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Most of us who are interested in secondhand junk (aka antiques) 
occasionally encounter something that is intriguing, but we do not know 
what it is. In this short photo essay, we will present and attempt to 
identify a few such bits and pieces that have crossed our paths over the 
years. Most of the items discussed here are from the eighteenth or 
nineteenth centuries and are metalwork. However, there are several 
pieces in other mediums and two from the twentieth century. 
 
The Objects (Note: red scale in figures is 6" long) 
 

   Figure 1a 



Figure 1a: shows a classic pair of nineteenth-century, steel cock spurs. 
These were laced over the natural spurs on a rooster's legs to insure a 
deadly outcome. The barbaric gambling "sport" of cock fighting has its 
origin many centuries ago and is still practiced today, though illegal in 
most places. There is a cock-fight scene depicted on the mid-eighteenth-
century, Chinese-export bowl in Figure 1b. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1b 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2a: This small steel heart was made by a whitesmith, possibly as 
a token of affection for a loved one. The entire heart is tempered as a 
spring and can be pulled open at the top. In fact, as shown in Figure 2b, 
it is a keyring.   



 

 
Figure 2a 



 
Figure 2b 
 
 
 
Figure 3a: The iron tool in this figure is a rare survivor from the 
eighteenth century. It is a mason's tool for striking mortar joints in brick 
walls, etc. A hafted reproduction of this tool was recently used by a 



restoration mason in repairing brickwork on an early eighteenth-century 
house in Norfolk, VA (Figure 3b). 
 

 
Figure 3a 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3b 



Figure 4: is a wrought iron mulling iron. These implements were used 
for heating beverages such as wine, ale, and punch. The iron was heated 
in the coals of a fireplace then placed directly in a beverage to heat it. 
 

  Figure 4 



Figure 5a: Taken out of context, the objects in Figures 5a and 5b can be 
puzzling. However, they were quite common in eighteenth-century 
American homes. 
 

 
Figure 5a 
 



  Figure 5b 



They are parts of jamb hooks for holding fireplace tools. Figure 5a is the 
hook portion of a cast-brass jamb hook, while Figure 5b is a back plate 
from a wrought-iron jamb hook. Figure 5c illustrates a jamb hook in use. 
 

  Figure 5c 



Figure 6a: At first glance, this object appears to be a pair of wrought-
iron fire tongs, but notice the scale. 
 

 
Figure 6a 
 
 
When compared to full-size fire tongs in Figure 6b, it becomes apparent 
that this diminutive pair of tongs had a different purpose. 
 
 

 
Figure 6b 
 
 
Such small tongs are, in fact, ember or pipe tongs. They were used for 
retrieving an ember from a fireplace to light tobacco in a pipe. 
 
Ember tongs were made in many different forms as seen in Figure 6c. 



 
Figure 6c 
 



The small brass pair on the left is of English origin. The others are 
wrought iron (two with steel springs) except the top-right pair which is 
all spring steel.  
 
The fancy pair, second from left is American, is dated 1750, and was 
found in Halifax County, VA. The fancy pair fourth from left is British, 
is signed "WK", and also dates mid-eighteenth century. 
 
The wrought-iron, fire-tong style ember tongs are usually late-
eighteenth-early-nineteenth century American. 
 
Figure 7: is both rare and unusual. It is a block of iron wrapped in 
lacquered cloth. This is a Flinders bar that was placed near a ship's 
compass to correct for deviation caused by a ship's magnetic field. 
 

  Figure 7 



Figure 8a: is just a fancy example of a common object known to every 
early American dirt farmer. It is a corn husker used in hand picking ears 
of corn and in removing the husk. A variety of styles are shown in 
Figure 8b. 
 

  
Figure 8a 
 

  Figure 8b 



 
Figure 9a: The object in this figure, is signed "I Hertog" in incised script 
and is stamped on both sides with the touchmark, "RIBAS".  
 
 
 

 
Figure 9a 
 
 
The first guess in identifying this small object would be it is a flint-
striking steel for starting fires. This guess, however, would be incorrect. 
It is actually forged in wrought iron, not steel, and it will not produce 
sparks when struck against flint. This is a weight for tensioning warp 
threads on a loom. Similar weights, in a variety of sizes, are often 
encountered. A much larger example is seen in Figure 9b. 



 
Figure 9b 
 
 
 



 
Figure 10a: The fancy, well executed bit of whitesmithing (i.e. filing 
and polishing) in this figure was made in Spain or possibly in North 
Africa. It is a sword hanger for suspending a sheathed sword from a 
waist belt.  
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10a 
 
 
Additional similar sword hangers are in Figure 10b. 
 



