
More Marks and History of James Dixons & Sons 

taken from 

"Made in Sheffield - The Story of James Dixon & Sons - 

Silversmiths - by Pauline Cooper Bell" 

ISBN 1-901587-52-5 first published September 2004 

This article is intended as a brief summary of the history of James Dixon & Sons giving extra 

information and showing other Marks used by Dixons additional to what was already 

published previously on this website. 

About the author of the book from which this information has been sourced - 

Pauline Cooper Bell descends from several generations who worked for James Dixon & Sons. 

In this book she wanted to look at the interwoven history of her own family and of James 

Dixons, and of the myths, legends, historical fact, traditions, and experiences that told their 

story. 

This is a most interesting read and highly recommended to all those with an interest in such 

matters. Copies of the book can be obtained by contacting Pauline directly by email – to - 

pbell7(at)googlemail.com 

further information is available from Pauline by going to the website www.lulu.com - and 

by paying £2 the reader can download a PDF entitled 'A Rare and Special Collection'. This 

is a 120 page document mostly concerning James Dixon & Sons over the years but also 

some of the successors to the business after closure. It is a proud and informative 

document concerning one of Sheffield's most important employers over many years. 

For this website the interest is in the History, Marks, and Products of Dixons. As pewter 

collectors we know of them as being perhaps the driving force in the manufacture and 

marketing of Britannia Metal. There was far more to them than that as Pauline's book 

makes clear. So it was a little shock for this writer to see the book headed - James Dixon & 

Sons - Silversmiths! 

For simplicity this article will try to look at events starting with - 

1) - detail of some of the materials, processes and jobs,  

2) - then by way of the years appropriate to the events and history,  



3) - and finally with reference to the information known about the marks as expressed in 

this history (and additional to other articles on this website.) 

Some detail may overlap with the previous website article. 

 

 

1) - Some Materials , and quality products 

Britannia Metal - founding basis of business - said to be 95% tin 4% Antimony 1% Copper - 

the tin is melted to a red heat in a cast iron trough, into the liquid is poured a melted 

regulus of antimony ,copper and brass - stirred by a workman. Then poured into iron boxes 

making slabs or ingots - commonly styled as white metal. Necessary to inscribe as Britannia 

metal to avoid confusion with Silver. Can then be rolled into sheets. 

(Description from Dixons) 

EPNS - Electroplated Nickel Silver - is a technique by which Silver is deposited on a base 

metal using an electric current. The process was patented in 1840 and is still used today. 

 
 

 

Silver is deposited on the base metal (often an alloy based on copper, nickel and zinc - 

though other alloys can be electroplated and other metals can be coated). 

The aim was to produce good quality products halfway from Britannia metal to Silver. 



Christopher Dresser whilst famous for design was cost conscious in trying to see his designs 

could be enjoyed by as many people as possible - and he very much approved the use of 

EPNS. 

Fused Plate or Sheffield Plate - Plating by fusion not electricity. Thomas Bolsover in 1743 

overheated a knife handle and the silver and copper fused together. Further experimenting 

showed copper and silver fused by heat could be rolled to a desired size and thickness 

keeping the same proportions. The fused sheet could then be modelled into a product. 

Saying - "T'copper were as thick as t'missus cuts t'bread and t'silver as thin as she spreads 

t'butter" 

Sterling Silver Products - must be 92.5% pure silver - hallmarked to show difference and 

denote quality. Dixons used it for prestigious items - trophies, celebratory trowels, 

christening presents, church communion sets. 

Low carbon Steels - Stainless steel - if containing only 12% chromium they resisted 

corrosion. Discovery in 1913 and found to be good for gun barrels, good for cutlery,  W H 

Hatfield developed staybrite brand (18% chromium 8% nickel) Dixons were involved with 

this steel from the 1920s 

Xylonite, Vulcanite and Ebonite (celluloid products) were used from the 1880s – fire was 

always a risk using these materials and it appears they were bought in. 

Mother of Pearl – was used for the handles of serving implements. 

Horn – meat knives and carvers had distinctive rough looking handles made of horn. 

Ivory was used for example on fish knife handles but had been used for centuries. 

Hafting – in later years the handle was usually made of similar material to the blade. A full 

length tang (the handle interior continuation of the blade shaped as a shaft) signified a 

better product. 

