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Despite numerous references to treen 
in medieval and later records and 
inventories, little enough is known about 

those master-turners of the 17th and 
18th centuries who produced, by means 
of primitive lathes and a few carefully- 
chosen hardwoods, such “vessells” of 
perfection and beauty as mazers, wassail 
bowls, standing cups, goblets, tankards.

It is now most encouraging, therefore, 
to hope that with the recent formation 
of the Regional Furniture Study Group, 
future studies and research into 
vernacular furniture may well throw up 
fresh local evidence and information on 
the subject of treen — especially 
individual turners, or groups of turners, 
concerned specifically with the making 
of treen, not only the simple “domestic” 
items (i.e. bowls, spoons, ladles, 
trenchers), but high quality treen 
including a variety of finely-turned table 
wares: goblets, sweetmeat containers, 
covered cups, tankards, posset pots, 
condiment pots and spice grinders.

Treen is truly vernacular, and a 
natural adjunct to the study of regional 
furniture. Its makers used the same 
woods and served the same com-
munities. Treen products were made as a 
multiplicity of household items through-
out the British Isles, in homes at all 
levels of society from the humblest to 
the highest. Nevertheless, for every fact 
known about early treen (and for the 
purpose of this article, that made 
between C.1600-C.1800) there are a dozen 
questions to answer. There is less 
information about these makers, their 
backgrounds and workshops, working 
methods, distribution of products and 
contemporary market prices than in 
almost any other area of domestic 
furnishing.

People still ask me, frequently, what 
exactly is treen? The actual definition of 
the word may be helpful at this stage. 
“Treen” is defined by the Oxford Dic-
tionary as “of, or belonging to, 
obtained or made from a tree, or trees”. 
But as a term of classification today this 
basic definition has broadened out to 
encompass a truly vast miscellanea of 
functional, smallish wooden objects, 
many of turned construction. The word
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“functional” is important and is the 
factor central to all treen items, i.e. 
items which were made for a purpose. 
Treen is not concerned with wooden 
items of a purely decorative nature — 
religious carvings and statuary, orna-
mental carved panels, etc. — but con-
fines itself to primarily useful and 
functional items.

This sounds thoroughly dull! Yet 
though producing purposeful items was 
of the first importance to the treen

Figure 1. Standing cup and cover in 
pearwood, with incised decoration, 
c.1630, 15/iins. Courtesy A. and E. 
Foster, B.A.D.A., Naphill.

turner, here is where native skills were 
put to the test in order to enhance and 
beautify, wherever possible, the object 
revolving on his lathe. The finished 
product was not only perfectly suited to 
its purpose, but often quite beautiful in 
its form, balance and restrained decora-
tion. It is this quiet charm — the grain 
and colours and subtle textures of 
mellow woods, allied to simplicity and 
grace of design — which today attracts a 
growing band of collectors. Indeed, such 
was the interest engendered by the last 
treen sale at Sotheby’s in November 
1983, when the W.J. Shepherd collection 
was sold, that every catalogue had been 
taken up ten days before the auction. 
(This rarity of early treen can well be 
gauged by the tiny number of recorded 
treen sales — the last important occasion 
before the Shepherd auction was the 
Bertie Isher sale way back in 1976 at 
Cheltenham.

Some documentary evidence exists 
already which shows the close working 
relationship between some turners, 
wheelwrights and chairmakers. All were 
familiar with the lathe. All had to be 
knowledgeable about the selection, 
seasoning and capabilities of a whole 
range of native (and some imported) 
timbers. But for the student of treen 
certain questions now arise. How, for 
instance, was this turnery work 
“separated out” — if at all? Were work 
divisions drawn between, say, a chair 
leg, a wheel spoke or a drinking goblet 
with a knopped stem? What about wage 
or status demarcations? So far we can 
only speculate about the answers to 
these and many more questions.

In refreshing contrast, some answers 
at least are known about the superb 
standing cup shown in figure 1. This 
splendid pearwood cup and cover is one 
of the very few pieces in existence by a 
known 17th century turner. The cup 
stands IS’/zins. high overall, the lid 
being surmounted by a spice box (taking 
in all probability a whole nutmeg). The 
date of the cup is c.1630. The date 1680 
was added later, probably for com-
memorative purposes, in the considered 
view of Mr. Tony Foster, through whose 
hands this most graceful cup passed in 
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recent years, and to whom I am indebted 
for this information and photograph. In 
his view it was made, without any 
shadow of doubt, by the same hands as 
the cup sold by Sotheby’s in their 
English Renaissance sale in July 1983. 
That cup was inscribed by the maker 
“Mead by Robarte Rovd 1635”. The all- 
over incised decoration was probably 
executed by means of a hot, thin metal 
tool, or possibly by very fine gouging. 
Similar outstanding examples — all 
extremely rare — are known in beech, 
sycamore, maple and cherry.

