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EDWARD
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By Eric Decaire

Edward Orton ]r. was born on October 8, 1863, in Chester, N.Y,
the son of Dr. Edward and Mary Jennings Orton." He spent his early
years in Yellow Springs, Ohio, where his father served as the princi-
pal of the preparatory school of Antioch Col]ege, and later as pres-
ident of Antioch College. In 1873, Orton Sr. became the president
of the Ohio Agricultural and Mechanical College, which in 1878
would be renamed The Ohio State University.? It was 1i12e1y in seeing
his father’s success and ascent into positions of respect and authority
that young Orton Jr. would become inspirec], to accomplisll his future

achievements.

Orton Jr. attended The Ohio State University, earning the Engineer
of Mines degree in 1884 with his graclua’cion thesis titled “Plans and
Speci{‘ications for a Fire-Brick Factory.™ After gracluating, Orton Jr.
quiclaly set to work within his field hecoming a chemist and superin-
tendent of both iron and coal mines. While in this position he became

recognized as the first regular manufacturer of ferrosilicon.

In 1888 Orton Jr. moved into the clay industry, where he would
become the superinten&ent of an unpro{ita]ale and failing paving brick
plant. Orton Jr,, the meticulous man that he was, sought literature

on what he could do to make his proclucts better.? He, unfor’cunately,

foun(l none.

Later, when worleing on a report analyzing the clay—worlzing inclustry
in Ohio, Orton Jr. found there was sparse research and little practical
]znow]edge amongst clay—worlzers on how to solve both orclinary and
extraor&inary issues in the field. Most prol)lems were worked out either
by common sense or by trial and error.* These findings would inspire

him to establish the very first clepartment of ceramics engineering at

The Ohio State University.

CERAMIC ENGINEERING AT THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
The £ounc1ing of the Department of Ceramic Engineering is a true
testament to Orton Jr's devotion to £urthering ceramic science. For
the department to be established at The Ohio State University, Orton
Jr. first had to draft and pass a bill throug}) the General Asseml)ly of
Ohio. The bill that Orton Jr. drafted included speciﬁcations for the
equipment that the clepartment would nee(l, what and how cours-

es would be taught, as well as a request for five thousand dollars for
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the first year and two thousand five hundred dollars annually for the
following two years.* Orton Jr. inclepen&ently sough’c support for his
clepartment from the Ohio Brick and Drain Tile Association along
with the National Brick Manufacturers’ Association. Upon under-
standing what Orton Jr. desired to create, both associations pledged
their support and })egan 10]:)1)ying for the bill ?

While the bill was incredibly thorough and had meaningful industri-
al support, it was met with sllarp opposition. Many members of the
Asseml)ly regar&e& the bill as a novel’cy with some even ridiculing the
idea. The opposition for the bill can best be exemplified by the mon-
iker given to it, “The Mud Pie Bill.”® Despite the initial hostility, the
bill eventually passed on the twentieth of April 1884

With the bill passed, it was time for the Trustees of The Ohio State
University to pay attention to the new department. However, much like
the General Asseml)ly, the Trustees did not understand the scope and
purpose of the clepartment and therefore ignorecl the appropriations
outlined in the bill.> To mitigate confusion and convince the Trustees
to take action on the department, Orton Jr. created a comple’ce cur-
riculum outlining the purpose and scope of a ceramics engineering
program for the University. His efforts proved successful, as he was
voted Director of Ceramics by the Board, and plans were set in mo-
tion to get this ground]areaking & innovative new clepartment up and
running. While Orton Jr. spent much of the money the department
was appropriatecl on mac]linery and materials, he desired to increase
the clepar’cment’s impact l)y securing additional funds. Believing in his
mission, the clay indus’cry of America supp]emented the appropria-
tions of the state with donations almost equal to the amount of the

original {uncling.3

During the clepartment’s first two years in action, nine students en-
rolled in the first year and six would enroll in the second year. From
this starting success, more students would become drawn to the depart—
ment, especially as new equipment was l)eing donated ]3y interested
parties. As the clepartment grew, Orton Jr. understood that he could
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not teach and run the clepartment alone. There{ore, the university
elected William Lloyd Evans to the position of Assistant in Ceramics
in 1896.3 With the department up and running and strong 1eac].ers]lip
at the helm, Orton Jr. was able to shift his focus to what would become

his Liggest contribution to the field of ceramic engineering.

