become involved with Belleek Pottery?
What were his occupations and interests during his business life?
What specifically were his responsibilities and ongoing involvement with Belleek Pottery?
What happened to the Pottery after his death in 1882?

As a preliminary, we sometimes see McBirney’s name spelt as McBirnie or M’Birney, the latter certainly being
the way the Irish Times chose to write his name: so which is correct? It is clear that David McBirney himself
used the spelling “McBirney” as shown in the documentation we have from Belleek Pottery (Price Lists etc.),
the marking inside some early Belleek teapot lids and the name above the door at his Aston Quay Store in
Dublin (see later in this article). McBirnie (and other variants such as McBernie) are just incorrect: we well
know that approximate spellings were commonplace in Victorian times (see Paul Tubb’s articles on other
people involved with Belleek Pottery). M’Birney is a simple contraction of the name with the apostrophe
replacing the missing letter – this seemed to be the usual practice with the Irish newspapers at the time.

David McBirney’s signature (from accounts of his
Dublin store) is shown here (on the left). Perhaps
surprisingly we do not have an actual photograph of Mr.
McBirney himself!
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So to the first point: Why, when and how did David McBirney become
involved with the “Belleek Pottery Project”?
Why should an already successful and wealthy Dublin businessman become involved with the project to start a
pottery in distant and inaccessible County Fermanagh, especially given that he had no previous experience of
the pottery industry? Then having decided to become involved, what form did this involvement take?

Firstly some background information – the mood of the times.
In the 1850’s inspired by Prince Albert and Henry Cole’s Great Exhibition (Crystal Palace, 1851), many in
Ireland aspired to make a similar show of technical achievement and national prowess. Ireland was still in a
depressed state following the years of the famines and many businessmen, industrialists and leaders of society
in Ireland felt that “something must be done” in the name of Irish patriotic pride, to provide employment and
improve conditions generally. The famous railway pioneer, William Dargan, was the most important
protagonist of this way of thinking: funding and staging, as he did, the great Dublin Exposition in 1853, which
although attracting only one sixth the number of visitors of the London 1851 Exhibition was still extremely
well received, visited by Queen Victoria and overall judged a great success. David McBirney appears to have
been firmly of Dargan’s school. He had a highly successful drapers business in Dublin, with one of the most
important large stores in the whole of Ireland. This put him in the enviable position of having financial
resources at his disposal. He was also a large investor in the then burgeoning railway companies in Ireland:
these were not always great financial successes but fitted in well with the Dargan philosophy of encouraging
the development of Irish industry. Even if they made McBirney little money, he was at least actively helping to
improve communications and infrastructure in Ireland.

The Idea of an Irish Pottery.
In the 1850’s, raw materials were discovered on John Caldwell Bloomfield’s estate, Castle Caldwell, near
Belleek in County Fermanagh. The precise date of this discovery is not clear as the story that has been told in
many versions. The years 1852 and 1853 are the most likely candidates although the year the raw materials
were “discovered” or became known to Bloomfield can only be said with absolute certainty to be between 1849
and 1854.
In 1852 (this date is almost certainly correct), William Henry Kerr, then owner of the Royal Porcelain Works in
Worcester was touring Ireland with a certain Robert Williams Armstrong, his architect and friend, specifically
looking for raw materials for porcelain production. Kerr makes no mention of them going to Castle Caldwell
on this trip so it is safe to say that they did not see the discoveries on Bloomfield’s estate if these had occurred
by then. Kerr later said that it was, from this early date, his avowed intention to establish a Pottery in his native
Ireland (in his letter to the Irish Times dated 7th January 1868): “..as far back as 1852 the idea came into my
own head [to establish a pottery in Ireland].”
In the years immediately after the 1853 Dublin Exposition, where Kerr had exhibited the Shakespeare Service
to great international acclaim, the service being made at Worcester but partly from Irish materials, progress was
slow or non-existent towards the creation of the “Irish Pottery”. Neither Kerr nor Bloomfield, the two parties
who both later claimed that this was their cherished objective, achieved very much. Kerr was fully committed
to his developments and improvements at the Worcester Royal Porcelain Works and Bloomfield had little
money available and although he later said that he made efforts to find other interested parties, initially
contemplated selling off the raw materials and also developed a small scale brickworks (and other minor
ventures) at Castle Caldwell.
What of McBirney in all this? We have found no indication of his being involved at all before 1855. He had
no part in originating the “Irish Pottery” concept. It is clear that the 1853 Dublin Exposition came as a “wakeup call” to Irish entrepreneurs and McBirney would certainly have been present and involved here. The
question of exactly how and when he first became associated with Bloomfield, Armstrong and Kerr still needs
more research but let’s continue with the Belleek Pottery “story” as we know it.
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Gathering support for the “Irish Pottery” to be built at Belleek.
If we accept Bloomfield’s account of his chance meeting with Robert Armstrong: “Travelling like a miller’s
commercial agent, with a pocketful of kaolin, running after my late friend William Dargan, and everyone
possessed of a patriotic spirit, I chanced to fall upon Mr. Robert Williams Armstrong in a Dublin Shop.”, then
Bloomfield had personally continued his dogged quest for support for the venture - but we don’t know what
year he met Armstrong or if that “Dublin Shop” was Kerr’s Capel Street china store. We do however know
that: (1) In 1854, Armstrong had corresponded with Bloomfield and had analysed the Castle Caldwell materials
and (2) during the whole period 1850 and 1854, Kerr had employed Armstrong as his architect at Worcester
and they were friends as well as colleagues. It is therefore a pretty safe assumption that Bloomfield, Armstrong
and Kerr would have had plenty of opportunity to discuss the “Irish Pottery Project”. As reported by Neville
Maguire in his book “Belleek in Context” and confirmed by Armstrong’s own letter dated 19th November 1855
to the Saunders’s News-Letter: Armstrong had visited Bloomfield at Castle Caldwell (in March of that year).
By November 1855, Armstrong, Bloomfield and Kerr, although not by then all working together as a “team”,
were strongly behind the idea of a major Irish owned and run pottery at Belleek and were very actively
exploring sources of finance.
McBirney was the vital missing link in the “Irish Pottery Project” because he was the man with the financial
resources that could make it happen. Bloomfield was a landowner but had no income other than that generated
by the Castle Caldwell estate: his family had few resources other than the estate itself. In his letter to
Saunders’s Newsletter of 21st November 1855, Bloomfield stated that to further the process of getting the
pottery started: “I offered all the requirements that I possess to be put into the capital of the undertaking.” –
this of course was an offer of access to the raw materials and of land rather than actual monetary “capital”.
Kerr was also offering his resources but again his available capital was not of the scale required for the grand
project that Belleek Pottery was to become. He was anyway at that time living in Worcester and fully
committed to the major redevelopments he was carrying out at the Royal Porcelain Works there. The third of
our protagonists, Armstrong, was a professional man and had (as far as we have been able to find out) no other
sources of income or inherited family wealth.
We don’t know however if McBirney was even first choice as someone to ask for finance: William Dargan and
Kerr knew each other well from the 1853 Exhibition and Bloomfield describes Dargan as a friend. Dargan was
then the publicly acclaimed investor, famous for his involvement in Irish projects of many varieties and he may
have been considered before McBirney. As well as this, Armstrong, who in November 1855 was living at 10
Essex Street, just off the Strand, had his own contacts in London with whom he had discussed the financing of
the pottery project. Yet another detail that we don’t know is exactly when or how McBirney was approached by
either Kerr, Armstrong or Bloomfield, but we do know that all three of them, either singly or together, once the
contact had been made, worked to convince McBirney about the viability of the Belleek Pottery project.
McBirney acknowledges [in the 1865 Dublin Exhibition Catalogue] that he was “wholeheartedly assisted by
W.H. Kerr in his research on the commercial possibilities of the pottery”. Kerr provided technical and
financial details to him - one might even say Kerr offered his “trade secrets” [Kerr’s letter in the Irish Times,
10th January 1868]. The upshot of this was that McBirney, having also talked with Armstrong and spent time at
Belleek as Bloomfield’s guest, was convinced to invest in the Pottery.
Just how much convincing McBirney actually needed is open to question: if he was fully signed up to the
Dargan “philosophy” of philanthropy and investing in projects (whether commercial or not) that aided Irish
development, then he would have needed little persuasion. McBirney, however, although a patriotic Irishman,
seems to have been much more of the “hard-headed businessman” than Dargan (if some of his exchanges
reported in meetings of his various railway companies are anything to go by!) and he certainly would have
looked in detail at the viability and potential returns of the new pottery business – happily, with Kerr and
Armstrong available to map out the costs and potentialities of building and running it, this information was not
lacking.
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In a letter to the Irish Times of 7th January 1868, Bloomfield says: “On reference to the files of Saunders’s
News-letter of 1855 you will… observe therein illustrated the firmness of Mr M’Birney against overwhelming
theoretical negatives.” Here, from Bloomfield we have that McBirney was committed to the project by 1855
and he apparently stood firm in his resolve against these “overwhelming theoretical negatives”. Our
examination of the correspondence in the Saunders’s News-Letter of November 1855 shows that there were a
considerable number of objections raised against any “Irish pottery project” and we can surmise that
Bloomfield was referring to these. With Kerr, Bloomfield and especially Armstrong writing fluently in favour
of the project in this Saunders’s News-Letter correspondence, McBirney, was apparently not to be deterred by
any of these objections.