The lignum tankard (figure 2) is only 
the third example of its type to emerge in 
public within the last twenty years. 
Possibly more exist and will yet come to 
light. This extremely interesting tankard 
(and all English tankards are very rare) is 
a faithful copy of designs produced in 
silver, around 1669-80, in the northern 
towns of York, Newcastle and Hull.2 It 
incorporates every attribute of high 
quality treen — age, rarity, beauty, 
superb colour and condition, plus the 
added cachet of a regional provenance 
(if rather broadly drawn).

The Scandinavian influence in the 
design of these silver and wooden 
tankards is nothing unusual, and is 
noted on many other wooden items 
made in northern parts of our country, 
and parts of Scotland, at that period. 
Trading links were strong and numerous 
between these areas and the Scan-
dinavian countries, and through this 
constant interchange of communications 
and ideas, Nordic themes of decoration 
were frequently found on items of treen, 
for example, as diverse as the Scottish 
washing bat (figure 3) and north country 
knitting sheaths, both a product of folk-
art and carrying chip-carved decoration, 
often of a geometric nature.

Contemporaries of the lignum 
tankard were already established in 
Norway and Sweden. Here, native 
woods of birch and maple were used for 
finely-turned and carved tankards, often 
following the designs of their own silver-
smiths. A typical example of a 
Norwegian “lion” tankard is shown 
(figure 4), the burry wood now patinated 
to a beautiful warm honey colour (the 
texture appearing not unlike compressed 
cork) and bearing the customary 
mythological carved lions on lid, thumb-
piece and feet.

As for the small group of English 
lignum tankards, their background 
remains a mystery. To my knowledge, 
no evidence has yet come to light 
regarding their maker(s). There are no 
marks to help us (unlike contemporary 
craftsmen working in silver and pewter), 
no evidence of the whereabouts or estab-
lishments of important northern 

workshops where these master-turners 
would have operated. Yet such products 
would have been expensive in their day 
(even the humbler coffee mills, made 
also from lignum, selling then for 45s.)1 
and affordable only by wealthier 
households.

The technical difficulties of working 
lignum on a lathe must have been pro-
digious. Lignum is the heaviest known 
wood (some 781b. per cu.ft.) — heavier 
even than ebony — with a grain of 
extreme density and closeness. Pinto 
tells us in his indispensable and scholarly 
Treen and Other Wooden Bygones (Bell, 
1969) that for the turning of such 
immensely heavy work the ordinary 
treadle pole lathe was useless. It was 
therefore converted into a two or three- 
man machine by means of a “great 
wheel”. This wheel — up to 9ft. in 
diameter — was bolted to the floor and 
driven by means of a crossed belt, two

Figure 2. Lignum 
tankard with engine- 
turned lid and body, 
c. 1660-80, on berry 
feet.

Figure 3. 17th century Scottish lignum washing bat, 25ins., 
shown with two smaller Scandinavian examples (probably 
beechwood) illustrating similarities in chip-carved decoration. 
Courtesy Sotheby’s.

Figure 4. Norwegian “lion” tankard of birchwood, 18th cen-
tury, 8ins. high.
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Figure 5. 17th century lignum wassail bowl and 
cover, 9/2 ins. high, with three dipper cups — all 
with engine-turned decoration similar to the 
tankard in figure 2. Courtesy Sotheby’s.

Figure 6. Mid-17th century 
maplewood mazer cup and 
cover with acorn finial, 9ins. 
high.

Figure 7. Contrasting native woods in this group of 17th/18th century tablewares. Left 
to right: cherry wood salt, laburnum loving cup,jnaplewood salt, sycamore goblet and 
lidded sweetmeat bowl.

Figure 8. Left to right: walnut spice mill, sycamore muffineer, pair of partridge-wood 
lidded containers and olive-wood goblet — early to late 18th century.

assistants providing the power by 
cranked handles.