Quality Products 

Dixons were known for designing and making exclusive products. These were used for 

Sheffield Dignitaries, Royalty, famous people, and wealthy people who wanted something 

unusual and valuable. 



 
 

Charles Holiday a worker for life at Dixons was a known great designer. He designed for 

example a special silver tea pot set for the British Industries fair at Wembley in 1951 – the 

Queen (wife of George VI) liked it so much that she bought one.  

Harrods commissioned a centrepiece for the silver jubilee in 1977. In 1973 Harrods 

commissioned £90, 000 of rosewater bowl and ewer sets in solid silver to sell at £450 the 

pair. Some unique pieces were made for Sheffield Cathedral. Gold pieces were supplied to 

Cutler’s Hall. Charles Halliday designed ‘The Freedom Casket’ for the Emperor of Japan and 

for the Presidents of France Rumania Canada and other royalty. 

The Blue Riband trophy for the fastest sea crossing of the Atlantic when first issued as a 

trophy (previously a simple blue pennant) was designed at Dixons by Charles Halliday in 

1932-1933, it weighed 602 ounces of silver, and the Americans valued it at £750,000. 

He designed in the late 1950s the trophy for the American Master’s Tournament held in 

Augusta, Georgia, USA (625 ounces of silver and took four months to make – Dixons also 

made 6 silver replicas of it and the original gold medal presented with it.  



 
 

The Eisenhower Trophy of 1958 was also a Dixons product. 

Christopher Dresser 1880s – 2004 acted as a sole arbiter of taste to the Art Furnishers 

Alliance as its Artistic Director. His designs in metal ware were made by Dixons. In 1994 a 

Dresser silver teapot sold at auction for £69,000 (it had cost £1.5s.6d to make in 1879). 

William Moorcroft pottery was topped by EPNS silver bands and sometimes had metal lids – 

many of these metal parts were made by Dixons. 

 

 

 

2) - A few processes and jobs – 



 

 

 

 

STAMPING –  



Sheets of metal were taken to the stamp shop to begin the process of production. Pieces 

were stamped out carefully to avoid waste of material or time. The shape was formed by 

alternate stamping and annealing in a gas fired furnace. The stamp machine might be one 

ton in weight and capable of producing 100 tons of pressure. Stamp beds were on the 

ground floor set into pits filled with material to absorb vibration. The sound of the machine 

told the workers if the process was successful – so no ear protection. 

 
 

 

SPINNING – 

The sheet is attached to a wooden former and rotated and worked until it takes on the 

required shape. The formers are made of dense strong woods and were valuable. 

Engraving or Chasing would be worked after this stage. 

 

SILVERSMITHS – (pewter workers also?) 



Then take the pieces (stamped or formed) and assemble them by soldering. It is said that 

silver shards found in trouser turn ups when the worker went home at night had to be 

returned to the factory next day. 

 BURNISHING (before and after 1851) - the final process in the production of Silverware 

was mostly done by women. A process to give a product its highly polished finish and 

conceal any impurities. 

The piece was cleaned and covered with soft soap, sand and water mixed were rubbed in to 

remove and grease and dirt. To remove blemishes an agate burnisher was moved back and 

forth over the metal by hand. A steel burnisher closed the pores of the silver. The gleaming 

finish was produced by the use of bloodstone and wet rouge and then polished with a soft 

old linen cloth. 

In 1905 it took a day to burnish a tea pot. Burnished products in 1868 included Cake or 

Sugar baskets, beakers, Bottle stands, tea and coffee sets, wine strainers etc. 

 
 

FINISHERS 

Whereas Burnishing by hand was women's work, the use of machinery was men's work! 

Rotating spindles with different dollies or buffs of different material gave the product its 

gleam after plating. 

Before plating harder dollies were used to clean the piece. 

BUFFING - This was the name for the preplating cleaning, it was dirty work (using 

pumice and oil). Buffers (the workers that is) are pictured not only in Aprons and Smocks 

but also covered by brown paper! 



SCRATCH BRUSHERS - women cleaning the inside of products like tea or coffee pots. 

Stale beer was used and a brush attached to a spindle scoured the inside without giving it a 

shine. 