McBirney’s commitment to the Belleek Project – the importance of Robert Armstrong.
So by the end of 1855, it seems that McBirney had agreed to be involved in the Armstrong, Bloomfield and
Kerr’s cherished Pottery “project”. The business was to be called “D.McBirney and Company” – this is how it
was finally registered in 1859. McBirney was to provide all the initial and ongoing finance. It was also
decided (apparently on both Bloomfield and McBirney’s insistence) that Armstrong was to be the manager and
Artistic Director of the business. Indeed, Armstrong was seen by all three of the other protagonists of the
Pottery from this early stage as vital to its success: as Kerr puts it in a later letter to the Irish Times dated 10th
January 1868: “[Bloomfield] was most fortunate in inducing Mr. Armstrong to be the pioneer at Belleek; and I
must say that one man in ten thousand would have undertaken such a task...” Armstrong was indeed a most
remarkable man: while working for Kerr as his architect at Worcester from 1850 until 1854, he had learnt a
great deal about the business and practice of a major pottery. He had made many trips to Stoke on Trent and by
thoroughly observing and examining the methods at the Potteries of “Messrs. Minton, Copeland, Wedgwood,
Davenport, Mayer etc.” he had become expert. Kerr says that Armstrong had by 1854 designed and rebuilt a
good part of the Royal Porcelain Works at Worcester to a very high standard. It is amazing that Armstrong,
although thoroughly acquainted with the building and operation of a pottery, at the time he committed himself
to the Belleek project in 1855, was neither a chemist nor a potter. The truly astounding amount of effort he put
into personally acquiring these necessary skills, clearly shown by the records in his diaries, beggars belief. It is
no wonder that McBirney and Bloomfield insisted that Armstrong take charge of the entire venture.
Fortunately for the whole project, their faith in him turned out to be fully justified - Armstrong did not let them
down.

The personal nature of McBirney’s involvement.
As a footnote to the “why and how” of McBirney becoming involved; it is interesting and perhaps revealing of
McBirney’s true motives that all the finance he provided appears to have come from his own personal
resources, rather than from his highly successful company in Dublin (we have found no record of any
involvement of his firm McBirney and Collis with Belleek Pottery). This is a clear indication that his
association with the Belleek project was a personal one and he seems to have been determined to have financial
control of the Pottery in his own name, rather than as a partnership or in the form of a limited or joint stock
company. It seems that the Belleek Pottery went well beyond McBirney’s aspirations merely to make money
and it puts him firmly in the category of “benefactor to Irish Industry” or even “benefactor to Ireland”, a role
that William Dargan had formerly made his own. In the light of the next years of the Pottery (as we shall see),
it is fortunate for all concerned that this was apparently the case
McBirney, in 1855, at the age of 49, was a highly respected and seasoned businessman who was well known in
Dublin. His store was already well established in its prominent location on Aston Quay. He was already a
major shareholder in several Irish railway companies. We have found no evidence that Bloomfield, Kerr or
Armstrong had known McBirney personally before 1855 but he was a highly prominent Dublin figure and
therefore an obvious candidate to approach for the “Irish Pottery” project. We have found no other reason than
this to explain him being approached.
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On to the second point, what did McBirney’s business life entail?
Our researches show that David McBirney was highly active in the business life of Dublin and more widely in
Ireland. He also found time to perform the duties of Justice of the Peace in Dublin.

McBirney, Collis and Co.
In his business life, he was firstly a merchant within the woollen trade, with a partner by the name of Robert G.
Collis (The name is sometimes spelt “Colles”) who we believe came originally from County Kildare. The firm
McBirney and Collis had an establishment situated first in Christchurch Place, opposite the Cathedral (sadly no
longer there), and then the large and magnificent establishment of Hibernian House on Aston Quay (which can
still be seen today, although no longer as McBirney’s store). By looking at the advertisements that the firm
placed in the Irish Times the development of the business from its initial mainly wholesale roots to an extensive
fully fledged high class retail establishment of the first order can be seen by the increasingly wide range of
products offered.
Looking at the descriptions in old Dublin Trade Directories, the development of McBirney’s main business can
be appreciated: the first directory we have found that lists them is Pettigrew and Oulton’s Dublin Directory of
1842. Its entry is under “Woollen Warehouses” and gives:
“M’Birney, Collis and Co., 25 and 26 Christchurch Place.”
Slater’s 1846 Directory of Leinster gives us:
“M’Birney, Collis and Co., Linen and Woollen Drapers, 16 and 17 Aston’s Quay.”
Shaw’s Dublin City Directory of 1850 describes the business thus:
“McBirney, Collis and Co., 25 Christchurch place and McBirney and Collis, 16 and 17 Aston's quay (silk
mercers, and general drapers)”.
In 1862, Thom’s Irish Almanac and Official Directory’s description showed that considerable expansion had
taken place, they had now added numbers 14 and 15 Aston Quay to the establishment and had a “factory” on
D’Olier Street: this was a wholesale clothing factory and warehouse.
“[Aston Quay] 14, 15, 16, & 17, M'Birney, Collis, & Co. Wholesale and retail woollen and linen drapers,
hosiers, silk mercers, and haberdashers. Factory 24 D'Olier-street, £450. M'Birney, David, esq. J.P., Collis,
Robert G. esq. Leeson-park, Leeson-street, upper, and Millbrook, co. Tipperary”.
The £450 is the “Government Valuation” of the property on Aston Quay, the D’Olier Street factory was valued
at £70. These sums can be put into context by looking at the relative value of Kerr’s shop on Capel Street in the
same directory:
“[Capel Street] 114 and 115 Kerr, J. Worcester china, cut glass, lamp, & oil merchant to Her Majesty and the
Lord Lieutenant, and 4 Anglesea-row—res. Strandville ho. Clontarf, £45., £34”.
Kerr’s premises (James Kerr and Son) had a total valuation of only £79, even though it was a large and high
quality shop (at the time grandly called the “China Saloon”). Even at this date (1862), McBirney’s Aston Quay
store, Hibernian House, must have been magnificent indeed!
The advertisement (right) is
from the Irish Times of 28th
September 1859 and shows
the type of ware the
company then sold.
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McBirney and Company Limited
By the 1870’s, the company had become
much more diversified and considerable
expansion had taken place: the Aston
Quay establishment was then much more
like a department store, selling fine
furnishing, household and dress fabrics
and clothing in silk, linen and wool,
millinery and accessories. The advert (on
the right) is from the Irish times of 22nd
October 1875 and clearly shows the range
of products then offered.
M’Birney and Company Limited (as it is
styled here) was a truly major concern
and Hibernian House now occupied
numbers 14 to 18 (the entire block) on
Aston Quay.

The name above the entrance still remains
today, shown above.
Note that the company developed into
McBirney and Co. Ltd., from the original
partnership between McBirney and
Collis. Robert Collis died well before
McBirney and we can surmise that
Collis’s interests in the business had been
bought out by McBirney. The name
“Collis” disappears from the company
name after July 1865.
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McBirney the Railway Entrepreneur
David McBirney lived in Dalkey and as a resident of this highly prosperous district of South Dublin, benefited
personally from the development of the first railway in Ireland in 1834, William Dargan’s Dublin and
Kingstown Railway, which passes through Dalkey (The railway still exists, now adapted as part of Dublin’s
DART). McBirney lived on Glenageary Road, which was very convenient for Dargan’s Railway to central
Dublin. It is perhaps not surprising that McBirney started to become involved with the development of the Irish
railways and this soon became his major endeavour. He invested in the new Irish railways as a shareholder, he
became director of several of the companies and was eventually Chairman or Deputy Chairman of at least three
of them. By 1882, just three months before his death, he was reported in the Irish Times to be Chairman of the
Cork & Bandon Railway Company, Chairman of the Dublin & Meath Railway and Chairman of the
Enniskillen, Bundoran & Sligo Railway Company. William Dargan is justly hailed as the “Father of Irish
Railways” but David McBirney was not all that far behind him: McBirney made a highly significant
contribution to the development of the Irish railway system and unlike Dargan, managed to keep his fortune
relatively intact. Dargan had lost his fortune investing in speculative projects in the name of developing Irish
industry but McBirney, again showing his business acumen, even though highly committed financially to
similarly speculative projects like these railways and indeed to Belleek Pottery, managed to retain his. As we
shall see, McBirney was still a wealthy and important man at the time of his death.
At a meeting on the 8th November 1861, as reported in The Irish Times:
“A dinner was given on Wednesday evening at the Salt Hill Hotel (Kingstown) to a number of gentlemen of Co
Fermanagh & Donegal connected with the Enniskillen, Bundoran Railways, by David McBirney Esq, JP; the
originator, and the most active director of the line, Mr McBirney occupied the Chair. He was supported on his
right by Mr D’Arcy Irvine JP, J.A. Tredernick and D. Fitzgerald; and on his left by J.C. Bloomfield.”
McBirney and Bloomfield were both very active in promoting the building of the Enniskillen, Bundoran and
Sligo Railway – the most important issue here of course being that the line, when constructed, would connect
Belleek Pottery to the rest of the Irish railway system. The Kingstown meeting was a preliminary to garner
support and investment for the line which was started in 1862 but not actually completed until 1866: as John
Cunningham reports, the first train ran from Enniskillen via Belleek to Bundoran on 12th June 1866.
We can see from the report of the 1861 meeting that
McBirney was involved (with Bloomfield) from the start of
this process. The line took much longer to be built than any
of the Belleek Pottery protagonists would have liked and
even when finished, it was not all plain sailing for the Pottery
or the Railway Company. The railway to Belleek had run
into many unforeseen problems during its construction, the
original contractors went bankrupt and as well as the major
investments made by McBirney and Bloomfield amongst
others, further financial support had to be sought from
William Dargan, who in the last years of his life was called
upon to rescue the project. Even after the line opened to
traffic in 1866, problems still persisted and it is clear that the
railway never fulfilled its promise, especially as far as
Belleek Pottery was concerned. The over-budget and late
completion of the line, less traffic than expected and the
overall poor performance once running made the line a
commercial failure.
This Irish Times report (right) of a shareholders’ meeting of
the Enniskillen, Bundoran and Sligo Railway (covering the
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six months up to 31st March 1875) has McBirney as Deputy Chairman at this time. It is very interesting that the
report states that £20-12s from the company’s capital account was spent in “ballasting the new siding to Belleek
Pottery”. That this siding was new in March 1875, shows that good access to the railways was not achieved by
Belleek Pottery until this surprisingly late date, although the line between Enniskillen and Bundoran had been
opened some 9 years earlier.
The reasons why Belleek’s relationship with the railway was never entirely happy or successful were the high
costs levied by the Railway Companies and their overall poor performance – this was in spite of McBirney
being Chairman or Deputy Chairman of one of the Railway Companies concerned.

