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Title of Project: 15th Century English Belt with Gemstones 
 
Historical Basis: 15th century pewter belt buckle and tip found in London, England 
 
Tools and Materials: 

 Standard leatherworking tools, such as have been in use for hundreds of years, to 
include: hammer, mallet, decorative stamps, drive punches, measuring stick (ruler), and 
round/head knifei 

 Vegetable tanned cow leather. Humans have used vegetable tannins to tan leather 
since the beginnings of recorded history. For example, an 800 BC Sumerian account 
gave instructions for dressing a fresh ox hide: 
 
“This skin, you will take it, Then you will drench it in pure pulverized Nisaba flour, in 
water, beer and first quality wine, With the best fat of pure ox, the alum of the land of the 
Hittites, and oak galls, you will press it and you will cover the bronze kettle-drum with it.” 
(Reed, 1975, p. 25)ii 

 Silver-plated brass fittings, which closely approximate the period pewter fittings. I chose 
commercially available silver-plated brass from a vendor in the Ukraine, rather than use 
the period pewter (which is also commercially available), because it is far more durable. 
In fact, pewter was only allowed for use on belts after 1391, when the London Girdler’s 
Guild relaxed restrictions on the use of inferior metals and alloysiii, and was introduced 
to falsely portray silver at a lower price, which makes it very ironic and entertaining that 
today I’m using silver to approximate pewter which was used to approximate silver, in 
period.  
 

 Modern alcohol-based leather dye. This was used for reasons of convenience. 
 

 Beeswax, neatsfoot oil, and lanolin, all readily-available organic compounds.  
 

 Pink chalcedony cabochon-cut gems. Chalcedony is a family of silica-based semi-
precious stones that includes agate, onyx, carnelian, and aventurineiv. Pink chalcedony 
is a clear or translucent variety colored pink by traces of iron oxides, manganese, or 
other minerals. (Polk, 2016, p. 59)v  The cabochon cut, a rounded top and a flat back, is 
the oldest way to display a gemstone (faceted stones being the other way), and is still 
widely used today. Chalcedony stones are most commonly cut as cabochons.vi 
 

 Sterling silver bezel cup mounts for the gemstones. Bezel settings are the earliest 
known technique for mounting gems.vii I also used a modern “rapid rivet” to secure each 
bezel cup to the leather belt. 



 

 

 Procedure: I cut a strap from a hide I had on-hand to the proper width for the hardware. 
The strap then was trimmed to remove waste leather and square the ends. The edges 
were skived (sharp edges removed with an edge skiving tool). I measured out the holes 
for the hardware, marked them with a prick awl, and punched them with a drive punch 
and mallet. I then used decorative stamps and some incised carving to make the 
designs on the leather. 
 
Next, I dyed the belt purple, burnished it with a soft rag, and treated it with neatsfoot oil 
and lanolin to keep the leather supple. I rubbed beeswax on the edges, and used a slick 
wheel burnishing tool to melt it into the leather, making the edges smooth and hard. I 
also rubbed the back of the belt with beeswax and melted it into the leather with a heat 
gun; this helps prevent the modern leather dye from rubbing off on garb.  
 
Finally, I mounted the belt fittings and gemstone mounts on the leather belt, and set the 
gemstones in the bezel cups. I mounted the bezel cups by soldering the post half of a 
rapid rivet to the bottom of the bezel cup, pushing it through a hole I punched in the 
leather, and setting the rivet cap on the post. To set the cap, I used a piece of round 
steel rod clamped in a vise, with a diameter ground and sanded to just barely less than 
the bezel cup’s inside diameter. I put the bezel cup upside-down over this “anvil” and 
set the rapid rivet cap from the back with a small ball-peen hammer. 
 

 Future Improvements: I could have used a period dye for the leather, but that is 
beyond the scope of this project. I could cast my own hardware, but that is also beyond 
the scope of this project. I could look harder for evidence of gemstone mounts on belts 
(chalcedony is period, bezel mounts are period, belts are period, it’s plausible that 
someone did this, but I have thus far found no evidence).  
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