difficulty that | disposed of any of them as the Indians have discontinued the
use of such articles.” _
Meanwhile, the earbobs continued to enjoy high pqpu!anty. The
Hudson’s Bay Company was ordering them in some quaptlty by 1818. In
1828 the American Fur Company ordered a large outfit of silver from James
Scrymgeour including: for the Northern Department — 12,000 large round
and 2,500 small earbobs; for the Western Department — 8,000 large and 600
small earbobs, 20 1st size earwheels and 10 2nd size ear wheels; for the
Detroit Department — 3,000 large and 5,000 small earbops.m in 1835 The St.
Louis Indian Superintendency estimated that St. Louis traders had sold
1,400 pairs of earbobs and 50 ear wheels during the year."" In 1840 James
Scrymgeour shipped 10,000 pairs of large round earpobs and 3,000 of the
smaller size to Pierre Chouteau, Jr. & Co. at St. Louis." .
After 1860 most of the earbobs sent to the Sioux and other wgstern tr.lbes
were made of brass. In 1866 Alphonse Richards was trading with the Sioux
on the Republican River when he was robbed by a party of Cheyekn’n’es. The

TRADE EARRINGS — AN OVERVIEW
by Charles Hanson, Jr.

Throughout our history, ear ornaments have been as popular as finge
ornaments and they have often taken more varied and fanciful forms. The
ear seems to offer an irresistible challenge for human display, perhaps
because it is so easy to pierce and otherwise manipulate.

North American Indians were making all sorts of ear ornaments of shel
and copper before white contact. It was an easy transition to use wampum
glass beads, small brass pieces and brass wire for the same purposes. By the
middle of the 18th century traders had begun to stock the earbob, which
remained the most popular ear ornament until very late in the 19th century
Consisting basically of an ear wire, an ornamental ball-shaped bead and a
hanging cone, it was generally made of silver but brass earbobs appeared
before 1850 and a few late ones were made of German silver.

Baynton Wharton & Morgan of Philadelphia were shipping silver earbob
to Fort Augusta (Pennsylvania) in 1767.'" Archaeologists at Fort
Michilimackinac found 5 silver earbobs and 7 more elaborate brass bob
with glass sets, all in the general period 1730-60, “possibly French.”2 Th
more elaborate bobs with glass sets were generally made in Englandand th
Hudson’s Bay Company was apparently still selling them more than 10
years later.?

In the early 1780’s Thomas Forbes gave the Spanish government a “list o
goods of English manufacture absolutely necessary for the Indians wh
inhabit the western frontiers of both Floridas” and it included “Silve
ornaments for the ears.”* Ramsey Crooks’ estimate of goods from Montrea
at Michilimackinac for 1819 included “round & square ear bobs.” At thi
time we do not know exactly what the “square” bobs were but they may hav,
been the old French style with faceted cones. Early in 1819 Crooks ordered
complete set of silverwork samples sent to Mr. Astor from W.M. Mathews o
Montreal. The set was to include “1 pr. each size & kind of ear bobs” and
pr. each size of earwheel.”® ,

The earwheel was a thin circular piece of sheet silver from about 2% to
inches in diameter, pierced in fancy designs and designed to hang from the
ear on a wire hook. They appeared on the market about 1760 along witl
silver arm bands, brooches, crosses, gorgets, head bands and othe
ornaments fabricated in Philadelphia, Montreal, New York, and even
London. One of the early orders noted for earwheels was to Gerrit Guve
from traders Rankin & Edgar at Detroit in 1768.