McBirney’s efforts to tackle the problems of the Irish railways
McBirney, although an avid supporter of the railways in
Ireland, was in the forefront of those trying to improve
what came to be seen of the lamentable performance of
some of the companies. He had a financial interest in
several railway companies as a major shareholder but in
the case of the Enniskillen, Bundoran and Sligo railway
he was also keen to look after his interests in Belleek
Pottery. In the Irish Times report on Irish industry (shown
on the right) of 31st December 1873, McBirney and Co.
(Probably McBirney’s company in Dublin rather than
Belleek Pottery) had complained that Irish industry was
being hampered by the “high rates and charges extracted
by shortsighted railway companies for the carriage both
of raw materials and manufactured goods. To these must
be added irregularities and delays.” Examples of the
problems and delays are cited and the summary finishes:
“ [it] is enough to create a suspicion that one of the chief
uses of railways is the destruction of Irish trade.”. The
Enniskillen, Bundoran and Sligo Railway was obviously
not the most efficient or well-run of concerns, but as
Chairman, McBirney would have had to take some
responsibility for this while his company at Belleek
suffered the consequences – clearly not a comfortable
position for him to be in.

The question of the inefficiency of the Irish railways had
become a major issue for Irish industry in general and
Belleek Pottery in particular. In 1870, we have this
(shown on the right) from an Irish Times report on a
shareholders meeting of the Irish North Western Railway
Company on 26th February 1870 (This railway had a
junction with the Enniskillen, Bundoran and Sligo
Railway at Enniskillen). In this meeting we have David
McBirney and William Kerr both heaping criticism onto
the directors of the company for the poor performance of
the railway. McBirney, as an investor in the company,
saying (with perhaps a degree of sarcasm) that the
directors should not even receive a salary “..for some
years until they were able to first present something to
their unfortunate shareholders.”
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Kerr, speaking as a business owner who depended on the railway to get stock from Belleek to his Dublin store,
(and here also seeming to show a certain paranoia) that: “Everyone knew that the English people were trying to
crush the Belleek Pottery, and nothing was more calculated to assist them than the mismanagement of this
[railway] company.”
Dissatisfaction with the railways culminated in
a deputation (of course including McBirney)
representing Irish business and other interests
being sent to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland.
This took place on 7th December 1870. The
situation was so bad that the British
Government was called upon to step in. The
start of the lengthy report on this is shown here
(on the right). McBirney’s contribution in the
meeting is also shown (right, immediately below
this).
McBirney’s interventions in Railway Company
shareholders meetings were frequently reported
in the Irish Times. In fact he seems to have
achieved some notoriety for the strength and
effectiveness of these statements: McBirney
was a vociferous critic of the directors and
management of many of the companies he held
shares in. In one company he was even
eventually elected to the board of directors so
that he could improve what he saw as the
incompetent management of the company. He
was especially critical of the management of the
Irish North Western Railway: this railway
provided the vital link to his Enniskillen,
Bundoran and Sligo railway which of course
served Belleek Pottery.

So, being a shareholder, director or even chairman of a railway company in Ireland at this time was certainly
not a bed of roses! Once again, it says much for McBirney’s skill as a businessman that he kept his head above
water and managed to balance his business interests one against another. While McBirney was in 1870 already
wealthy enough not to rely on large dividends from the railway companies, clearly he didn’t want to see his
investments come to nothing. The money invested by McBirney and Bloomfield in the Enniskillen, Bundoran
and Sligo Railway was however a total loss (and Bloomfield could ill afford this).
In the period 1859 until his death in 1882, McBirney was a shareholder in the following railway companies:

Dublin and Meath
Cork and Bandon
Dundalk and Enniskillen
Navan & Kingcourt
West Cork Railway.

Enniskillen, Bundoran and Sligo
Midland Great Western
Irish North Western
Ileu valley

In addition to holding shares he took a more active part in the management of some of the companies as
Director, Managing Director, Chairman or Deputy Chairman. This is covered elsewhere in this article.
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McBirney, advocate for and investor in the “Galway Line”
Apart from his railway interests, McBirney was an initiator
(in 1858) and became a major shareholder in the Atlantic
Royal Mail Steam Navigation Company Limited – also
known as the “Galway Line”. This was a grand scheme to
operate a Steam Packet service carrying the Royal Mail
from Galway to and from the United States of America. It
would rely on the rail service supplied by the Midland
Great Western Railway Company with a new station being
built specifically to serve the steam ships. McBirney was
already a shareholder in this railway company. The
Galway Line would offer a service which could actually
compete with the existing British Royal Mail services from
Liverpool and Southampton in carrying mail from
anywhere in the United Kingdom (on the grounds that
Galway was 400 miles closer to the USA than these were)

but in practice, the effort required getting the mail to and
from Galway via the ferries and Irish railways was such
that the service was only useful to Ireland itself.
The Galway Line company was launched with huge
patriotic fervour and the Great and the Good in Ireland
clamoured to sign up to the share offering, with
McBirney naturally being in the vanguard. The share
offering was also avidly taken up by the ordinary people
of Ireland: the unwise view was taken that if people of
the calibre of David McBirney were investing, the
venture would surely be successful!
The announcement of the share prospectus in September
1859 is shown here (above). With people like McBirney
on the committee, along with the Lord Mayor and Lord
Mayor elect of Dublin, a director of the National Bank,
Councillors and two Deputy Lord Lieutenants, this was
seen as a fabulous scheme which would generate huge
profits and be greatly to the benefit of Ireland.
The letters to the Irish Times (shown on the left) clearly
show these sentiments of approval for a “great project for
the benefit of Ireland” along with some disquiet that the
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scheme required the continued support of the British
Parliament for it to be viable. One of these letters is
addressed to McBirney personally (as a responsible member
of the Irish Committee) requesting that they turn their
attention to “its proper management”.
The forebodings, unfortunately for the investors and
generally for the development of Irish trade, eventually
turned out to be justified: not through lack of “proper
management” but because the £70,000 per year Royal Mail
contract necessary for the service to continue profitably was
withdrawn by the British Government. Even though ships
had been built specifically for the project and it had seemed
that a successful outcome was assured, a change of
Government in England meant that the contract was revoked.
The United Kingdom, it seemed, had need only of shipping
services from Southampton and Liverpool: the Galway Line
was surplus to its requirements.
The Galway Line was initially formed in 1858 and in 1860
began a Galway to Boston route via Newfoundland. It
offered a £7 steerage ticket to New York which included
conveyance to Galway from any point in the UK. From New
York to Galway, steerage was similarly £7 which also
included conveyance to any point in the UK. The line ran
until 1861 when the transatlantic mail contract was revoked.
Sailings were suspended for two years until 1863 when the
mail contract was revived, but operations ceased finally in
1864. In its short history, the Galway Line employed
seventeen ships, including the Connaught, 3000 Tons, built
specially for the Line in 1860 but unfortunately destroyed by
fire on the return leg of its second voyage some 150 miles off
Boston and the Hibernia, also 3000 Tons, built in 1863 and
subsequently converted to a telegraph cable laying ship.
The Irish Times report of 19th July 1864 (above right) laments the “English failure” of the line. The press report
clearly shows that the belief was that the Irish company had been betrayed in favour of the English mail
monopoly of Southampton and Liverpool.
To McBirney, along with the other shareholders, this was yet another total loss! Although the Galway Line was
a potentially lucrative business venture which failed, once again the balance between philanthropy and business
was brought into focus. Dargan’s legacy of unselfish (or unwise) support for Irish industry was still very strong
in the 1860’s and the newspapers of the time (the Irish Times included) were extremely uncritical of many of
the shortcomings of even the most obviously doomed new business ventures in Ireland. The Galway Line,
although it quickly failed, was one of the better conceived schemes.
McBirney is the only one of the founders of Belleek Pottery to have generally got this balance right. He
invested his money in Belleek Pottery (among with other ventures like the railways) which fell into the
category of “Industry needing support for the good of Ireland” while mostly avoiding investments in ventures
which were almost certainly doomed from the outset (such as William Dargan’s ill-fated backing of a “great
thread factory” at Chapelizod, near Dublin and his huge and unsuccessful investments associated with the
Dublin, Wexford and Wicklow Railway). McBirney, although he made large investments, did not overextend
himself. Above all, McBirney had a sound financial base which came from the successful Drapers business.
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Other aspects of McBirney’s life
David McBirney, in spite of his full business life,
became a Town Councillor in June 1860 (right).
Amazingly, for such a busy man, he took a very
active part in the Dublin City Council’s affairs and
spoke at many of the Council meetings. McBirney
was never afraid of controversy and in the Irish
Times reports of Council meetings, it seems that
he frequently spoke forcefully on the side of the
Liberals, generally against the Conservatives on
the Council.
In his home life, McBirney’s increasing prosperity
was indicated by his purchasing for £2,530 the
“lands of Barnhill” in Dalkey, the district of South
Dublin where he already lived. This estate of 54
acres was an important and sizeable property in an
extremely pleasant and affluent area of the City.
The purchase (effectively by auction, although in
the “Landed Estates Court”) took place on 16th June
1860 (the Irish Times report is shown on the right). With
his involvement with the Galway Line, becoming a
Councillor and this major purchase, 1860 was
indeed an important and very busy year for David
McBirney. As we will see later in this article, in
this year, McBirney also devoted some of his time
to Belleek Pottery.
We do not have very much information on McBirney’s home life. He was married but appears to have had no
children, although he did have a stepson, Arthur Jones, who came from the previous marriage of his wife
Louisa. His business and civic duties seem to have been the dominant factors in his very busy life. He was for
a time on the managing committee of the Art Union of Ireland: both Armstrong and Bloomfield are reported as
members of the Art Union and they also sporadically attended its meetings in Dublin. As perhaps a small
insight into his personal life, McBirney was a member and “office bearer” of the Dublin Branch of the United
Kingdom Alliance for the Suppression of Traffic in Intoxicating Liquors, as the name suggests, part of the
national temperance movement. This organisation was supported by the Presbyterian Church in Great Britain
and it is not surprising that McBirney, the successful and upstanding protestant businessman should have been
firmly associated with it. Strong liquor was seen as a blight on the working man and McBirney’s involvement
here fits well with his support for the development of Irish industry and his evident desire to improve conditions
and provide gainful employment in Ireland.