Hafters – fitted the handles to the tangs (e.g. shape blade extension within the handle) 

Long Serving Employees - 

1937 records 26 men and women who had served more than fifty years. One lady (a 

Burnisher) then aged 73 had worked for 59 years with no time off for illness, she had 

worked an 11 hour day. After 50 years of service workers were presented with a teapot. 

There is a record of one man aged 90 who had worked for Dixons for 77 years (1895 to 

1972) when he started work the hours six days a week were from 6am to 8pm. He was only 

retiring because of his wife's poor health! 

 
 



 

Piece Work and wage rates – snippets of information 

This was calculated by the item or by the inch. In 1864 women’s wages were frequently less 

than £1 per week. Though men mostly were paid more than that. By 1916 wages were little 

changed in 50 years (!) 

In 1937 reducing the week from 5 ½ days to 5 days was achieved by shortening lunch hours 

and lengthening the working day. Wages were shown on complex printed price lists. Most 

lists lasted for more than ten years and some few for a century. 

 

 

3) - Some History of the James Dixon and  

The family business. 

 

1776 - James Dixon born. James Dixon, is one of eleven children - seven boys and four girls. 

(Ecclesfield is the family church for the 19th century, but prior to that James and his siblings 

were all baptised in Sheffield). He was the seventh child and fifth son. 

Grandfather Samuel Dixon -During the 1700's it is fairly unusual for occupations to be listed 

in the Parish registers so it is surprising that the Marriage entry and all childrens baptismal 

records of Grandfather Samuel (c1701 -1788) confirm that he was a Cutler. 

Father James Dixon Snr - The baptismal records of James Snr's children do not show his 

occupation but there are a couple of Directory entries that do confirm he was a Cutler. 

James Snr. would have been apprenticed about 1751 and James Jnr. about 1790 but the 

Sheffield Cutlers Company records do not give the details. Father/son apprenticeships didn't 

necessarily make it to the records 

The Dixon family tree is shown below as published in 1862. 

1791 - (about) probable apprenticeship as an engraver - left no money by his father as 

James could take care of himself - indeed through his life he took care of many people and 

was very community conscious and responsible. 

- early working years - Lived at Birley Carr, Ecclesfield Parish, later buying Page Hall 



1806 - start of the partnership - Dixon and Smith in Silver Street, as manufacturers of 

Britannia metal goods and dealers in cutlery etc. - the first articles made were shoe buckles, 

spoons cast in sand (not buffed) - later made beakers, tobacco and snuff boxes, coffee, 

sugar and cream jugs or boxes 

1819 - a rolling mill on Clayton Field was acquired 

1820 - the firm moved to Cornish Place and Ball Street. Cornish because the new imitation 

Silver - Britannia Metal - was made of 90% Tin which came from Cornwall. 

1821 - partnership with Smith ends and new partnership of James Dixon & Son begins in 

1825, James Dixons daughter's husband William Fawcett also joins business. 

1822 - diary records priority of "finding customers and keeping them satisfied" thorough 

record keeper - many London customers - and an address in Covent garden - Sheffield to 

London by stage coach - "nothing should go out of the factory bearing his name that should 

disgrace him" 

1826 – Commercial travelling in a well-stocked carriage pulled by four post horses – 

Barnsley, York Scarborough Manchester Southport - James Dixon took his six year old son 

with him (train them young!?) and from Liverpool to Belfast and around Irish towns by horse 

drawn carriage. 

1828 - trade directory Dixon & Son - manufacturers Britannia Metal goods, spoons, patty 

tins, scallop shells etc 

1830 - firm of Nicholson Ashforth and Cutts is acquired and  James Dixon and son begin to 

produce silver and silver plated goods 

1834 - manufacturing copper powder flasks and shot belts etc 

An advertisement dated 1834 

 



1836 - this becomes James Dixon & Sons 

1838 - founder James Dixon retires 

1838 – James Willis Dixon Grandson of founder born in New York – already then a presence 

in the USA – customers known of in Philadelphia and Baltimore in 1836 

1840 - bought out Mr Batty - a powder flask manufacturer  

1840-1850 ….. known to be shipping cutlery to Hong Kong and Manila in 1846 and South 

America, Rio de Janeiro, in 1841 

1842 - on 70th birthday founder James Dixon presented with silver epergne costing 200 

guineas from workforce then of 400 people 

1840-1850 - large re-development of Cornish Place, Ball Street, and Green Lane and on 

through 1870s and 1890s. 