The North West Company sold a great deal of silverwork around the Gr
Lakes. A typical order to Robert Cruickshank, famous silversmith
Montreal, in 1800 included 100 ear wheels, 1,500 large earbobs and 5,0
small earbobs.” This givesanidea of the relative demand for the two type
ear ornaments. Ear wheels continued to be included in most silver ord
and John Johnston, U.S. Factor at Fort Wayne, was requesting seve
patterns of them shortly before the War of 1812.8 After about 1830 m
types of silverwork began to decline in popularity. In March 1844,
American Fur Company ordered a general assortment of silver from A.
Scrymgeour of New York, including ear wheels and large and small earbo
for its Northern Department. However, in September 1845 Samuel Abbo
Mackinaw returned a large lot of Scrymgeour silver-head bands, w
bands, brooches and hat bands, with the comment, “It has been with m

arbobs, Ieft to right: sm'ékll silver, from Delaware si}‘e, Pen.nsylvania'; silver,
om lllinois collection; two large silver bobs, Semmgle site in Florida, Ieft
ne had a bottom ball, now missing; brass, Sioux site in Nebraska, dangle is

; inch long. — MFT.

Silver ear wheel with touchmark
of Pierre Huget, Montreal. 2%
inches in diameter. — MFT
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i hnell spent some time with a small group of Choctaw living near
Ba?/Z\Sdnggmb, Lopuisiana in 1909. He wrote: “Among the older me:nflsrez
remembered several who were expert in the art of making sulvgr orgargrrin 's
He saw a brooch made of a silver dime dated 1856 and men_tlone' e beags
formerly used: “Pendant earrings were also fashioned, having glass

the lower part.”"’
attjggr?th.oGoggin recgntly wrote of the Seminole’: “By the end qf the (1(18’&2
century the Indians themselvesI bet)gqn to wg;kb?It\r/.‘eers(;rr?‘mé:‘zlsngzjggg e
ral references to jewelry being made ; ring
gg\rli%csieg the Second Seminole War.” Goggin described Ozceola:insllv:r:
earbobs as having a second silver ball below the cone an reac(;e g
overall length of 3% inches. They do not appear to bc_e Indlapt-l:p: Was e
Another tribal group noted for the development of snlve.rsr‘m i gr]oducing
froquois. Early in the 19th century they were extensively lr‘epa iy
Montreal patterns of silverwork and the craft persnsted ina sgnat\) WbZt very
recent times. We. have not seen any Ind_lan-made earbo sd out more
sophisticated patterns of earrings, often with sets, were produ eé one
series of 19th century earring pat;cleénf_ fee}tutrr:aetrget r?igxtﬁxet?:\?:the%or'm
Some trade earrings, probably alidating in m Ve e bl
of a wide crescent with pierced decoration. They, too, seem oy
i types, or at least a style which has been popularin Me
ggl:a\tntj?igsp;%tgvzgs no doubt traded to ln_dians ir! the Southwes? by earlysr(\:l:r\:\;
Mexican settlers. The accompan)l{ing ‘”‘USt:‘?gr?\ntthlgc\;/tixastg\ﬁirir?:fansas
i m northern Mexico, arelic earring _ &
‘Zirdn: %Lr:)man silver crescent earring t_raded to the Wyoming Shos_rrugglrgx tgz
|ast third of the 19th century by long-time trader James K. Moore. frompthe
f the Whipple Expedition in 1855 illustrates a pnerced.eam?gg
hawnee which is very similar to our Potowatomie specimen. e Plains
By the time of the Civil War western tr.aders were s_upplymg d.e aine
ibes with sheet German silver and anything made up in that me lutm pnt
875 can be considered as relating to the fur trade. .However,dmos t?ob e
ople in that period seemed to have been conte_nt with the trade ear oo
h large simple wire circlets, sometimes carrying a short hair ';?lpe, v; ha
ad or two, as pendants. The beautiful and elaborqte German si vel;;:l) )éian
ngs of recent times represent a clompletely different phase ot in
nd the scope of this article. . . .
rtﬁebessgouthwest thepearly trade silver was H[spano~Amer|canb~ }r(]lalé
és, bracelets, rings, crosses, buttons, bridle t}'lmmmgs, beads, ucﬂgn
simple earrings that were hoops of heavy wire. Tr}e_hoops gvgrrg_owas
ut they could also be simply ornamented vylth asliding pea .f is as
nly important style in the days when Indians traded silver romO
s and it remained popular until the turn of the 20th century. nﬁ
table alternative was the holed turquoise nugget suspended by a so
kin thong from the pierced-ear lobe. -
re were gth'er stylespof earrings sold on the Northwest Coast and Ir;
but documented historic examples are quite scarce. We do know tha
isians sold bronze earrings and also earrings with ename_led.glass
but no specific data is available concerning them at this time.
ariations in Indian ear decoration were endless. Some tribes
Jthe Fox, Oto, Kanza and lowa; liked little strings of trade wampum
om each ear. Many Indians wore as many as a dozen earbobs c:‘n
e by multiple piercings or by slicing loose long expanses of the