Summing up McBirney’s Business Life
All in all, the picture emerges of David McBirney as a highly competent businessman who took his
responsibilities very seriously. He made large financial commitments and he stood by them. He took risks with
his investments but he knew how far he could go with them. He appears to have been a pillar of Dublin’s
business community and also highly active in municipal life with his work as a J.P and as a City Councillor. Of
all his investments, Belleek Pottery seems to have been his most personal one: “McBirney’s Pottery” (as it was
often referred to in the Irish Times) was clearly a source of great pride to him and we shall now go on to see
what his actual involvement with it was.
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The Third point covers the involvement of McBirney with Belleek Pottery
from its foundation in 1857 up until his death in 1882.
Given his other extensive business interests and responsibilities, it is hard to see how McBirney found the time
or opportunity to make frequent visits to the Belleek Pottery. It is however equally hard to believe that
someone with so much money at stake would happily go on paying out when asked and have no other
involvement in the venture. David McBirney provided finance to Belleek Pottery, firstly to get the building
designed and built, to get the waterwheel established, to build kilns and other workshops, to provide raw
materials (from Bloomfield and others), to employ Armstrong and his growing workforce and to fund the day to
day expenses of the Pottery, particularly in the early days before 1863 when there was a low level of production
and thus only a very small income from sales for the Pottery. From 1857 to 1863, a period of 6 years,
McBirney would have been faced with a succession of extremely large bills to pay.

The early years: from 1857 to the Dublin Exhibition of 1865
Once the main building’s construction was underway with the foundation stone laying in November 1858,
Armstrong began an extended period of self education on the subject of “how to make pots” with the active
assistance of personnel at the Royal Porcelain Works in Worcester under the control of W.H. Kerr. Armstrong
undertook an amazingly extensive and thorough series of practical experiments, working firstly from temporary
accommodation and using the resources provided at Worcester until he had a kiln available at Belleek so that he
did not have to rely on Kerr’s facilities at the Royal Porcelain Works. McBirney seems to have been entirely
happy to fund this considerable expenditure, but Armstrong felt it necessary (and McBirney may indeed have
demanded this) to keep him in the picture as regards the progress he was making. Armstrong’s diary from
October 1860 reports on one particular important trip made to England with McBirney:
The trials from the 8 mixtures were pressed in dies at Mr. Whitehouse, Burchall St. Birmingham, the inventor
and patenter of the principle of making articles of curved faces and irregular and uneven thicknesses from a
dry powder. His patent being an improvement on Prosser’s. Mr. D. McBirney was with me and witnessed the
process on Friday Octr. 12th 1860 on which evening we proceeded to Worcester to have them fired. They were
pronounced by Mr. Lane the manager, Mr. Handcock the slip Mixer and Mr. Kerr the most successful 1st trials
they ever saw.
So McBirney, with nothing to show for his investment
other than the results of some of the trials that Armstrong
was carrying out, nevertheless went on ploughing more and
more money into the Belleek project. His level of trust in
Armstrong’s (as yet completely unproven) capabilities as a
potter is truly astounding. It is probable at this early stage
that Armstrong leaned heavily on Kerr for moral as well as
technical support, especially when it was necessary to
provide evidence to McBirney that progress was indeed
being made. At this time, as McBirney also acknowledged,
Kerr’s support was very important.
Probably it was only from the middle of 1864, after skilled
pottery workers from Stoke on Trent had been employed at
the Pottery towards the end of 1863 that the production of
decorative parian items began in earnest. The 1865 Dublin
exhibition marks something of a watershed. The new
Belleek Pottery broke onto the scene and won a medal at
the exhibition – this is the citation (right) published in the
Irish Times of 10th October 1865.
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M’Birney and Armstrong (as the Company is styled here) won the medal in Section XXV for:
“pure Irish manufactured goods in earthenware and parian, deserving of the highest commendation”.

The years of gaining recognition: from 1865 to the Dublin Exhibition of 1872
In 1865, although Belleek Pottery had gained a measure
of public recognition, it is extremely doubtful whether
production at this stage was sufficiently large to give
McBirney even a small return on his investment. As well
as this, costs at the Pottery remained high. Armstrong, in
his diaries, made detailed costings, calculating and
comparing the raw material and shipping costs for
different types of ware at Belleek against the same items
in Stoke on Trent. Although using Castle Caldwell
materials gave Armstrong a cost advantage, the major
factors in Belleek’s overall costs being higher than Stoke
on Trent were those of shipping in the coal and any
materials not locally available and then sending the
finished ware to market. In 1865, the eagerly awaited
railway was not complete and transport was by sea, river
and road: as we have seen, even when it opened to traffic
in 1866, the railway made only small improvements to
this situation. The Belleek Pottery was therefore seen by
Armstrong and its backers (most vociferously, Kerr) to
be at a significant disadvantage against the English
potteries.
Although, at this early date, the Pottery did make lowcost utilitarian ware (Earthenware and Sanitary Ware),
this (as Armstrong’s calculations showed) was not really
cost effective against similar ware made in Stoke on
Trent, except perhaps if sold in the local region around
the Pottery – not a huge market! The original plan had
always been to make high quality porcelain at Belleek
and Armstrong’s comprehensive and continual
experiments were mostly to achieve this.
An exception to this, however, was the development and
manufacture at Belleek of telegraph insulators. This may
well have been far more lucrative than making either
earthenware or parian because it seems that Armstrong
managed to make these of such quality and quantity that
he eventually entirely cornered the market for them in
Ireland – this is demonstrated by this Irish Times report
on 6th November 1869 (on the right) saying that “the whole
of the insulators are being manufactured at the Belleek
Potteries”. Armstrong had patented a process of
pressing dry material into a metal mould which was
highly suitable for manufacturing these insulators
(applied for in 1865 and granted in 1866).
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By 1878, Jewitt, in his first edition of the “Ceramic Art of Great Britain” was saying that: “Belleek furnishes
largely the “porcelain insulators” (containing 70% local feldspar) used for telegraph poles, and these have
been pronounced by “authorities” the best.” So Belleek’s market for these items seems to have extended
beyond Ireland.
This type of product: specialised, high quality (designed to meet the exacting specification of the telegraph
companies) and required in enormous quantity was exactly the sort of item that could have made the Pottery
(and of course McBirney) a lot of money. It surely ensured a period of substantial income for the Pottery in the
late 1860’s and 1870’s but Armstrong, although now in danger of having a major commercial success on his
hands, seems to have continued to experiment and to concentrate on the design and development of the most
highly decorative and expensive ware (apparently with the approval of McBirney). In fact, this approach now
also paid dividends by way of achieving the founders’ most desired objective of making the Pottery famous, if
not yet profitable.
By 1868 Belleek Pottery had received effusive acclaim in the press with several articles being published in the
Irish Times, reporting Queen Victoria’s visit to Kerr’s shop in Dublin leading to her purchase of Belleek ware
and also reporting on other high profile individuals and organisations who had purchased Belleek parian ware.
A further visit to view Belleek porcelain by the Prince of Wales in 1871 was planned but eventually abandoned
– two days after this abortive visit, an “affray” in Phoenix Park led to Kerr’s shop windows in Capel Street
being broken – this is later reported in the British parliamentary proceedings (in Hansard of 8th August 1877) as
follows: “[the rioters] turning into Capel Street, they smashed the windows of Mr. Kerr and Messrs.
Edmundson, both large and liberal employers of labour, the former being a gentleman who had expended his
capital in developing the Belleek Potteries, on the banks of Lough Erne, and whose Dublin works had been
visited a day or two before by the Prince of Wales.” This is interesting in that it states that Kerr had “expended
his capital in developing the Belleek Potteries”. The Hansard report was made with some degree of hindsight –
it was after all six years since the event - and (as we shall see) Kerr was by then bankrupt.
In 1872, the Dublin Exhibition of that year possibly marks the high point of the enthusiasm and acclaim that
Belleek Pottery received. The publicity caused by the involvement of the Royal family, several more articles
on the Pottery by the Irish press in the run-up to the Exhibition and extensive advertising by Kerr and others
brought home the realisation here at last was a great “success story” in Ireland. In the Exhibition, which
received worldwide attention, Belleek had the largest display of ware of any ceramics manufacturer as
McBirney and Co. and a large display was also exhibited by Kerr. Smaller stands by two other Dublin retailers
(Callinan and Jones) also displayed Belleek ware. Reports of the Exhibition refer to McBirney, Armstrong and
Kerr’s Pottery (remember that Kerr orchestrated Belleek’s part in the exhibition and the publicity that went with
it) – one can only surmise that Bloomfield would have felt justifiably chagrined at his omission from these
credits!
Following the Exhibition, Kerr went spectacularly bankrupt, having taken on far more than he could cope with.
Kerr had certainly invested in Belleek Pottery in the sense that he had purchased vast amounts of its high
quality decorative parian ware from as soon as this became available in 1865 and this investment had risen to
alarming (for Kerr) proportions in 1872 prior to the Exhibition. Kerr had (in today’s money) the equivalent of
over £1 million (at his cost price) of ware in stock (this is reported in the notice for the Auction of his effects
after his business failure). This, along with a huge investment in a painting on porcelain studio for the ladies of
the Queen’s Institute at his Capel Street premises, caused his bankruptcy. Kerr didn’t have the same sort of
financial muscle that McBirney had and as a result he simply ran out of resources.
McBirney and Armstrong had relied almost completely on Kerr to advertise and publicise the decorative ware
made by the Pottery. Kerr’s connections with Royalty and the upper echelons of society, which he had
originally made during his time at Worcester (1852-1862) and through selling other porcelain at his father’s
shop in the years before that, were absolutely vital to the development of the Pottery once the decorative ware
had become available for sale in 1865. By 1872, other retailers in Dublin had begun selling Belleek in
competition with Kerr, although Kerr did his best to retain a monopoly. These other retailers, principally
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Callinan, Jones and Whyte, were then able to take on Kerr’s
mantle, buying much of Kerr’s stock of Belleek in the sale that
followed his bankruptcy. Belleek Pottery was famous enough
in 1872 that the loss of Kerr, although a serious setback, was
not disastrous to McBirney and Armstrong’s enterprise.