Dixon family daughters had previously married men with good connections (these were 

ancestors in 1700s) to the later engineer for Forth Bridge Sir John Fowler and Sir C W 

Fielding in 1899 

1858 – export selling trips  - Amsterdam, The Hague, Hamburg, Vienna, Leipzig, Stuttgart, 

Hanover – much of the travelling by Horse drawn vehicles. Other trips to Paris before Paris 

had pavements are recorded. Dixons were highly trusted by their customers. 

1861 - before this Cutlery became the real mainstay of the business - however they also 

made 35 new cartridge implements such as re-cappers, fillers, cutter scissors, closers, 

carriers, and cartridge hooks 

1862 - Dixon Family Tree 

This partial Family tree, is apparently taken from a book of 592 pages published in 1862 

entitled the History of the Parish of Ecclesfield in the County of York, by Jonathan Eastwood, 

1862, p. 384. Information from that book shows that the Father James, and Grandfather 

Samuel, of James Dixon, the firms founder, were both Cutlers. (Oddly the surname of 

Samuel Dixon's wife in the original register is listed as Barber though on the tree it is listed 

as Deacon in the Parish register transcripts). 



 
 

1865 - James Willis Dixon lived at Hillsborough Hall, building houses in large numbers in the 

Hillsborough area with roads named after members of the Dixon family by first name - e.g. 

Dorothy Road. responsible for the pub and benevolent to the church.  

The following in italics is information supplied directly by Pauline Bell 

James Willis Dixon bought Hillsborough Hall in 1865.  
The first James Willis Dixon travelled a lot promoting the firm’s goods in America and his eldest son 

also called James Willis Dixon was born in America . 
The Dixon ’s had the property decorated and the records still in the Hillsborough library relating to 

the cost of this tell us that on the second floor there were 6 servants’ bedrooms and a nursery. On the 

first floor were 5 family bedrooms. On the ground floor would have been the living rooms and dining 

room and we know also that there was a room which was a library as over 1000 books were sold 

when the first James Willis died. Also sold were paintings by Rembrandt, Rubens and others. There 

must also have been a kitchen and the walled kitchen garden is now the garden that we can all walk 

round today. 

The park was much bigger than it is today and reached up to Leppings Lane and Far Lane and was 

set out as Parkland with a lake and a tree-lined avenue. If you had walked to the Hall from Marlcliffe 

School in the late mid 1800s you would have walked through fields and then the park that belonged to 

the Hall. The Sheffield Wednesday Ground would also have been on the Dixon ’s land. 

When James Willis, the younger died in 1890 his son Wynyard who was a surveyor and estate agent 

broke the whole estate up into parts or lots that were sold. Sheffield Corporation bought Lot 1, which 

was the Hall and some of the parkland both of which still belong today to the Local Authority. The 

rest was sold to various builders. 



1906 the Hall was converted into the local Lending library and people chose a book from a list and 

the librarian fetched it for them. In 1929 the public were allowed to choose books from the shelves. 

About the same time it was modernised and extended to include the single story children’s library. 

1939 it became an anti-natal clinic. 

The Dixon Influence on Hillsborough 

When the lots were auctioned builders bought several of the ‘lots’ and this is when many of the roads 

near to the park came into existence. Dixon Rd is obviously named after the family. The roads off 

Dixon Rd were named after family members or people associated with he family. Wynyard and 

Lennox had lived in the hall (their father was the second James Willis Dixon). It is thought Garry was 

the dog and that the road was originally called Garth Rd and later changed to Garry. There were at 

least 3 ‘Dorothys’ to give the name Dorothy Rd and Warner was named after Sir Pelham (Plum) 

Warner who was a close friend of Lennox at Rugby School. He captained England and Middlesex at 

cricket 1899-1912 and was captain of the first official MCC team to Australia . James Willis 1 had 

married Ann Shepperson ( Shepperson Rd ) and certainly Fielding Rd behind the Sheffield Wednesday 

Stadium was named after Sir Charles William Fielding who was married to Florence Dixon their 

daughter. He was Director General of Food Production during WW1.  

