Sterling Silver and Silver-plated Wares

In some ‘circles’ there is confusion about the difference between Sterling and Silver-plated silverware.  Although, both may be marked, it is only Sterling silver that is hallmarked according to British hallmark legislation for solid silver (although, this will vary depending on what country the silver originated from) and expensive pieces are often much older than the silver-plated ware.  

Pure silver is a rather soft and malleable metal, so with time an amount of copper was added to harden it for coinage and other uses.  In England in Saxon times the ratio of silver at 92.5% and copper at 7.5% was set and this alloy was known as Sterling silver.  
Sterling silver objects continue to be produced.  However, there are a greater number of silver plated objects circulating in the community today.  Most of the larger Sterling silver objects originated prior to the electro-plating era, are antique and command prices according to their weight and rarity.  These are often greater than ten times electro-plated items.  As a precious metal item, it is sought after but often difficult to purchase at reasonable prices.  The old adage, ‘born with a silver spoon in his mouth’ has really meant ‘wealth’ for many generations but originated when sterling silver predominated.
For many hundreds of years silver has been used as storage of wealth.  During prosperous times, objects were commissioned from goldsmiths and as fortunes fluctuated, for example during bad times, these objects would be taken to the nearest mint, to be melted and coined.  This cycle of coinage and object and back to coinage was possible due to the Sterling ‘standard’ of 92.5% silver and has enabled sterling to be known as ‘currency of the realm’
Various legislation has been used to protect the Sterling ‘standard’ over the years and most of this is related to the use of Hallmarks.  A study of silver is inextricably linked to the study of Hallmarks and in many ways the Hallmark is the oldest form of consumer protection.
The best way to understand a hallmark is to know why each mark was added to the system and usually these were added to discourage or prevent the system from being corrupted by unscrupulous souls.  Briefly, for example, during the period of the duty mark (1784-1890) and in years of commemorative marks, five marks will be found – leopard’s head, maker’s mark, date letter, lion passant and monarch’s head (Ian Pickford, 2004).

The leopard’s head was introduced in 1300 as the King’s mark to be used on Gold and Silver and should have been the only mark required, had it not been for some unscrupulous goldsmiths.  These men made their own leopard’s head punches which they then stamped on substandard pieces, passing them on to an unsuspecting public.  When it was realised what was going on (it started to affect the coinage), a new mark was introduced in 1363 – the maker’s make.  This allowed the authorities to identify the person for any fraudulent use of the leopard’s head. 
The next addition to the system was in 1478 with the introduction of the date letter.  Its introduction was due to the dishonesty of the touch wardens who were responsible, up to this date, for testing silver and gold in London.  To curb corruption, silver pieces to be tested after this date had to be taken to an Assay office and only marked under the watchful eye of the Assay Master, if up to standard (Ian Pickford, 2004).
Now contrast this to the history of silver plating.  There are four or five methods of plating although three major ones.  These include:
· Close Plating

· Old Sheffield Plate, and

· Electroplating

Close plating uses tin to cover iron or steel, before covering with sheets of thin silver foil.  
Old Sheffield Plate was the original plating method and is still considered the best.  It was first produced in 1743 by Thomas Boulsover and consists of furnace fused sterling plate.  Objects made from Sheffield plate are made from sheets of Plate instead of making the object first and then plating it afterwards.  By 1763 double sided Sheffield plating had been developed.  
Silver Electroplating was patented by Elkington in 1840.  The process consists of suspending the object you wish to plate in a solution together with a bar of silver.  By treating these as an anode and cathode and subjecting the array with direct current electricity you get a layer of pure silver laid upon the object.  Essentially, the process was developed to allow the production of less costly silver products as the demand for silver increased and the price rose.  Electro-plating allows a thin film of silver to be ‘plated’ upon another less expensive base metal allowing a scarce resource to be spread more widely.  Nickel, copper, steel and other alloys have all been used as base metals for the silver ‘electroplating’ process.  

Silver-plate or ‘electroplated’ silverware allows more of us to enjoy the ‘feel’ and ‘brightness’ of silver at a fraction of the price of sterling, so it is not difficult to understand the popularity of silver-plated ware.  On the other hand, electroplating produces products covered in 100% pure silver and this plating is much softer and less durable.
A characteristic of the various silver object manufacture, is the slightly different colourings or ‘sheen’ obtained from objects made using the different techniques.  Some of these differences are obvious, while others less so.  Let’s take a minute to examine why Old Sheffield Plate is considered better than electroplating.  

· Old Sheffield plate uses Sterling silver which is more durable than the pure silver of the electroplating process,

· Toughening or work-hardening of Old Sheffield Plate occurs during both the production of the sheet and the making of the object, thus making your object extremely durable,
· With electroplating the silver is deposited after the object is made, so there can be no work hardening,

· Burnishing produces a hard surface layer
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