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Did You Know… 
How many dishes do you use in a 
day? How about if you’re having 
company over for a big holiday 
dinner? We’re guessing that, even 
with all those serving bowls and 
dessert plates you use, your table still 
runs short of all the dishes the 
Victorians used for their meals. 
Today, with our take-out food and 
paper plates, it’s hard to imagine what 
dinner at Rosson House would have been like with all the china we usually only break out for 
special occasions. But for Victorians, these were pieces they used every day. 
 
People have been using pottery – articles made of baked clay – since the Mesolithic Era, or 
the Middle Stone Age. Sherds of the oldest known pottery that date back about 20,000 years 
was found in Chinese caves about a decade ago. The earliest pottery found in the United 
States comes from the Savannah River area in Georgia, and date back over 5,000 years. 
During the archaeological digs around Heritage 
Square, ancient Native American pot sherds 
were found that dated back almost a thousand 
years ago. Porcelain tableware is young 
enough, by contrast, to be sitting at the kiddie 
table. 
 
Porcelain was developed in China over a 
thousand years ago. Though rare, it had been 
available outside the country before the Ming 
Dynasty (1368-1644 CE), but it was at that 
time that China began shipping enormous 
quantities of porcelain all over the world. 
Wealthy Europeans (mostly monarchs and 
aristocrats) loved it so much they began making 
their own porcelain in places like Limoges and 
Sevres (France), Staffordshire (England), and 
Meissen (Germany). Fragments of porcelain have even been found at archaeological sites in 
Jamestown, Virginia and St. Augustine, Florida, as have sherds of pottery made there locally 
by European settlers and Native Americans. George Washington collected porcelain, including 
a tableware set he received in April 1763. It was comprised of, "1 compleat sett Table China 

Pottery sherds found around Heritage Square  
during archaeological excavations, dating as  

far back as 1,100 CE. 

The Rosson House dining room. 
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fine blue & white consisting of - 11 long Dishes 24 plates 12 Soop plates 1 Tureen Covr & Dish 
4 Sauce Boats 4 Salts” (invoice from Robert Cary & Co, April 23, 1763) For most living in the 
American colonies, however, porcelain dishes were a luxury good because of the price of 
shipping and the fragility of the cargo. 
 
In the mid to late 1800s, growth of the US middle class, combined with mass production of 
ceramics, the advent of faster shipping methods (ie – trains and ships that were powered by 
steam engines), and the birth of the mail-order catalog industry all came together to create a 
perfect storm of porcelain plates. And bowls, platters, tureens, cups and saucers, and just 
about anything else you could think of. Cut glass, silver, and crystal got in on the act, too, just 
in time for people to show off all their newfound personal wealth on their dinner tables. The 
trend for dinner parties at the time was to have the meal served à la Russe (in the Russian 
style), with different courses served on 
separate plates. So naturally, you needed to 
have a plate or dish for each course. For a 
party of 10 people and a dinner that could 
have up to twelve individual courses, that’s at 
least 120 plates or bowls, not to mention 
serving pieces, glassware, and silverware. 
Let’s just say we’re glad we’re not the ones 
who had to do the washing up! 
 
You could buy a 126 piece dinner set from 
Bloomingdale’s 1890 catalog for $14.49 
(plain white porcelain), or their 139 piece set 
of C.F. Haviland’s “best French china” for 
$42.98. Not even a decade later, though, a 
100 piece set (American made semi-vitreous 
china) was being sold by the Sears, Roebuck 
& Co. catalog for $4.98. Their imported 100 
piece Haviland china set sold for $25.45, and 
was the most expensive of all thirty one 
dinner sets sold in that catalog (the 
Bloomingdale’s catalog only had four listed). 
Adding on to the dinner sets were additional 
sets – tea or coffee sets (with pots, cups and 
saucers, and sometimes matching plates, 
butter dishes, etc) and berry sets (with a 
serving bowl, and individual berry bowls or 
nappies). Add on to that an assortment of cut glass sets, which would include celery vases 
(highly prized at that time because of the rarity of the vegetable), spoon holders, cruet sets, 
and more. The 1902 Sears catalog had cut glass assortments of 26 and 39 pieces, for $2.68 
and $3.45, respectively. It’s a good thing they had china cabinets and pantries. 
 
As tastes and economic situations changed, so did tableware. The Sears catalog that sold 50-
100 piece fine china sets at the turn-of-the-century also sold more modest sets of 25 or 32 

The Rosson House pantry, filled with many 
beautiful examples of excessive Victorian 

dinnerware and dishes. 
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semi-porcelain pieces (for between $2-$3) in 1936. 
Molded glass dinner sets of 35 pieces sold for $1.98 – 
which was pretty cheap, but you could also get dishes 
at that time for free. Dinnerware and glassware 
companies partnered with grocery stores, food 
manufacturers, and even movie theaters to provide a 
free dish with purchase, usually Depression Ware 
glass (colored glass formed in a mold) or china. The 
companies sold their dinnerware at wholesale, and the 
partner gave it away to their customers in a bid to 
increase sales. The pieces were made from premade 
molds and were of lower quality than cut glass or fine 
china, but it allowed many people to get new tableware 
who otherwise wouldn’t have been able to afford it. It 
also allowed the original companies to stay in business 
and keep their staff employed. A win for everyone! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More Info: What a Crock! 
Crocks are unglazed stoneware pots were very handily used 
before refrigeration existed to preserve foods like pickled 
vegetables, salted meats, and butter. So why do they have 
such a bad rap? 
 