McBirney and Bloomfield.
Turning our attention to the other founder of the Pottery, John
Caldwell Bloomfield, there are a few interesting elements in the
relationship between him and McBirney that show that all was
not sweetness and light between them. We have already seen
that McBirney collaborated with Bloomfield on the Enniskillen,
Bundoran and Sligo Railway Company, as far back as 1861.
Both McBirney and Bloomfield were shareholders and both lost
their money due to the poor performance of the company. It is
however a surprise to find a report in the Irish Times of 6th
November 1868 that McBirney was taking Bloomfield to
court! The report is shown here (on the right). It seems that
McBirney was suing Bloomfield and two others for the return
of loans that he had made to them to pay the contractors on the
railway. The contractors had gone bankrupt and Bloomfield
and the others had not repaid loans to McBirney. McBirney
lost the case but the affair indicates that he had lost
patience with Bloomfield on the subject of money.

McBirney’s final years: 1872-1882
Indeed money (or lack of it) was always Bloomfield’s most
pressing problem. He had needed McBirney to put most of the
money into “his” Belleek Pottery originally, had needed
McBirney to fund the building of accommodation for the
Pottery workers (Rathmore Terrace, or “English Row” as it
became known) and once again had relied on McBirney for
funding the Enniskillen to Bundoran railway. Because of his
continual and pressing financial problems, Bloomfield had lost
any financial stake he had originally had in the Pottery.
Bloomfield, living as he did at remote Castle Caldwell and
having considerable duties in Fermanagh, was largely cut off
from the exciting and prosperous Dublin scene (although
Bloomfield did attend the Irish Art Union meetings in Dublin)
and he clearly felt isolated because of this. From his letter of
7th January 1868 to the Irish Times and his speech to the
Society of Arts in Dublin (published in the Pottery Gazette 2nd
April 1883), although he gives credit to McBirney for “finding
the capital”, Bloomfield clearly felt he had been denied the
opportunity to take an active part in the business of the Pottery
and had not been given credit for the idea of the Pottery in the
first place. By 1868, Bloomfield was something of a
“forgotten man” so in 1883, after Kerr and McBirney’s deaths,
Bloomfield’s speech was perhaps his attempt to set the record
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straight as he saw it. There is no doubt that Bloomfield was far more of a visionary than he was a businessman
and all the evidence shows that he was highly incompetent with his money: something which it seems
McBirney finally lost patience with at the end of 1868.
Unfortunately, this was not the end of Bloomfield’s money problems. Seemingly following a pattern of
financial mismanagement or misfortune, a few years later Bloomfield defaulted on mortgages on his Estate. He
owed the money to the Scottish National Insurance Company and in September 1876, having lost patience with
him, they foreclosed. The Insurance Company arranged an auction sale of Bloomfield’s Estate (On the previous
page is part of the Irish Times notice of this of 15th September 1876). At the sale, which was a huge affair, McBirney
safeguarded his interests at Belleek by purchasing a number of the parts of the Estate.
At a further sale in 1877 (of lots which had remained
unsold from the previous sale), McBirney purchased
further land in Belleek Town. The extract shown here
(right) from the Irish Times report of 1st December 1877
on this sale shows that McBirney paid £4,450 for “Lot 2
Part of the lands of Finner…”. This had been unsold as
lot 4 in the November 1876 sale.
So, the Pottery was safe but John Caldwell Bloomfield was now completely out of the picture. He was no
longer in a position to offer it more in the way of financial or other help.
McBirney actually went much further than merely safeguarding his business interests: he “purchased the
townlands containing the town of Belleek and its surroundings and considerable improvements have been made
in the character of the residences and dwelling houses for the workmen.” This was reported by John
Cunningham in his “Story of Belleek”, he was quoting from Lowe’s Directory and Household Almanac of
1880.
So once more, in this we see another example of McBirney taking an approach somewhere between his selfinterest and his altruism. McBirney clearly needed to look after his interests once Bloomfield was no longer the
owner of the land on which these properties (The Pottery and the workers’ houses) were built but he also took
the opportunity to improve the conditions of the Pottery workforce, something Bloomfield had aspired to but
without McBirney’s resources, not had the wherewithal to accomplish.
We don’t know how often McBirney actually made trips to Belleek after his initial visits. He was involved
with Bloomfield through the Enniskillen, Bundoran and Sligo Railway Company, but all the shareholders’
meetings that we have seen reported took place in Dublin or Kingstown. McBirney clearly had great trust and
confidence in Armstrong and it seems that he was content to leave him to get on with his work at the Pottery.
Armstrong certainly made visits to report to McBirney and they went on trips together: McBirney may in his
turn have made visits to the Pottery but the sheer amount of business he had in Dublin may have made these
rare events. It is unsurprising that McBirney seems to have spent most of his time in Dublin and we need to do
more research to find out if he made more than the occasional visit to the Pottery or to Castle Caldwell.
In the last ten years of his life, McBirney remained energetic in business and there is no evidence that he was
any less interested in Belleek Pottery. The Pottery was now a major Irish success and McBirney and
Armstrong should have been able to reap the rewards of their many years of effort and investment.
Unfortunately this was not to be the case.
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The final point covered David McBirney’s
Death and the subsequent fate of Belleek
Pottery.
The announcement of David McBirney’s death (below) was
printed in the Fermanagh Mail. The other announcement (on
the right) appeared in the Irish Times of Monday 23rd
October 1882: note that the Times is guilty of the extremely
careless error of getting his name wrong in the headline!

According to the newspapers, McBirney died on 21st October
1882 aged 76 at his home in Barnhill, Dalkey, after a four
day illness. Both these reports are slightly incorrect as in
fact, he died after a period of twelve days with bronchitis and
five days with congestion of the lungs (pneumonia). This is
as recorded in the register of deaths.

The death certificate was issued on the thirtieth of October
1882 to Mr J Harington of Crew Green Vicarage, who
registered the death.
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The entry in the register recording David McBirney’s death is shown here (below).

In his will (shown below), signed on the 21st April 1876, he left a number of bequests. He left to a Mrs
Stavington the sum of six thousand pounds, to a Mrs Parr four thousand pounds, and a Mrs Lynch three
thousand pounds. To his brother William he left the ‘residuary of this my will’ – this turned out to be an
extremely large amount of money. His total estate, after probate was eventually complete, dated 29th May
1894, (as assessed by the Inland Revenue) amounted to the huge sum of £117.655.16s.9d. We have done no
research yet on the three women mentioned here as beneficiaries, so we don’t know their relationship to
McBirney or why they should have received these relatively large sums. The will was made in 1876. The
death of his wife Louisa in 1872 would have made it necessary for a new will to be made but he seems to have
waited four years before doing so. We have found no evidence that McBirney himself had children – there are
certainly no bequests to any in the will. He did however have a stepson, Arthur Jones, but neither is he
mentioned in the will.