I believe that Sheffield Wednesday originally had their ground in Olive Grove but that this land was 

taken over by the Midland Railway Company. Several attempts were made by the club to buy land and 

they were saved in 1899 when James Willis Dixon offered them the 10-acre site at Owlerton. 

James Willis Dixon and his wife Ann were members of Wadsley Church . In those days Whitsuntide 

was a very special time of the year. Whit Sunday is in May always 7 weeks after Easter Sunday. 

Hillsborough Hall became the place where the Sunday school children went each year for a picnic in 

the grounds and during their visit they were given a bun, an orange and a new penny. (Very 

approximately 1 penny then would be worth about £1 today). I think it probable that they also played 

games and had a hymn singing session. 

There is a memorial plaque in the church up by the altar on the right to the original James Dixon who 

lived in Ecclesfield Parish. James Willis gave much support to the church, as did their son who served 

on a committee to get the church rebuilt when it was badly damaged by fire in 1884. I think the plaque 

would have been put in place at that time. 

 

1873 employing 335 men and 112 boys became largest employers in this business - had 

showrooms in London 

1879 – Prince Leopold (youngest of Victoria’s son’s visits Sheffield and James Dixons. 

1883 - a 58 page catalogue for gun and sporting paraphernalia 

1886 - J J Royles of Manchester patented the self pouring teapot - this was made by James 

Dixon & Sons under licence being the only firm known to be able to make the tight fitting 

cylinder. (when the lid is raised and released the downward pressure from the baseless 

cylinder below the lid pours the tea out of the downward facing spout). 



 
For interest and novelty another Royles piece – a patented Egg Cooker is shown below 

towards page 15 

1893 - 670 employees 

1896 - probable involvement in making gas from coal for the factory 

1899-1902 - Apprenticeship Controversy - At this time it is thought that there was a 

shortage of labour and some firms started to recruit larger numbers of boys and place them 

under one skilled workman. An example was given of 12 boys in one team. 

The owners wished to recruit outside of the workers own families. 

The author's own great gra ndfather appeared to benefit from the piece rate system in that 

several good apprentices would produce work he would be paid for. He could also leave 

work early knowing that the production went on at a satisfactory standard and rate. 

With his time and piece rate earnings it appeared that he had built for him some 12 houses 

in the locality for his own family. As such then here was a business within a business and 

without apparent risk or capital cost, such as that a businessman on his own account would 

have to absorb or take a chance on. 

This system had operated for a long time as he built his first house in 1878 - some twenty 

years before the dispute. 

1902 – Lord Kitchener visited James Dixons and was given a handsome silver flask with his 

arms on it. 

1906 -  900 employees - large celebrations for firm's centenary 

1908 – showrooms in Sydney and Melbourne 

1915 - now making only 10 powder flasks (for guns) 



1916 - around this time made 1,000,000 steel helmets, and many thousands of other parts 

for armaments. 

1920 - Dixons switched to Stainless Steel for cutlery 

1920 - 16th July becomes James Dixon and Sons Limited (£200, 000 capital) 

1936 - first record of Japanese competition (Viners importing provided competition) 

1937 - Working week changed from 5 1/2 days to 5 days but days lengthened to allow for 

the change. Dixons were losing money each year during the 1930-1936 period, large nos 

unemployed in the UK. Back in profit in 1937. But shortage of domestic servants meant that 

items requiring cleaning lost market share. 

1946 - acquired G & JW Hawksley - pocket flasks ram rods and pull throughs - merged with 

Dixons Flask department. 

1957 - Powder flasks (for guns revived for US market) some time before 'Muzzles' a firm 

making gun loading implements were bought. 

1959-1960 - sold 1000 powder flasks each year - style as for muzzle loading of colt firearms - 

as used in the 'wild west’. Some of these were made in antiqued satin finish on copper with 

brass spring loaded powder measure and decorated - for example with - a hunting scene, a 

canon and flag, a fluted leaf. 