The fine lignum wassail bowl and 
cover (figure 5) containing three 
graduated dipper cups is a good example 
of how such difficulties were 
triumphantly overcome. In common 
with the tankard, all carry girdles of 
basket-weave raised decoration, known 
as “engine-turned” and yet another 
highly complicated technique. “Engine-
turning” could only be carried out on 
woods with a fine, dense grain like 
lignum or boxwood etc. and was 
executed as a secondary, purely orna-
mental operation on the product in 
being. It represented the pinnacle of 
achievement for the skilled wood-turner.

By contrast, the mazer cup and cover 
(figure 6) of maplewood shows a com-
paratively simple drinking vessel, but of 
impeccable elegance. Dating back to 
c.1650, the body is so shaped as to be 
held most comfortably between the 
hands, with a lovely “feel” to it, the 
everted rim “fined off” to glass-thin 
proportions and perfect to drink from. 
Maple patinates to a rich gold, bearing 
intriguing flecks and spots (not to be 
confused with bird’s eye maple) which 
add greatly to its charm. Holding about 
1 !4 pints of liquid, this mazer cup is but 
one example of a whole variety of 
drinking vessels in common use in the 
17th century — a variety well illustrated 
in the following excerpt from contem-
porary writings:

“Of drinking cups divers and sundry 
sorts we have; some of elme, some of 
box, some of maple, some of holly; 
mazers, broad-mouthed dishes, noggins, 
whiskins, piggins, crinzes, ale-bowls, 
wassell-bowls, court-dishes, tankards, 
kannes from a pottle to a pint, from a 
pint to a gill ...” 3

Another drinking cup, probably a 
loving cup, is shown (figure 7, back left) 
made from laburnum wood, and on the 
right of it a smaller sycamore goblet, one 
of a pair, with ring-turned stem. 
Together with the delightful cherry- 
wood and maplewood salts (bottom left 
and centre) and small lidded sycamore 
sweetmeat bowl (bottom right), this 
group represents tablewares in common 
usage during the 17th and 18th cen-
turies. Simple pieces, in light woods and 
dark, absolutely individual, unmarked, 
and bathed in 17th and 18th century 
anonymity! So many questions — we 
can only guess about their exact age, 
perhaps to the nearest twenty years; and 
guess, likewise, at their values when 
made. Sometimes we have to guess 
about the very wood from which they 
were made, and even then have to be 
satisfied with a “probable” attribution. 
Like the pair of cylindrical toilet pots (?) 
with ivory finials shown in figure 8; 
these were competently made from a 
wood I can only make an informed guess 
about — the exotic partridge-wood, with
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long brown and blackish narrow streaks 
in the grain. The small barrel-turned 
spice grinder in walnut, with its elegant 
Georgian steel handle, and the sycamore 
muffineer (an exact copy of its silver 
counterpart, c.1780) would have graced 
any table, likewise the olive-wood goblet 
of the finest proportions — all products 
of skilled treen turners working up and 
down the country.

Drinking vessels apart, another most 
attractive category of treen is that of 
spice and coffee mills. When found 
complete with hand-wrought steel 
grinding mechanism and detachable 
handle, these are rare. Early lignum 
examples (figure 9, right) were 
invariably of commanding appearance, 
the one shown 12ins. high, and with a 
space in the acorn finial to 
accommodate a nutmeg. This would 
suggest a dual-purpose implement — for 
the grinding of either coffee beans or 
spices. The folding handle (similar to 
that shown on the smaller mill to the left 
of figure 9) was stowed away neatly in 
the lower chamber when not in use.

The base of this smaller mill was 
hollowed out of a chunk of walnut — 
one of countless treen items not made by 
turners — and carries simple inlaid box-
wood stringing to the drawer front and 
sides. The hopper for the coffee beans 
(or spices) is of brass, with a hinged lid, 
and when not in use the detachable 
handle folds neatly away into the 
drawer. The whole piece — though 
entirely practical — is pretty beyond 
belief for a kitchen implement, and 
dates to c.1730.

Two further coffee mills are shown in 
figure 10. Both were turned in lignum 
and it is interesting to note at this later 
date of c. 1760-80 the clever use by the 
Georgian turners of the lighter lignum 
sapwood to give contrast. These classical 
urn-shaped mills are probably the most 
handsome of all designs and of richly 
satisfying appearance. After this date 
and with the onset of the 19th century, 
coffee mills became steadily more mass- 
produced, with cast-iron and brass or tin 
replacing the lovely hand-turned 
wooden examples of previous centuries.

