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(For several reasons it is often difficult to date an item from a catalogue, or
even to identify its manufacturer. The catalogues of about 1880 to 1914 are,
by today’s standards, bulky and expensive productions; their illustrations,
engraved on wood or lithographed in colour, are of better quality, and more
informative, than the half-tone photographs or the coloured scenes of domestic
bliss that serve today. Like the products they illustrate, they were made to
last, nor did they need annual révision to accord with new sales gimmicks for
‘this season’s model’. Therefore they are seldom dated, though internal
evidence may offer clues. Even a dated catalogue of, say, 1914, may include
an item illustrated by the same block that appeared in the issue of 1880.
Moreover, builders’ merchants of that period seldom gave the name of the
manufacturer. Some manufacturers being also merchants of others’ products,
it is possible to find Smith’s stove, anonymous, in the catalogue of Jones, who
made no stoves of his own. Warse still, Jones may since have become famous
for his own stoves. Let Smith consider the historian’s difficulties, before
complaining that one of his pet products has been attributed to a rival. When
it does come to guesswork in the matter of dates, a simple rule may be observed :
your industrial antique is seldom as old as you think.)
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