list of stolen goods included 50 pairs of earbobs valued at $5.75."® The retail
price list recorded by Joseph Burbank, trader at the Omaha Agency in 1877,
stated that ear bobs were being sold at 12%: cents per pair.’* The earbob held
on for along time as a trade piece for it was rarely imitated by native workers
in either silver or German silver. The catalog of the G. Sommers Co. for 1900
proclaimed the company to be the “largest dealers in the United States in
Indian beads and supplies, and aim to keep on hand all the Indian trinkets we
have any demand for.” They offered German silver ear bobs in conventional
style at $3.50 for 100 pairs, and also listed “gold plated ear drops” with stone
sets for “Indians who will not wear the old style ear bobs.”'s

Other styles of earrings enjoyed regional popularity. Much of the silver
found on old Cherokee and Chickasaw sites was made in England, Montreal
or various places in the United States. However, some Creek, Choctaw and
Seminole silver earrings seem to be of Spanish origin or were Indian — made
following Spanish patterns. All of these tribes developed native silversmiths
at a fairly early period.

In discussing the progress made by the Creek Indians before the War of
1812, a Dr. Mitchell wrote in 1818.18

In many of the villages, particularly the Lower Creeks, the natives had

already made considerable progress in the silver-smith’s business.

Ornaments of silver, such as spurs, brooches, rings, silver beads,

ornaments forthe ears and nose, armbands and wristbands were manu-

factured to a considerable extent.

Leftto right: early bob with glass sets, 18th century type found at Mackina
small bob with teardrop dangle made of two pieces soldered togethe
Chickasaw site, Mississippi; unusual silver bob found at Mackina
Osceola’s earring, large style popular in South; silver earring collected fro
Iroquois 1849. (all natural size).
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r. The Sioux and other Plains tribes in the 1840’s loved
long flat ear drops cut from abalone shell (see MFT Quarterly, Fall 1973).

And now we come to the final “fur trade” question — did the mountain
men wear earrings? Yes, some of them did, generally those like Mike Fink
who turned from keel-boating to trapping. In those days the small gold
earring was the mark of the sailor rather than the hunter and the trapper. A
good illustration of this fact is a little news item in the St. Louis Republican
for March 18, 1835. If they knew the difference between a mountain man and
a boat hand anywhere it would certainly be in St. Louis:

Man drowned — A man having the appearance of a boat hand of
about twenty-five years of age with light hairand complexion was taken
up from the river and interred on the opposite side Thursday last by a
citizen of this place...Nothing found about his person in addition of the
above but his knife, some tobacco and a pair of gold earrings in his ears.
it is supposed he had been drowned 12 or 15 days. — St. Charles

Clarion

outer rim of the ea
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Outward. New York Historical

Lef;g? right, all natural size:
from F/:c;a,\gv?;locri? ,s<llver crescent earring from Chihuahua; silver crescen
Shoshomawald O,,n.ansas. CENTER—German silver crescent, traded to the
of New York <}:/a 1’53605«'- 1880; cheap German silver crescent sold by Fros
Choctaw, Loulsiana; 6/52;&5%——8//%( Spanish-style earring from the
earring traded to Shoshoni ca. 1 gggp_WA’AtQTbead, Navajo; German sil
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