The last three illustrations all show 
items of treen which can be given a 
broadly regional attribution, and so are 
particularly fascinating. Figure 11 (right) 
shows a 17th century Irish drinking 
vessel known as a lamhog. This was 
made on a primitive pole lathe, shaped 
and hollowed from a single block of 
willow, the handle being carved out 
afterwares. Not quite so crude in form is 
the octagonal yew-wood 17th century 
lidded tankard (left) which carries a 
tentative Scottish attribution in the 
W.D. Shepherd Collection catalogue, 
though following in my opinion quite 
definite Scandinavian influences. 
Though rustic in appearance, there is a 
nice sense of balance to this design and,

Figure 9. Left to right: walnut coffee 
c.1730 and lignum example with spice 
tainer in finial, c.1680, 12ins. high — 
complete with original mechanism 
handles.

mill Figure 10. Complete lignum coffee 
con- mills of classical Georgian propor- 
both tions, c. 1760-80, about Ilins, high.
and

Figure 11. Right: 17th century Irish lamhog in willow, carved integral handle, 7ins. 
Left: yew-wood octagonal 7/2ins. lidded tankard, 17th century, probably Scottish, 
with Scandinavian influence in design. Courtesy Sotheby’s.

Figure 12. A wee 
Scottish masterpiece 
— “bikker” of syca-
more and alder, 
23Ains. diameter, 
neatly bound with 
willow strips, 
showing delicate 
“feathering” 
together of staves, 
the base of four 
tongued-in segments 
of alternate colours. 
18th century.

with the English lignum tankard and the 
Norwegian birchwood example, com-
pletes an unusually interesting trio from 
the late 17th/early 18th centuries. 

One of the smallest treen drinking 
containers is shown in figure 12. This 
little masterpiece of woodwork is one of 
a family, or nest, of different sizes, 
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ranging from about 2'/Jins, diameter to 
5%ins. diameter, and nesting within 
each other. They are known as bikkers 
and are peculiar to Scotland. I never 
cease to marvel at the perfection of the 
craftsmanship shown in their con-
struction — the contrasting staves, 
usually of sycamore and alder, are 
minutely “feathered” into each other, 
the entire production, including the 
grooved-in base, of mathematical 
precision and exactitude. Tightly- 
banded strips of willow complete each 
bikker and ensure a completely water-
tight container. Though water was 
hardly the likeliest liquid for the smaller 
sizes!

Wales provides the background for 
the treen shown in figure 13 — two shoe 
snuffboxes, and a knitting sheath, all 
carrying a type of decoration found 
quite frequently both on small items of 
Welsh treen and certain items of furni-
ture. Elongated diamonds, triangles, 
squares and other geometrical shapes, 
together with hearts, are here inlaid in 
contrasting woods, brass, and mother- 
of-pearl, to great effect. Whether the 
knitting sheath — carved amusingly as a 
love token in the form of a lady’s leg, 
and carrying the owner’s name behind a 
tiny panel of watch-glass — and the 
snuffboxes emanated from the Anglesey 
area is as yet only one more question to 

be answered. But a distinctive class of 
fine oak cupboarded dressers — often 
similarly inlaid with geometrical motifs 
— were known to have been made in the 
Anglesey area around 1800-30 and it is 
just possible that this particular form of 
decoration stems from a single area in 
North Wales.

In conclusion, any serious study of 
treen — of its makers and their back-
grounds, or any identifiable regional 
characteristics — remains a challenging 
prospect. Potential must exist in 
following through, wherever possible, 
old records, probate inventories, trade 

directories, etc. of a local nature, 
relative to chair production, wheel-
wrights’ workshops and/or general 
turnery premises etc.

The author would be very grateful to 
hear from any interested readers who 
could perhaps offer some such morsels 
of information, however slight and 
apparently unimportant, which may 
assist her in this task.

1. From Edward Pinto’s Treen and Other 
Wooden Bygones (Bell, 1969).
2. Silver by Gerald Taylor (Penguin 1956).
3. Heywood’s Philocothonists (1635).

Figure 13. Two shoe 
snuffboxes and 
knitting sheath, in 
rosewood, mahogany 
and beech, with geo-
metric inlays common 
to certain Welsh treen 
and furniture. Late 
18th/early 19th cen-
tury.