The will is astonishingly short in the light of the value of the estate: it is shown here (above) in its entirety.
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His two friends (as he calls them in the will), William Aitken and Michael Larkin, he appointed executors of
the will and he gave them “absolute discretion in the management of my estate.” Aitken was a director of
McBirney and Co. Ltd. in Dublin who took over as Chairman of the business after McBirney’s death. Aitken
had been McBirney’s employee for thirty years and so it is not unreasonable that a friendship should have
developed between them. Michael Larkin was McBirney’s solicitor.

What happened to McBirney’s Dublin Store
Affairs moved very quickly after McBirney’s death. William McBirney, the main beneficiary of the will who
was then living in Charlestown (Charleston) South Carolina, having emigrated to the United States, we believe
in the 1860’s, gave power of attorney to Michael Larkin, David McBirney’s Solicitor and one of executors of
the will, to wind up the estate.

Immediately a huge sale of all the stock of
McBirney and Co. Ltd. In Dublin was
announced (see above). It seemed that William
McBirney, acting through William Aitken and
Michael Larkin, was determined to “clear the
decks” as soon as possible. The
advertisement in the Irish Times announced
the sale on 6th November 1882, only 16 days
after David McBirney’s unexpected death.
This process, although it appears almost
unseemly in its rapidity, appears to have been
exactly what the Executors were instructed to
do.
The sale was of all items in all departments
and must have been something of a bonanza
to the inhabitants of Dublin. In the sale notice
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(shown on the previous page) there was so much detail that in our
reproduction of it, we apologise, that it is impossible to read the
small print!
On the 6th January 1883, the end of the sale was announced
(previous page). It is interesting to note that the executors mention
Belleek Pottery – it is not altogether clear what they meant by this,
but it looks as if there was either public interest in the future of the
Pottery – or possibly that bargain hunters had thought that items of
Belleek were on sale because of the McBirney association.
William Aitken took over from David McBirney as Chairman of
McBirney and Co. Ltd. immediately after his death. The report of
the shareholders meeting of 27th February 1883 that Aitken
chaired, is shown here (on the right). Aitken said of McBirney:
“He was always cheerful, always hopeful and never so happy as
when he was helping some neighbour less fortunate than himself
over a stile, or putting his shoulder to the wheel for the purpose of
getting some useful project out of the rut. He was one of those
men who this country could very ill spare. He had great faith in its
future, had no objection to speechmaking, but his great faith lay in
work. He believed that the extension of railway enterprise, and the
better management of railways, the reclamation of waste lands
and the extension of manufacturing industries were the great
powers by which the country was to be raised to prosperity.”
In the reply to this in the meeting, it was further said of McBirney
that:
“That gentleman not only knew what the Country needed to make
it prosperous, but he felt for it, and showed his feeling by
embarking a very large capital in various undertakings. When the
history of the past came to be written, Mr M’Birney’s name would
stand high on the pedestal of fame.”
As it was said in the report, confidence in the company was high:
the “young men” working for the company had purchased £2000
worth of shares in the fortnight preceding the meeting. In another
report, McBirney and Co. Ltd. was said to be doing well, with
sales at a higher level than ever seen before. The day before the
shareholders meeting, Aitken had reported that in the six months
up to the end of 1883, McBirney and Co. Ltd. made a net profit of
£4,318 10s 11d. Clearly the future looked bright for the Company,
even without David McBirney at the helm.
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The fate of Belleek Pottery
Now we come to what is perhaps the single most perplexing question in the whole history of the Belleek
Pottery.
David McBirney made no mention in the will of his investment in Belleek Pottery, in fact no reference at all is
made to the Pottery or to any agreement, whether formal or informal with Armstrong or Bloomfield. We do not
know if this omission was intentional or an oversight by McBirney. Because of his trust in and good
relationship with Armstrong, it is unlikely that McBirney intended to cause him or the Pottery harm but the fact
that he made no provision very nearly led to the demise of the Pottery and was surely a major contributory
factor in Armstrong’s untimely death 15 months later in 1884.

The question therefore is: why should David McBirney,
this manifestly competent, careful and compassionate man,
who cared deeply about Ireland and Irish Industry, who
was firmly associated in the public mind with Belleek
Pottery and making it a fabulous Irish success story, who
trusted and admired the skill and competence of his friend
Robert Armstrong.… have so utterly failed to provide for
either the Pottery’s or Armstrong’s future.
William McBirney, the brother, who quite understandably
had no interest at all in continuing to support a loss-making
Pottery in County Fermanagh, as part of the process of
winding up the estate, apparently ordered that no further
support was to be given to it and that it be sold as soon as
possible. The general notice to creditors of the estate
(shown on the right) gives some indication of how the legal
process, driven by the executors, acting under William
McBirney’s instructions, continued inexorably

As well as the moral and patriotic issues at stake, David McBirney had personally invested a small fortune in
the Pottery over the years 1857 to 1882 and by making no provision in his will, he risked turning these
investments into an almost total loss to his estate. The total amount of money at stake concerned with the
Pottery is difficult to quantify: in the estate accounts of Castle Caldwell, dated 21st March 1877 (following the
first auction sale of the Estate in 1876), it seemed that on the “Magnificent [Pottery] building”, £11,000.00 was
“expended already”. This was however only the money spent by the Castle Caldwell estate (Bloomfield) on the
Pottery. McBirney’s contribution to the building and running of Belleek Pottery must have been much greater
than this and is probably impossible to calculate with any accuracy. In his memoirs of 1912, Sir Charles
Cameron (who had been a good friend of John Caldwell Bloomfield’s and claims credit for discovering the raw
materials at Castle Caldwell in “the early 1850’s”) wrote:
“Most of the money which founded the Belleek factory was provided by the late Mr. M'Birney, of M'Birney &
Collis' firm, Aston's Quay. It was not a profitable enterprise, and Mr. M'Birney lost heavily by it. I am,
however, glad to state that the Belleek factory is still turning out good china, and I hope is now a paying
concern.
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In 1883, Bloomfield himself was of the opinion that £60,000 to £70,000 had been spent in and around Belleek,
(not just by McBirney) but even this may not give us a complete view of the total expenditure. In the end,
when the Pottery was finally sold in 1884, the amount realised was a meagre £4,700: a tiny fraction of the
money invested in the Pottery, whichever way you calculate it.
One might think that if McBirney had continued to hold to the view that the Pottery was worthy of his support
even though it was not a commercial success, then he would have made some provision for it to continue after
his death. As we have seen, however, he made no such provision. Rather than a mere oversight or a symptom
of a diminution of McBirney’s fortune, the reason for this could have been that the “spirit of the time” had
changed since the optimistic days of William Dargan’s 1853 Exhibition:
•

Dargan had died in 1867, himself then virtually penniless having dissipated his considerable fortune on
speculative schemes to aid and develop Irish industry which in retrospect looked risky or even foolish.

•

McBirney’s wife had died in 1872 and this may have altered his outlook and priorities.

•

Kerr, a major protagonist of the pottery industry in Ireland and Belleek Pottery’s main publicist had
become bankrupt after the 1872 Dublin Exhibition - Kerr had then died in 1879.

•

Bloomfield, the inspiration behind locating and developing the Pottery in Belleek, although still an
strong advocate for Belleek Pottery in 1882, had been forced to sell his estate in 1876 due to his own
crippling financial problems.

•

By the date of his death in 1882, McBirney was, by the standards of the times, although still active in
business and municipal life, an old man of 76 years.