FOUNDING OF THE AMERICAN CERAMIC SOCIETY

In 1898 the annual convention for the National Brick Manufacturers’
Association was held in the Monongahela House in Pittsburgh.s The
topics cluring this convention were typically mundane, with little in the
way of advancements for the craft. However, cluring this speci{'ic con-
vention a revelation occurred. Elmer E. Gorton presentecl his paper,
“Experimental Work, Wise and Otherwise,” a technical paper that used
the scientific method to prove the efﬁcacy of a terracotta glaze, which
he physically provi&ecl ona sample pieces for his peers to evaluate.
This demonstration was the first of its kind at the convention, yet his
peers gave little interest. Later that day Gorton would sit down with
Samuel Geijsbeek, a fellow ceramic chemist, and discuss how a scien-
tific approach to the inclustry was clearly the future. From this conver-
sation, they gat}lerecl that a society focused on the scientific aspect of
the inclustry was requirecl. They presented this idea to another clelegate
of the convention and past teacher of Loth, one Bdward Orton ]r.s

With the beginnings of a scientifically grounded ceramic society in the
minds of these three meml)ers, it would be a winter storm that allowed
this see(ﬂing of an idea to reaﬂy blossom. Snowed in with nowhere to
go, Orton Jr. and his companions canvased the convention to find six
more men to add to their meml)ersl'lip. Upon the conclusion of the
convention, the nine members met and decided to name Orton Jr. the
provisional secretary and share contact information to add another 16
men to their ranks.® The members also agree& that the next meeting
would occur in a year, just after the National Brick Manufacturers’
Association convention in order to keep the Society connected with

where it was founded. The first organiza’cional meeting of the Society
was held on February 6, 1889.



Factories like these were rep-
resented by brick men at
the convention where

The American Ceramic
Society was first imagined.

EDWARD ORTON JR. AS SECRETARY

At the first annual meeting of the American Ceramics Society Orton
Jr. set the tone for how he wanted not only the Society, but also the
in(tustry to operate. In his leeynote speectl, Orton Jr. declared that the

secretiveness which shrouded the ceramic industry should be done

away with and that liberal and scientific discussions were clearty the

way of the future.®

Later (turing the same meeting, the proposition of translating Dr. Her-
man Seger’s, the then most progressive mind in the field, work from
German to Englistl was put on the docket for discussion. Being the vi-
sionary that he was, Orton Jr. pressect hard for translation and put)lica—
tion of Seger’s works, ottering himself and his students to help in the
translation.® Orton Jr. had already demonstrated his commitment to
disseminating Seger’s work by translating works on his own, and with
his students. He knew that Seger’s framework had the power to rev-
olutionize the ceramics in(tustry which is wtly he also pressed for the
translations to be put)listle(t t)y volume instead of all at once so that
the information could be disseminated more rapictly. The success of
Orton Jr’s argument would not only lead to such information becom-
ing available to the ctay in(tustry in the United States, it would also put
The American Ceramic Society at the forefront of the dissemination

of ceramic science.

Upon the third Annual Meeting of The American Ceramic Society,
questions were t)eing raised as to the accessit)ility of the papers that the
Society had been putting forth. This was due to the tligtlly technical
and scientific aspects of many of these papers, which some members
and attendees could not understand. Orton Jr. was quicle to lead the
conversation and set his expectations for what the Society was to be
by arguing that the Society was not conceived to better the current
generation of clay wortzers, but instead to provid,e a tznowte(tge base
from which future clay workers will be able to learn and pertect their
craft. He summed up the goals of the Society as litting ceramics
from a position of, “crude trade up to that of a refined and t1igt11y
tectlnicatly art.””

