A SWEET FIND:
CHOCOLATE TONGS FROM THE WARNER SITE
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The Warner site was occupied by five generations of the namesake farming family beginning in 1841
with the purchase of eighty acres by pioneer Timothy Warner. Located in section 28 of Brighton
Township, the farm expanded until it reached nearly 500 acres. By 1875, it was listed as the 11 th largest
in Livingston County producing corn, wheat, fruit, and livestock. Historical records, along with
archaeological evidence, suggest that the Warner’s enjoyed a middle class lifestyle that began in the mid
1850s and spanned to the end of the 19th century. The most visible example of this successful transition
is the Greek Revival home built in 1855. The house still stands today and is listed on the National
Register of Historic Places as a largely unmodified example of mid 19 th century residential architecture.
Six seasons of archaeological fieldwork have produced thousands of glass, ceramic, bone, and metal
artifacts dating from the 1830s to the 1940s. Nearly 4500 ft 2 has been excavated in the adjacent back
and side yards with twenty-one documented features. Although most artifacts can be positively
identified in the field and in the lab, the identity and use of one in particular remained elusive. The
impasse was broken upon the discovery of a similar item found on an Internet website enumerating finds
from a Lake County, CA outhouse (Lake County Archaeology 2011).
Several “tweezer” like instruments made of thin stamped metal have been recovered and identified as
chocolate tongs. One particularly well-preserved sample, recovered from unit 555 520 N, weighs 3.1 g
and measures .37 mm thick by 16.2 mm wide by 69.08 mm long (folded). The tongs are made of
stamped brass and are inscribed “Sparrow’s” in the center. An emblem consisting of three sparrows, a

shield, crown, and wreath appears on each side
while the distal ends are decorated in a shell relief
pattern. After the design and shape was stamped,
the tong was folded in half to give it a simple spring
action for grasping.
The tongs were used to remove Sparrow’s Empress
brand chocolate candies from the attractive box in
which they were packaged. The chocolates, which
came in a variety of flavors and fillings of nuts and
fruits, were sold in both one pound and half-pound
boxes. One advertisement from 1906 lauded the
This image from an advertisement booklet circa 1907
ingredients as “the delicious blending of the
shows tongs similar to those found at the Warner site.
Maracaibo and Carracas Chocolates with dainty
Mexican Vanilla Bean.” Another, from 1905,
suggests “they are made in the World’s Cleanest Confectionery shop – by the best paid work-folk of the
art”, perhaps to dispel any hygienic and working condition concerns that boiled over around the turn of
the century. The product was the brainchild of Herbert F. Sparrow who was listed as a “confectioner” as
early as 1884 (Greenough 1884).
Mr. Sparrow received a number of patents for his confectionery creations as well as his logo and brand
name early in the 20th century. His earliest listing appears in the 1904 US Patent Office Official Gazette
in the “prints” section as “H. F. Sparrow Co., Cambridgeport, Mass. ‘Sparrow’s Chocolates.’ (For
Candy)”, awarded patent number 1,146. He received additional
patents on April 6, 1905 for “chocolates, bonbons, and similar
candies”, in association with the logo and the “Sparrow’s Empress”
brand name under the auspices of the H. F. Sparrow Co. located in
Cambridge, MA (USPO 1906). With several patents to his credit
and a protected brand name for his upscale candies, he confidently
advertises “Sparrow of Cambridge” as the “Confectioner’s
Confectioner” (Sparrow Company 1906). It should be noted that
Sparrow’s listing of two different cities actually refer to the same
general location (perhaps his residence versus the production
facility) as Cambridgeport is a neighborhood located in south
Cambridge, MA, part of a regional hub of significant manufacturing
activity.
Several years after he received his patents, Sparrow Empress brand
candy was produced by at least two other companies. There were
dozens of confectionery firms in Cambridge during that period,
making many different brands of candy, and it is unclear if Herbert
Sparrow sold his company and patents or if he simply renamed his
firm (Sullivan 2010). By 1907, the Sparrow Empress brand is made
by The Imperial Chocolates Co., also located in Cambridge, MA
based on advertisements listed in the Reading Eagle PA newspaper.
The candy is then produced by the Boston Confectionery Company,

Sparrow’s chocolates were available
in a variety of package designs.

listed in Cambridge, MA city directories for making Sparrow’s chocolates from 1909 until 1919
(Greenough 1909-1921). Advertisements as well as a trademark issued on March 26, 1920 suggest that
the Boston Confectionery Company produced the candy under the Sparrow name into the early 1920s
(USPO 1921). The directory then lists them as absorbed by the H. D. Foss Co. and it is unclear if the
Sparrow brand continued after 1921 (Greenough 1922).
The tongs were expedient in nature, useful only until the last chocolate had been consumed and then
discarded. At an advertised cost of $.60 per pound in 1905 ($14.79 in 2011 dollars), a box of Sparrow’s
Empress chocolates falls at the upper echelon of confectionary products. The price of the candy went up
to $.70 per pound by 1913 (State of Connecticut 1914). The chocolates, with deluxe packaging including
a variety of colorful box and ribbon designs, were created for any occasion. The selection of the box
itself was nearly as important as the chocolates, and the company offered a range of fifty different
designs (Printer’s Ink 1919, Woloson 2002). Given the working/lower middle class status of the Warner
family early in the 20th century, it is likely that the chocolates were given as a gift, reserved for special
occasions such as Christmas, birthdays, or anniversaries.
The discovery of several sets of expedient tongs
suggests that the family, despite its lower middle class
status early in the 20th century, enjoyed upper end
consumables possibly on several different occasions. It
is likely that the chocolates represented the celebration
of special events. The emblem on the tongs consisting
of sparrows, a shield, a crown, and a wreath has been
attributed to Sparrow’s Empress Chocolates but was
used by multiple manufacturers. Therefore, the tongs
do not exhibit any specific diagnostic indicators and can
only be limited to the known production range for the
brand dating from 1904 to 1921.
Even though the company melted away many decades
ago, similarly priced chocolates packaged in attractive
boxes and promoted with mass marketing are sold
nearly identically now as they were over a hundred
years ago. Familiar names such as Russell Stover and
Whitman’s continue to produce high quality
confections such as flavored chocolates and samplers
that are still considered a sweet find even to this day.
The author would like to acknowledge and thank the
numerous volunteers who have assisted at the site in a
variety of ways including family members, neighbors,
students, and university faculty.

Sparrow’s chocolates were heavily advertised in
magazines and newspapers. This one, listed by the
Boston Confectionery Company, appeared in
December 1919.
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