
THE TEA POT MYSTERY 

 
Here is a tea pot thought to be made by Timothy Fly 

An academic emails to say –  
I am actually writing an article about the export of teapots to Morocco in the late 
19th and early 20th century. This was the (secondary) business of Moroccan 
merchants based in Manchester, where their main business was cotton: but they ran 
a parallel business in silver plate. While looking at this, I’ve found myself talking to 
metal-workers in Fez (Morocco) and been interested to discover that the pewter 
they use (mostly only for soldering, these days) is often moderated, or enhanced, by 
melting ‘lead’ into the mix. The source of the best ‘lead’ I am told is, or was, the old 
English thière mouche, the ‘fly teapot.’ It seems to me possible, and perhaps likely, that 
this refers to the teapots made by Timothy Fly in the 18th century with his ‘fly’ touch 
mark - in which case it was not lead but pewter. (Any discussion of materials in 
French/Arabic is made complicated by the fact that both tin and pewter as, as you 
will know, referred to as étain.)  
 

This then opened a small mystery- as in was it made by TIM FLY? 



  
 

 
 

All the above are clearly different to the mark on the 
tea pot illustrated 
And the mark with a 4 is taken from another tea pot 
photo by Carl Ricketts. 

  
 

A punch recorded by the writer at AE Williams 
Digbeth Birmingham in 2005. It is likely they used it 
many years before. 
Again, very clearly not the same fly as on the teapot 
illustrated – but perhaps used on others 

 

 
 

These other punches in Middle Eastern Script were 
also found.  
Translation currently unknown 
All were in a box of perhaps 600 surplus bunches 
kept but no longer in use.  
A E Williams made pewter for leading stores the 
world over and marked them as instructed – often 
with store or users own name. 

 

 
 



 
We see in Martha Fly’s will (died 1711) that she had four children - two sons and 
two daughters – so a brother for Timothy called (as was his father – William).  

In June 2020 the data base does not record this sibling of Timothy’s existence – other 
than he is mentioned in Martha Fly’s will. 

We have no details about him whatsoever.  

However, Richard Mundey writes above that Martha was ‘the mother of two fine 
pewterers’ 

As each of the Data Base recorded Flys have the fly in their mark drawn differently 
did William then make a teapot? 

If anybody knows we would be delighted to hear. 

Carl Ricketts author, collector, and dealer comments–  
These have nothing to do with the Fly family being much more recent products.  There are too 
many of this form for them to have survived from the 18th century.  I do not know the actual maker 
but suggest they were based either in Birmingham or Sheffield and later than mid-Victorian, 
possibly even (well) into the 20th century.  Essentially, they were export pieces made as 
suggested for the North African market - I do not have sufficient knowledge to limit the area to 
Morocco.  There are other variants with different marks under the base, and if my memory is 
correct at least one mark was in Arabic.  We were buying these years ago whenever we saw one 
in good condition, when the American market described the style as Queen Anne. 

I had a quick look through my image files, and found some that seem relevant to the question 
"what dating to attach to so-called Queen Anne style teapots?" There are earlier examples than 
those shown but they look different and are constructed differently. For example, most if not all of 
these export ones have metal handles (originally painted black to simulate the earlier wooden 
ones), there is often a 'button' part way up the finial on many types, but the later ones seem to 
favour red coloured ones. The later ones sometimes have a small hole in the lid to let out steam, 
which does not appear on those of earlier date. I have found one by Ferris of Exeter that will be 
early 19th century and possibly one of the earliest of this form. 

As this article started - we end with a comment from the academic – 

 My guess would be that some original Fly teapots were exported to Fes in the 18th century and sold well: 
Fes had a sophisticated metal-working sector and understood quality. The market was small (tea being very 
expensive and confined to the rich, to an even greater extent than England) and quite small amounts of good 
pewter would have made an impression. If the Fly mark became synonymous with ‘English’ quality, it is 
easy to see its being imitated both in England and in Fes. The not-quite-Fly touchmarks are clearly ‘passing-
off’ - if not in a literal sense, then riding on the coattails of a good reputation. Quite quickly the ‘real’ Fly 
and the fly knockoffs would have merged in public understanding. The fact that the thière mouche is still a 
current concept (albeit mainly as a source of raw material rather than a pot for tea!) suggests that it went on 
being exported for many years into the mid-19th century at least (and Carl R says mid-20th possibly).  



This is very interesting: much the same process went on with Richard Wright silver-plated teapots, exported 
in large numbers to Morocco in the late 19th and early 20th centuries but widely imitated in Morocco. 
‘Wright’ was and is a semi-mythical trademark but also a semi-mythical individual about whom tall, 
superhero-type stories are still told by metalworkers in Fes long after his death (in 1894). Also interesting is 
the overlap – that pewter teapots were being exported from England alongside the silver-plate business 
(which despite the name was being run at least at the beginning by Moroccan merchants in Manchester) – 
both elements in the exploitation of demand for tea utensils at the middle/bottom of the market as tea 
consumption exploded in the second half of the 19th century. 

  

  

  

 

Photographs with thanks to Carl Ricketts. 

 