We have found no indication at all that McBirney had become disillusioned or that his vigour in business affairs
had diminished – he was still a J.P., still held the position of Chairman at three railway companies three months
before his death and was still Chairman of McBirney and Co. Ltd. in Dublin up until his death. By 1879,
however, with the exception of Armstrong, all the other founders and major advocates of the Belleek Pottery
were either dead or no longer able to contribute to it. McBirney may now have felt himself alone as others had
fallen by the wayside.
Although the Pottery had become highly acclaimed by 1882, McBirney gave no indication of being the sort of
person who particularly craved credit for himself. It seems that the Pottery had continued to be a drain on his
own personal resources and as he became older, also faced with poor performance of many of his railway
investments, McBirney may have reconsidered his earlier generosity.
It seems highly unlikely from what we know of the man, but McBirney may simply have become less interested
in the affairs of the Pottery as the challenges of getting it set up and successful were overcome. We just don’t
know how his mind was working in the last years of his life, although Armstrong seems not to have had any
concern at all over the financial side of the business, continuing to rely on McBirney for any finance that the
Pottery required over and above that generated by its operations. Armstrong seemed to pay no heed to his own
personal arrangements with McBirney in the matter of his “partnership”. Armstrong and McBirney clearly had
a relationship of great trust and these questions appeared never to arise between them.
Belleek Pottery, as it had been solely owned by McBirney, had no need to complete detailed statutory accounts,
and we have found no record that these were ever published; in fact no accounts of any kind relating to Belleek
Pottery at this time have yet been discovered. Because of the personal nature of McBirney’s involvement with
the Pottery (amongst other reasons) there was a complete lack of documentation relating to the financial and
legal arrangements that were in force. When McBirney died and the will became available, Armstrong was
therefore dealt what must have been the cruellest and most unexpected blow – not only was his source of
finance immediately extinguished but he was suddenly found himself no longer a “partner” in the venture: in
fact he faced the prospect of losing his employment altogether and what must have seemed to him like the
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destruction of his life’s work. The Pottery was to be summarily sold off without him having any say in the
matter. This was an absolute calamity for Armstrong.
For the Pottery, events moved quickly. The Dublin Telegraph was reporting the prevailing rumours in Ireland
when on 21st February 1883 it printed: “It is surely not true that the Potteries at Belleek are to be abandoned!
A Belfast paper states that since the death of the founder, in consequence of the apathy of the present owner,
who resides in America, to such a degree as to make the closing of the Potteries only a matter of a few months.
The abandonment of the industry supplied by the manufacture of this beautiful ware, which has attained for
itself a world-wide fame, would be simply a national disgrace, and we trust for the people of Fermanagh and of
Ulster generally will not suffer one of the few productions peculiar to Ireland to fall off. If Ulster does not take
the matter up, then we think the forthcoming exhibition in Cork should not open without some efforts being
made by the promoters to raise as much capital as would float the Potteries as a Limited Company.” [as
reported by John Cunningham in his “Story of Belleek].
Cunningham also tells that as the year of 1883 progressed, 140 of the workers at the Pottery were laid off and as
a consequence many of the skilled men were forced to seek employment elsewhere, amongst them the
Englishmen who then sought work in the USA. [See articles by Paul Tubb which cover these emigrations]
Little more than a year after McBirney’s death, on 27th January 1884, Armstrong too was dead. On February
28th 1884 the Pottery and land in Belleek owned by McBirney was put up for sale at auction in Dublin.
Armstrong’s widow, Annie Langley Nairn was able to salvage only a small fraction of what she could
reasonably have expected was her due. She was eventually paid for the designs and patents that Robert
Armstrong had a claim to.
Only one month after Armstrong’s death, the Pottery was put up for sale. It then closed for a period of four
months, reopening in September 1884 as “The Belleek Pottery Works Co.” thanks to the efforts of a group of
local businessmen. The Pottery was open again, but this was the end of the “Great Patriotic Venture”. The new
Belleek Pottery Works Co. was a commercial business through and through – it did eventually become
marginally profitable and in this sense successful although the Pottery went through more years of lean times
and problems. It now operated strictly on the basis of profit and loss, not on that of high-minded philanthropy
or the desire for benefit to Ireland. Times truly had changed: by 1884, it was the end of a great era of Irish
altruistic endeavour… but maybe the start of hard economic realism.
Finally, back to David McBirney’s will. It has been reported by several previous authors that David McBirney
had a son, Robert, who had emigrated to the U.S.A. and was living at the time of his father’s death in
Charleston, South Carolina. It has been further reported that it was this Robert McBirney who having no
ongoing interest in the Pottery and being the major beneficiary of McBirney’s will, ordered the pottery sold. In
our researches, we have found no evidence for this Robert McBirney’s existence. Further research is required
to find out if he has simply been confused with
William McBirney, the brother, or if he actually
existed and was involved in the process: there is
certainly no mention of a son or of the name
Robert in the will
David McBirney is buried in Mount Jerome
Cemetery (Reference C64.4298), the register
was signed by his stepson Arthur Jones. His
wife Louisa had died before him on 28th August
1872

Right: McBirney’s simple Family Tomb in Mount
Jerome Cemetary, Dublin.
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Conclusions
In reading the newspaper reports and articles, McBirney comes over as a highly intelligent, competent,
reasonable and well balanced man. In his long life he was responsible for developing a highly success business
in Dublin (one of Dublin’s “best stores” as the Irish Times puts it), he was the controlling influence and a major
investor in several of Ireland’s railway companies at a time when Ireland was sorely in need of such investment
in its infrastructure. He was a leader and major investor in the Galway Atlantic shipping line. He was a Justice
of the Peace and a City of Dublin Councillor. Finally his financial backing and support was the reason that
Belleek Pottery was built with such an impressive scale and quality. McBirney’s liberal outlook allowed
Armstrong the artistic and management freedom to accomplish the great things that he unquestionably
achieved. McBirney’s support also allowed Bloomfield to realise his objectives of getting the Pottery built on
his own land at Belleek and provide work and good accommodation to his tenants in spite of his own manifest
shortcomings both of money and investment skill. David McBirney did not have the charisma of William
Dargan, nor did he seek to be in the limelight. His work, largely without making the headlines, made him and
others wealthy and also in helping the cause of “Irish industry”, allowed many in Ireland to live and work
productively and in good conditions.
To quote the last line of the Irish Times obituary: “…The name of David McBirney should be remembered with
honour by all Irishmen” and the inelegant but apposite phrase from one of his shareholders: “When the history
of the past came to be written, Mr M’Birney’s name would stand high on the pedestal of fame”.
Below: Detail of the grave of David McBirney in Mount Jerome Cemetary. It is inscribed:
“ THE FAMILY VAULT
OF
D. McBIRNEY ESQ…”
The rest of the inscription is obscured.
It is a very simple and austere
monument. Perhaps this is to be
expected from David McBirney, who, in
spite of his numerous achievements was
basically a modest and liberal man.
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Swann Revived
By Pat and Paul Tubb.
Imagine our surprise and excitement when Eddie forwarded a contact he had from a Carol Cuadrado regarding
our article on E W Swann. It turns out, following a little bit of research, that Carol is the great great
granddaughter of Ebenezer’s third wife. She has in her possession some ceramic articles carrying his name as
their decorator. Hence her interest in our article which she had come across on the internet whilst searching for
information on Ebenezer.
Incidentally, this is another example of
the value to be found in Simon’s putting
the newsletter onto the Internet. Earlier,
when we had approached a museum in
America for information, we were
referred to one of our own articles on the
web!!!
The accompanying photographs show
the articles in Carol’s possession clearly
marked by E W SWANN in capitals,
much the same as on the Bird Dejeuner
Set. These are the only other pieces that
we have seen carrying his name.
The large jug or pitcher (right) is, in
shape, characteristic of American
‘Belleek’ items which occur on e-bay
quite regularly and are manufactured by
Willetts or CAC/Lenox around the turn
of the last century. However, Carol tells
us that there is no maker’s mark on this
one.
The small brooches (left) may depict
family members, but there is no means
of identification on them. The character
named Rory o’ the Bogs was the
eponymous hero of a 1913 Hollywood,
silent, film who was set up and
condemned to death but rescued at the
last moment by the landlord having a
change of heart. You can just hear that
piano music, can’t you!!!
Carol also tells us she has other painted items in her possession but these
are unmarked. However, as they have remained within the family, they
may well be from one of the seven Swanns we talk about in the earlier
article. Her mother has a set consisting of a lamp and a dresser plate done
in pansies which came from her grandmother’s house. Carol is going to
check the markings, if any, when she next goes visiting. We look forward
to hearing of this since we know that Ebenezer worked in his brother’s oil
lamp manufacturing business for a time.
Thank you to Carol Cuadrado for allowing us to use her pictures.
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Auction Report- some exceptional Items of Belleek
Antique Belleek 3 Footed Vase Ireland, 1891-1926
…It is a slightly off white color and features an interesting 3 legged, cloven
hoof design. It is 13" tall. CONDITION: At some time in the past, one of the
legs was evidently broken completely off and re-attached… not really that
noticeable.

Sold for: US$86
EBay seller: dajlej
Period: Second Black
BELLEEK ANCHORITE
CANDLESTICK 1ST BM
SCARCE & DESIRABLE
…glaze has the typical almost
iridescent early Belleek
quality.... stands 3.5" tall and is 7
inches in diameter. There are no
cracks or restoration. There is a small less than 1mm wide chip
in the top edge of the candle holder

Sold for: US$885
EBay seller: jonlr, Period: First Black
Belleek Rare Oval Covered Basket 1st Period
Rare Oval Covered Basket 1st Period (3 strand). This is a really
beautiful piece in pristine condition. It measures 8" in length
and is about 5.2" at its tallest point.

Sold for: £930
EBay seller: joy_full2555
Period: First Black
Belleek Lily Basket
w/ Mother of Pearl 2nd Mark
Early Belleek basket with applied lilies and leaves finished in Mother of
Pearl made circa 1865 to 1889. Three strand weaving on bottom with
handles. Marked with single pad reading Belleek Co. Fermanagh. There
are two leaves with damage to them and one of the outside strands. 11
3/4" wide by 3 7/8" tall.

Sold for: US$1100
EBay seller: belhornauctions
Period: First Black
BELLEEK 1999 BCIS CONVENTION BASKET WEAVE
PLATE
…20th Anniversary Collectors International Society. CONDITION
Excellent

Sold for: US$212
EBay seller: aland610,
Period: 1999
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Belleek 1st FIRST BLACK MARK Odd piece w/bugs
Here's an odd piece of old Irish Belleek - it has the First black mark 1863-1890 - and is a small 4 section bud vase or rooting vase - delicate
ivory porcelain with blue transfers of bugs & amphibians. Stands 3 1/2"
high x 3 1/2" wide. Fine condition.

Sold for: US$460
EBay seller: lobsta
Period: First Black
LARGE BELLEEK
BOWL BLACK
MARK RARE
ROMAN
DECORATION
…mint condition.. 5 ins tall and over 12 ins in diameter and carries the
early Belleek Black mark

NOT Sold for: £250
EBay seller: acornantiquescollectables
Period: First Black
Rare 1st period belleek painted plate 1863-1890
…round shape has a slightly scalloped gilded edge, size is 235 mm dia., with
painted floral decoration, humming bird, and butterfly, reverse with 1st printed
black mark, and impressed 'crowned harp'.Condition is very good but has
suffered from discolouring and rubbing on decoration.

