Architectural & Garden Antiques:
Part 2: Ceramic & Stone
By Roland Head
An impressive level of craftsmanship and design was often applied to these
wares, despite their utilitarian purposes, and today we can frequently afford the
luxury of using them at home, either for their original purpose, or more
commonly, for less demanding ornamental purposes.
Rooftop refugees
The best place to start is with the humble chimney pot. While the majority of
today’s creations are strictly utilitarian, happily our Victorian ancestors often put a
little more effort into their chimney pot designs. The majority of pots are made
from terracotta, although salt-glazed and buff-coloured pots are also available.
While frost damage and age-related wear is possible, chimney pots’ original
purpose means that they are well-made, and frost-proof by design. Reclaimed
pots are suitable for re-use on chimneys, and costs are similar to new items,
making them a cost-effective period upgrade for your home. In reality, the
majority of reclaimed antique chimney pots are probably used as planters and
garden ornaments. Shapes, sizes and heights vary: the common ‘roll top’, ‘canon’
and ‘beehive’ style chimney pots are a cheap, practical idea for plants, but more
interesting designs can be found. Examples include pots with raised or indented
patterns, crowns, louvres and square and octagonal cross sections, as well as
capped designs.
Made for the garden?
Stone planters, with or without pedestals, are popular, while traditional agricultural stone troughs add texture and variety to a garden and are ideal for plants that
need to be contained, or indeed for use in courtyard gardens and paved areas.
Three or four-figure sums for antique limestone troughs are the norm. Despite
their rustic appearance, these old watering troughs are not especially affordable.
A cheaper alternative, which can work well for container planting and raised
beds, are reclaimed galvanized water storage tanks. These are long-lasting, and
are more affordable. They are also available in larger sizes, up to five or six feet
long, and have an industrial style that may appeal to urban or container gardeners.
Moving away from planting, staddle stones, mushroom-shaped stones once used
to raise grain stores off the ground to protect their contents from vermin, make
attractive additions, as do sundials. Lovers of geometric gardens should note that
sundials require careful siting, facing exactly true north, if they are to provide
accurate readings.
Tiling and edging
Victorian edging tiles are an attractive and relatively affordable way to edge
smaller flower beds. The classic rope-edged design is most common, but other
styles are available, and salt-glazed examples can be found, which look better
than plain terracotta items. Reclaimed quarry tiles work well in kitchens, but also
make an interesting alternative to regular paving slabs or wooden decking, and
are very durable. A final touch for anyone with substantial stone or brick gate
posts is a pair of pier caps: these are ornamental stone or terracotta finials
designed to sit on top of gate posts.
A good investment?
Architectural antiques are valuable. A look at the items pictured alongside this
article should convince you. For example, consider the 1m diameter stone planter
pictured which sold for a buyer’s price of £659 in February. A second point in
favour of such items is that their value seems to be quite stable. A review of this
magazine’s auction results database over the last decade suggests that values for
popular types of architectural and garden antique have remained broadly
unchanged. The construction and intended usage of these items also means that
when used correctly, they are extremely durable, and simply acquire a patina of
age, which many buyers find attractive. This is a contrast to many other types of
antique, which require care to avoid age-related or accidental damage.
On the other hand, architectural and garden antiques are not generally very
portable, and may sometimes require skilled installation and removal. By their
nature, they tend to be in single ownership for long periods of time, over which
trends and fashions may change, making investment returns highly uncertain.
In any case, we should remember that owning antiques should not solely be
about investment. In most cases, the pleasure gained from carefully adding architectural antiques to your home and garden far outweighs the likely monetary
benefit from selling them.

This circular stone planter is
a large 107cm in diameter.
Buyers prized its large size
and authentic appearance and
paid £659 for it at a sale in
February 2014.
The two square planters with
circular interiors are made
from composite stone, which
lends itself to geometric
shapes but lacks the historic
appeal of hand-carved stone
planters, such as the square
trough in this picture.
Together, these three planters
sold for £455 earlier this year.

Three staddle stones, each 2ft
6in high, which sold for £479
in December 2013.

Antique chimney pots can be
as affordable as good quality
plant pots. This pair of
Victorian crown top chimney
pots stand 94cm high and
would make superb garden
planters. They sold for £142
in June 2013.

Lead planters such as these
typically have strap work
borders and embossed designs
and may, as here, come in
matched sets. Each of these
four is a foot square, and the
lot sold for £575 at auction in
March 14.
Small and garden beds can be
affordably decorated with
salt-glazed Victorian edging
tiles such as those in this lot,
which also included matching
corner posts.

Some items offer considerable
scope for adaptation. This
millstone has been adapted to
stand on a stone circular
column and base and form an
extremely weatherproof and
durable garden table. At its
sale price of £288, it represents good value compared to
new alternatives.

These superb stoneware
Doulton & Co chimney pots
each stand 110cm tall and
must have come from a fairly
substantial house. The pair
sold for £384 at auction in
March.
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