It’s possible that the term, “What a crock!” derives from the 
use of cheap crockery (earthenware or stoneware pottery) 
for chamber pots during the Victorian Era. It could also 
originate from the Low German word krak, meaning “a thing 
of no value.” 
 
Side Note: The word crock comes from the ancient English 
word crocc, which means pot. So when you use your trusty 
Crockpot to make a delicious dinner, you’re actually using a 
Potpot. Ha! 

Above: A Quaker Oats ad from the 1930s 

Left: A 1930 movie ad, promoting Free Dish Night 

Below: A large antique stoneware crock 
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 More Info: That’s a Lot of Dishes 
There were so many specific kinds of dishes during the Victorian Era, we thought we’d provide 
you with a list of just the ones we’ve come across in our research, and sometimes in our 
museum collection. They include: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Berry Bowls 
• Biscuit Box (Biscuits = Cookies) 
• Bon Bon Dish 
• Bread Tray 
• Breakfast Plates 
• Breakfast Platter 
• Bone Dish (For placing bones after 

eating poultry, fish, or steak.) 
• Bouillon Cup (A two-handled 

ceramic cup, for use when ill and 
eating meals in bed.) 

• Butter Dish 
• Butter Plates 
• Cake Basket 
• Cake Plates 
• Cake Stand (See main picture at 

the top of the page.) 
• Celery Dish 
• Celery Vase or Stand (See main 

picture at the top of the page.) 
• Cheese Dish 
• Chocolate Cups and Saucers 
• Chocolate Pot 
• Coffee Cups and Saucers 
• Coffee Pot 
• Compote Dish 
• Coupe Soup Plates (Soup bowls 

without a rim.) 
• Cream Pitcher 
• Cruet Set 
• Crumber (For scooping crumbs off 

the tablecloth between courses.) 
• Demitasse Cups and Saucers 
• Dinner Plates 
• Finger Bowls (Sorry – not for 

chicken fingers! Filled instead with 
clean water and placed at each 
setting for each guest to wash 
fingers between messy courses.) 

• Fruit Bowls 

 

• Fruit Plates 
• Fruit Stand 
• Ice Bucket 
• Ice Pitcher 
• Jelly Stand 
• Lemon Dish 
• Marmalade Jar 
• Meat Platter 
• Mustard Pot 
• Nappy (A bowl, sometimes with a 

handle, used for nuts, candies, or 
fruit.) 

• Oatmeal Saucers 
• Olive Dish 
• Oyster Plates (See main picture at 

the top of the page, on the fireplace 
overmantle.) 

• Pickle Dish 
• Pie Plates 
• Punch Bowl 
• Relish Dish 
• Salt Cellar 
• Sandwich Tray 
• Sauce Boat 
• Sauce Plates 
• Slop Bowl (Used mainly during tea 

time, to pour cold tea out before 
refilling your cup with hot tea.) 

• Soup Plates (Soup bowls with a 
wide, flat rim.) 

• Soup Tureen 
• Spoon Holder (Used mainly during 

tea time, for spoons to stir tea.) 
• Sugar Dish 
• Teacups and Saucers 
• Tea Pot 
• Tea Plates 
• Twiffler (A plate that's smaller than 

a dinner plate and larger than a 
salad or side plate.) 

• Vegetable Dish 
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Learn more about mail-order 
catalogs from our blog article of 
the same name. Explore the 
history of glass from our article, A 
Glass Act. Discover what kinds of 
food the Rossons may have been 
eating on their fine china in 1895 
from our article, Bon Appétit. 
  
Information for this blog article 
was found from the Bloomingdale 
Bros. summer 1890 catalog; the 
Sears, Roebuck & Co. 1902 
catalog; the Sears, Roebuck & 
Co. 1936 catalog; the National 
Park Service Classroom; the 
National Park Service, Historic 
Jamestowne; The St. Augustine 
Record, Crews Dig Old City; 
Mount Vernon Digital 
Encyclopedia, Chinese Porcelain; 
the Northeast Museum Services Center Archeology & Museum Blog, Party Like it's 1776; the 
University of New Mexico China Exports, the World Imitates; ThoughtCo. Oldest Pottery in the 
World; Atlas Obscura, Depression Era Glassware; Mental Floss, Things We No Longer See in 
Movie Theaters. 
 
 

A group of tiny dishes, including, salt cellars (glass) with spoons, 
bonbon dishes (white, middle top and bottom), a nut dish (center), 

and butter or condiment dishes.  
From the Heritage Square collection.  