Sold for: £115.99
EBay seller: ickle_betty
Period: First Black
BELLEEK 1st
PERIOD 19th
century TEAPOT STAND
…decoration of a butterfly grasses and three little ladybirds looks to be
hand painted but i cannot be sure. It has a old tight hairline on the
underside ..also some discolouration to the white. 17 cms diameter.

Sold for: £147
EBay seller: american_doll
Period: First Black

Rare 1st period Irish belleek painted
'lidded tureen'
Printed unusual '1st mark' to base (shorter tower than
normal) a rare eartheware piece with painted & printed
floral decoration, and butterfly. Condition very good, minor
blemishes of 'green' smudge .. and some discolouring,
large size. approx., 350mm x 185mm, at longest oval
shape in outline. and standing 145 mm

Sold for: £132
EBay seller: ickle_betty
Period: First Black
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Statuette porcelaine BELLEEK IRELAND fin XIXème
Statuette en porcelaine peinte représentant une colportrice, marque de la fabrique
Belleek en Irlande, entre 1863 1890. Parfait état. Hauteur : environ 18 cm

Sold for: Euro151
EBay seller: mattfr0
Period: First Black
11: LARGE BLACK MARK
BELLEEK JARDINIERE
Applied flowers and birds, Ca. 1891-1926
second black mark, tri-footed. Please note
repair to one leg, and loss of bird. 11''h.,
10'' dia. overall.

Sold for: US$550
EBay seller: burchardgalleries
Period: Second Black
BELLEEK SNAKE & TULIP
VASE 1ST BLACK MARK

4-1/4 inches tall and 2-3/8 inches in
diameter. The vase is in the form of a
partially opened flower ( tulip? ) on a
mossy ground, with a snake wrapped
around the blossom ( St. Patrick missed
one? ). The snake has a hand painted face
and a slight luster to the textured
body…excellent condition.. however
there is one tiny rough spot at the top of
the flower

Sold for: US$449.99
EBay seller: nitnees_collectables
Period: First Black
19TH CENTURY BELLEEK LUSTRE SHELL VASE

…lustre shell vase, balanced on a plinth of shells and seaweed. It has a
good, lustre finish and measures 5 3/4 inches high. The vase is almost
translucent and measures 5 3/4 inches high.. No damage found.

Sold for: £110
EBay seller: creamofdevon
Period: First Black

Antique Belleek Porcelain Pair Small Vases 1st
Mark
Age: c1863 - 1890
Size: Height - 3 7/8 inches (9.8 cms).. Condition: Very good - firing
cracks to body on one vase - some usual small firing flaws in glaze

Sold for: £163.49
EBay seller: classic_quality_collectables
Period: First Black
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226: Belleek Triple Shell Spill - 2nd Black

Belleek Triple Shell spill vase with green tint. Marked with black 2nd Mark (1891-1926).
Excellent condition. 4" tall.

Sold for: US$575
EBay seller: belhornauctions
Period: Second Black
BELLEEK THORNE
COMPORT 1ST BM SCARCE & DESIRABLE

…gold gilding, pink and black
highlights show no ware. The piece
stands 4.25" tall x 10.25 inches
diameter… no damage...
Additionally, there is a hand-written
number "No. 42," in black signifying
the color scheme.

Sold for: US$1304.99
EBay seller: jonlr
Period: First Black
Belleek Black mark Painted View The Arch
Portrush
2nd period Belleek China dish , 6“ across.It has a hand painted
pictorial view of the Arch Portrush and is named and signed on the
back G Johnstone. There are no chips, cracks or restoration the
colours are bright ..

Sold for: £230
EBay seller: crestedhawk
Period: Second Black
1B: Belleek Fitzgerald of Kerr Cup & Saucer 1st Black
.. cup and saucer with Fitzgerald of Kerr crest on both and green and gold
decoration. Marked with black 1st Marks (1863-1891) and 253. Saucer is also
marked with an impressed diamond-shaped mark. Excellent condition.

Sold for: US$325
EBay seller: belhornauctions, Period: First Black
1A: Belleek New Shell
Decorated Cup & Saucer
3rd Black
New Shell tea cup and saucer with
floral appliques and green and gold
decoration. Marked with black 3rd
Marks and 247. Excellent
condition.

Sold for: US$275
EBay seller: belhornauctions, Period: Third Black
Belleek Salt Shaker 1st Period Black Mark Pink Shell

3" high 2-1/4" at the widest part and 1-1/4" across the base… good condition

Sold for: US$484.99
EBay seller: dw89, Period: First Black
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RARE LARGE IRISH BELLEEK ENCRUSTED
DOUBLE PHOTO FRAME

The 2 oval photo apertures …surrounded by a profusion of large flower
heads and smaller sprays culminating in a crowning floral crest.. 1946 to
1955…some old repairs .. namely the cresting has been re-glued at some
time …one of the coral legs has also been re-stuck…not obvious from the
front. 13 inches wide x 12 and 3/4 inches high.

Sold for: US$1229
EBay seller: bon-bons
Period: Second Green
Very Rare Celtic
Pattern Cup & Saucer
All gold & other colors…
PERFECT!!!

Sold for: US$597
EBay seller: john88835
Period: Second & Third
Black
Rare Belleek Pot 2nd Period Black Mark

highly unusual as it has the colours around the pattern It has no chips
cracks or repairs

Sold for: US$155.02
EBay seller: nz_tradingpost
Period: Second Black
Vintage Belleek Oval Covered Basket 3 strand 12.5" WOW
thistles, roses, shamrocks and leaves with a shimmery lustre finish - it
really sparkles! The impression mark Belleek Co. - Fermanaugh indicates 1865 - 1889. I have been over this basket with a magnifying
glass several times and just can't find anything wrong with it….

Sold for: US$2225
EBay seller: furniture*gal
Period: Second Black
Belleek Decorated Echinus Teapot First Mark c1870-90

Echinus teapot, hand decorated in blue and gilt. Not a large teapot, probably originally
from a dejeuner set. 1st Mark in pink ..impressed with diamond-shape …and 'BELLEEK CO.
FERMANAGH'. [All with faults]

Sold for: teapot: £360, C&S £129, cream £127.25, sugar £57.02, extra saucer £28
EBay seller: hippots, Period: First Black
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And Finally…
From the BBC’s Antiques Roadshow in
Belfast
This episode of “Antiques Roadshow” was held in the historic
old drawing office of Harland and Woolf – the same place where
the designs were made for the Titanic. The episode was
recorded on 13th April 2008 and broadcast on 11th January
2009. The item under discussion is a large model of an Irish
cottage made by Belleek.
Expert (pictured on the left):
A very rare model
Owner:
My Mum and Dad’s. Part of a shop and contents bought in 1970
from Mr Stanley Thompson. A display piece that always sat in
the window, it helped to just display the rest of the Belleek that
would be for sale. It never obviously was for sale, just used to
advertise Belleek
Expert:
Where was the shop?
Owner:
The shop was in Omagh, Market Street in Omagh. My Mum and
Dad had this shop for over 30 years. It survived, I think, 3 or 4
different explosions and in particular the last big bomb that we
had in 1998.
Expert:
And was your mother in the shop at the time?
Owner:
My Mum was in the shop with 2 customers on that horrible day
and she was very very lucky to come out unscathed… and the 2
customers thankfully as well.
Expert:
I can not believe that this piece actually lived through that
horrific event.
Owner:
It is hard to believe really
Expert:
Amazing, it is absolutely incredible. And that’s when
presumably this little piece of damage occurred?
Owner:
That damage wasn’t actually in ’98, we always have known it to
have that crack. It happened well before my Mum and Dad took
the shop over.
Expert:
I think it is a wonderful example of an Irish cottage .. and let’s
have a look underneath.
<TURNS UPSIDE DOWN TO SHOW FIRST GREEN MARK.>

There’s the green mark: now this mark was introduced after the
war in 1949 and was used for a decade or so. So it is quite
helpful in dating Belleek to have these.
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The marks are very clear and helpful…
After what you have told me about it, it honestly seems quite
crass to talk about value, but as a rare piece that isn’t in the
catalogues – at least £400 or £500, I am sure of it. But the value,
as part of what it has lived through, and what your family has
lived through, is inestimable.
Owner:
You are right.
Expert:
Thank you so much for bringing it in today
Owner:
Thank you.

As a footnote to this story, the picture above shows the very same Belleek cottage sitting in the shop window in
Omagh. The photo was taken by Eddie Murphy on one of his many visits to Ireland. Eddie and Linda saw the
cottage and were interested, as many other collectors who have seen it in the shop window have been. The date
of Eddie and Linda’s visit was Saturday 8th August 1998. Exactly one week later twenty-nine people died and
approximately 220 were injured as a result of a car bomb most probably set by the “Real IRA”, a hard line
republican terrorist group. The attack was described by the BBC as "Northern Ireland's worst single terrorist
atrocity". On the day of the bombing, a Vauxhall Cavalier filled with 500 pounds of explosives was parked
outside Kell's draper's shop on Omagh's Lower Market Street. The bombers apparently could not find a parking
space near the intended target, the Omagh Courthouse. The car bomb detonated at about 3.10 pm in the
crowded shopping area.
The Cottage survived the bomb and perhaps the horror of the atrocity helped the peace process, as the bombing
was condemned by all parties, Loyalist and Republican. We now have peace and growing prosperity (the
present economic recession notwithstanding) in Northern Ireland. Let’s hope that the survival of this little
cottage reminds us never to return to that time of conflict. Eddie and Linda were just mightily glad that they
chose the right weekend to visit Omagh.
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