Many scientists and clay in(tustry members must have seen the Society

in the same 1igt1t as Orton Jr. because membership grew quickly within



About the author

Eric Decaire graduated in 2019 from
The Ohio State University Department

of Materials Science and Engineering.
Decaire was a summer intern at Edward
Orton Jr. Ceramic Foundation in 2019,
where he helped design equipment for
the ceramic industry.

References

"Edward Orton, Jr.; a Memorial.” 1932.
Essay. In Edward Ortfon, Jr.; a Memorial,
Columbus: The engineering experiment
station, The Ohio State University.

2"100 Years of Ceramic Engineering.”
1994, Columbus: Ohio State University.

SMendenhalll, Thomas C, Alexis Cope,
Osman C Hooper, and Wilour H Siebert,
1920. “History of the Ohio State Univer-
sity.” Essay. In History of the Ohio State
University., 1:401. COLUMBUS, OH: Co-
lumbus, Ohio State University Press.

‘Gnesin, G. G. “Glass, glaze, and
enamel over the millennia. Il. Glazes
and enamels.” Powder Metallurgy and
Metal Ceramics 54, no. 11-12 (March
2016). doi:10.1007/s11106-016-9771-6.

SButler, Robert, Samantha Adams, and
Meghan Humphreys. 1998. “The Ameri-
can Ceramic Society 100 Years.” Essay.
The American Ceramic Society 100
Years, 19. The Society.

°Orton, Edward. 1990. "Discussion on
the publication of Seger's ‘Gesammelte
Schriften.” Transactions of the American
Ceramic Society 1: 96-100.

’Stover, Edward C. n.d. “The American
Ceramic Society and its relations to the
practical potter.” Transactions of the
American Ceramic Society 3: 164-70.

8°"0Orton centennial celebration: 1896—
1996.” 1996. Columbus; Edward Orton
Jr. Ceramic Foundation.

the first years of the organization. Starting from the originai nine, the
first meeting grew to a total of twenty-two memt)ers, the second meet-
ing fifty-six with the seventh meeting in 1906 having a total of one

hundred sixty-six members.®

The Society was growing and prospering. Orton Jr. had made the
American Ceramic Society what it was t)y (ioing much of the admin-
istrative work and (ioing anyttiing and everything else that he believed
would tielp the organization. His work ethic was so exemplary that
after his comprehensive report on the Society’s status at the Annu-

al Meeting in 1912, Ellis Lovejoy, then treasurer, admitted that his
report would oniy be redundant after Orton Jr's ttlorougtl report.s For
20 years Orton Jr. was committed to the American Ceramic Society,
(ioing his part to improve the organization in any way that he could.

He even chose to work without any salary (iuring his tenure.

In 1915 with World War I looming over America, Edward Orton

Jr. enlisted in the miiitary and was commissioned as a major in the
Quartermaster Corps Ly 1917, stepping down from his position at
the American Ceramic Society.® Orton Jr. served with distinction
and honor. After (iisctiarge Orton Jr. was awarded the rank of Briga-
dier General in the Army Reserve Corp. After serving in the military
Orton Jr. spent the next seven years as a philanthropist. After these
seven years and much convincing Orton Jr. was finally convinced to

return to the American Ceramic Society as presi(ient in 1930 at the
age of 67.

THE EDWARD ORTON JR. CERAMIC FOUNDATION

While at Ohio State, Orton opene(i and ran the Standard Pyromet-
ric Cone company in 1896. Originaﬂy the company operated in
Orton HaH, named after his tat}ier, from 1896—1904, then moved
to Lon(ion HaH trom 1904—1929.2 In 1929 ttie company relocat—
ed to the newly constructed Orton Memorial La])oratory near The
Ohio State University campus. Upon the death of Edward Orton Jr.
on Fel)ruary 10, 1932, the Edward Orton Jr. Ceramic Foundation
was established. This organization was initially to use the sale of
pyrometric cones to fund the research of “kiln-fired” ceramics as well
as further the lenowle(ige of ceramics. In 1967 property was pur-
chased in Westerviile, tho, for pyrometric cone manutaoturing, and
in 1981 the entire Orton Foundation relocated to the Westerville

location, where it remains today.8