  Figure 10b 



Figure 11: illustrates three sawsets. These tools were used in setting the 
pitch or offset of the teeth on saws by actually bending individual teeth 
to the desired angle. The top example was for adjusting a fine-toothed 
cabinet saw or backsaw. The two larger examples were found together in 
northeastern North Carolina, and they likely were made in the same 
blacksmith shop. These sawsets were for adjusting the teeth on much 
larger saws such as crosscut and pit saws. 
 
 

 
Figure 11 
 
 
Figure 12a: The wrought-iron implement here is a rare surviving piece 
of building hardware. It is a gutter hook and was driven into a building 
eave for supporting a gutter.  



 
Figure 12a 
 
In Figure 12b, two similar, reproduction gutter hooks are shown in use 
on a restored bulkhead entrance. 
 

 
Figure 12b 



Figure 13a: also, is a rarely encountered object. It is a cannonball gauge 
for determining if a cannonball will fit in the bore of the cannon for 
which the gauge was made. When available, these gauges were used to 
prevent an oversize ball from being stuck in the cannon bore. A stuck 
ball could permanently put a cannon out of commission.  
 

 
Figure 13a 
 

   
Figure 13b                                   Figure 13c 
 
The cannonball in Figure 13b is too large for the cannon bore. The ball 
in Figure 13c would be safe to fire in the cannon. 



Figure 14: is a double-chamber, sheet-iron container with hinged, 
spring-loaded caps on each end. It is a gun charger and was used for 
holding two, pre-measured powder charges. Similar gun chargers appear 
in the tool catalogs of Sheffield and Birmingham beginning in the early 
nineteenth century. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 14 
 
 
 
Figure 15: also illustrates a tool, of which similar examples are depicted 
in the Sheffield and Birmingham catalogs. It is a barrel-bung puller or 
properly known as a cooper's nice. 



 
Figure 15 
 
 
Figure 16a: A good guess for this object would be a nineteenth-century, 
American, tobacco-plug cutter. In fact, however, it comes from the other 
side of the world, Indonesia. It is a plain, utilitarian version of a betel-
nut cutter. Chewing betel nuts is common in that area of the Pacific and 
can result in serious health issues as chewing tobacco can.  



 
Figure 16a 
 
In contrast to this plain version, Figure 16b shows a highly developed, 
whitesmithed version of a betel-nut cutter. 
 

  
Figure 16b 



Figure 17: is still a bit of a mystery. It appears to be template or pattern 
of sorts for laying out the case of a large rim lock. Note the tab on the 
bottom right for positioning the template on an edge. 
 
 

  Figure 17 



Colonial Williamsburg Master Blacksmith, Ken Schwarz, a lock expert,  
is not sure what it is but agrees that a rim lock template is as good a 
guess as any. 
 
 
 
Figure 18: The wooden implement in this figure is another that any early 
American dirt farmer would recognize. It is a dibble, used for making a 
small hole in soil for planting a seed or small plants. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 18 
 
 
 
Figure 19a: Here, a steel farrier's rasp has been forged into a makeshift 
picket stake for tethering a horse. Production examples as in Figure 19b 
are common. Similar production picket stakes were issued in limited 
numbers to U. S. Calvary soldiers during the Civil War. 



 
Figure 19a 
 

 
Figure 19b 



Figure 20: At first glance, this object mimics the profile of a sperm 
whale. That is no mistake. It is carved in bone, likely whale bone, and is 
a fid used for separating strands of rope for splicing. It was probably 
made and used on a nineteenth century whaling ship. 
 

  Figure 20 



Figure 21: is a twentieth century farm tool that made the life of farm 
kids much easier. Instead of having to tackle a chicken for supper, a kid 
could use this chicken catcher to snare a chicken by a leg. 
 

  Figure 21 
 
 



Figure 22a: The final object in this study stumped us and most of our 
ironworking and tool-scholar friends. It has a wood handle, a hollow 
shaft, and a cast-iron head with a steel cutting sleeve. The cutting 
sleeve's diameter is 2 1/4" (Figure 22b). It, obviously, was used for hot 
cutting something, but for what? 
 

 
Figure 22a 
 

  Figure 22b 



We said it stumped most of our ironworking and tool-scholar friends, 
but not all. Several Colonial Williamsburg apprentice and journeyman 
blacksmiths examined the object and quickly decided its use. They 
suggested it was a late nineteenth-century or early twentieth-century 
plumbers tool for hot cutting a hole in sheet lead for a drain. Upon closer 
examination, traces of lead can be seen on the cutting edge of the sleeve. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Years ago, Wallace Gusler, now retired Colonial Williamsburg Master 
Gunsmith, Curator of Mechanical Arts, Curator of Furniture, and 
Director of Conservation, stated that "in examining a piece of furniture 
you need to listen to what it is trying to tell you". This approach also 
holds true for carefully examining almost anything from furniture, to 
utilitarian objects, to art, to architecture. We should all adopt this 
approach and listen carefully. 
 