 
 

1966 - the Japanese Ambassador visited James Dixons 



1968 – export trips to the Caribbean and Bermuda, out by VC10 – two customers on each 

island 

1969 - Powder flasks (old styles) popular in USA - 'large quantities sold' 

1976 - receiver appointed by Nat West Bank - into liquidation into 1978 - and again in 1982 

(debts of over £1 million) - some assets sold to Mappin & Webb - relaunched in 1984 but 

then sold off to British Silverware 

1992 - buildings sold off business finished, ending with same staff levels as when started in 

1806. 

 

4) – Brief notes on Marks - 

 

Assay Marks – 

Consists of – A sponsor’s mark –the fineness number – the mark of the issuing Assay Office – 

until 1999 a date letter was also required – thus the ‘hallmarks’ 

Assay offices are found in London, Sheffield, Birmingham and Edinburgh. 

Dixons would have a specific ‘sponsors’ mark. The shape of the hall mark shield indicates if it 

is – silver – gold – platinum. Silver for example is on an Oval shield. 

The assay mark for Sheffield to 1975 was a crown and after a rose. 

The purpose is to protect standards and guard against fraud. Each office would have 

‘guardians’ (like non-executive directors). Lennox and Milo Dixon served in their time as 

‘guardians’ in Sheffield. 

Dixons Trade Marks 

In 1828-1833 – pieces were marked ‘Dixon & Son’ 

In 1906 they are given as ‘a trumpet and banner’ and also the same with the word ‘Dixon’. 

1879 – 1881 … the first use of the ‘trumpet and banner’ 

1890 – the name ‘Dixon’ was added to the ‘trumpet and banner’  

1921 – James Dixon and Sons in a semi-circle with Sheffield beneath – and EPBM beneath 

that, there was then an (unseen) use of a slightly different trumpet mark, which customers 

did not like. 



1920 – up to 1920 the assay mark was also stamped on – and EPNS when appropriate was 

used. 

1929 – ‘staybrite’ was permitted as an indication the product would not tarnish. And ‘Firth 

Staybrite’ was used by Dixons. 

Cornish Nickel Silver was a product that ‘resisted’ tarnishing.  

There was also a ‘No-Rus’ stainless mark. 

JD&S was the mark for sterling silver 

Cornish Pewter – the mark for pewterware. 

This is called a Royle’s Egg Cooker 
It is made to Whitfield’s Patent by James Dixon & Sons in Britannia Metal 

 

 

 
 

 

Perhaps from the style made at the turn of 

the 1900s  

 

How does it work?  
The top part has a tightly fitting lid with a 

fine hole in it.  

In the base of the top part is a filter the size 

of a new 10p piece, underneath the filter 

leading into the bottom part is another fine 

hole. 

 

 
It was manufactured by James Dixon and bears 

their mark for the period 1890– 1927 

So perhaps around 1890 - 1900 

The base shows signs of having held water though naturally was never heated from below. I 

might guess that the eggs were placed in the top and boiling water poured on. When the 

Water had drained out maybe the eggs had been ‘boiled’ to perfection!? Everything fits 

tightly.  I have not tried it. 

 

It stands to the top of the partly wooden finial about 9 ¾” tall – I daresay it would have taken 

3 or 4 eggs depending on size but only two comfortably. 

 



 

Examples of some James Dixon marks are shown in the following illustration – (also followed 

by the illustration of the marks used by Wm Hutton & Sons who were taken over by Dixons. 

– 

 
 

The firm of Wm Hutton & Sons were bought out by Dixons in 1930 -1931, in exchange for 

preference shares (so they must have needed or wanted to sell themselves.) 



As often in such situations the one who sells out considers themselves superior to those 

they have sold themselves to. Here a Sydney Gibbs who became a director of James Dixons 

thought that Harrods and Jay’s of Oxford street felt Hutton’s goods had always been 

superior to those of Dixons. 

Dixons likely bought them realising that times were changing and they could see themselves 

losing ground and as such buying out a rival was thought to boost the business. Though it is 

difficult to see as to why buying another firm that wants to sell out, should be a help. 
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Books by Pauline C.Bell 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Solid Silver can only be obtained from www.lulu.com as a pdf download or as a book. It tells 
the story of the firm as well as the war story of Eugene Leclere, a career officer in the Royal 
Navy.  
The other two books can be obtained from the author (the Dixon book for £5 including P&P) 
and the Forging History Book for £7 including P&P) or through any bookshop or from Amazon. 
 
 

http://www.lulu.com/

