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Summary: In 1946, the Watertown Manufacturing Company, of Watertown, Connecticut, 
introduced the first line of melamine tableware specifically designed for consumers. It 
was called "Lifetime Ware." It would soon help redefine the way Americans served food 
at their tables. While tableware made of plastic was nothing new, "Lifetime Ware" was 
the first made from melamine -- a variant of the urea-formaldehyde plastic (known as 
Beetle) already in use. Melamine was far stronger and longer-lasting than Beetle and 
would be used in places where Beetle, and other plastics, would fear to tread. 

 
 

The Company is Founded 
 

The Watertown Manufacturing Company (WMCo) was founded in 1915 by C.B. 
Buckingham to mold items out of shellac. 1 The company grew and, under the direction 
of President J. R. Neill, expanded and prospered. It manufactured plastic items like 
buttons and poker chips. 2 Around 1935, a young man named Jon Hedu was hired by 
WMCo as a designer. 3 

 
 

Designs for the Navy 
 
Sometime around 1939 or 1940, the United States Navy contracted with WMCo 

to come up with a plastic replacement for ceramic dinnerware which it found to be "too 
heavy, noisy and fragile." 4 By this time, the British military had already made the switch 
to plastic tableware (Beetle). 5 By 1942, WMCo had created a working design that had 
been put into production and into use on ships. 6 The melamine formulation they used 
was alpha-cellulose filled melamine-formaldehyde. It was "much harder, stronger and 
more stain resistant" 7 than other plastics that had been tried. By 1944, 90 percent of 
the company's production was war related. 8 

Tableware made from melamine came about, in part, due to the shortage of 
something known as vegetable ivory [tagua nuts]. "Limited shipping space brought 
about a shortage of vegetable ivory formerly imported and used for shirt buttons [for the 
military].  [Melamine] plastic buttons were tried and found not only to be cheaper but 
more satisfactory because of their ability to stand up under long wear, rough usage and 
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repeated launderings. Patrol bombers, PT boats and small naval craft were in need of 
sturdy, lightweight tableware.  Here again [melamine] plastics, because of their 
hardness and resistance to boiling water, proved superior." 9 

In addition, by 1941, the price of melamine had fallen to 55-cents per pound from 
a high of $40 two years earlier.10  

A lot of thought and effort went into this military-ware line. The designer (i.e. 
Hedu at WMCo) developed "streamlined plates [that] have a narrow flange, and 
approximately half of the standard width, giving a 10-inch plate the same capacity of an 
11-inch one. They are resistant to boiling water, staining, knife cutting and will not crack. 
They weigh 80 percent less than crockery and conserve as much as 75 percent of 
storage space required. Aboard planes, three quarters of the weight and space required 
for paper plates is saved. The designers of the tableware gave a thought to coffee 
conversation by developing a non-slip and non-drip feature. A depression in the saucer 
into which the cup nests 'locks' the cup so that it remains secure even when tipped at a 
30 degree angle." 11  The designs adopted for use by the Navy "provided for a 
maximum nesting of the pieces, which resulted in some shapes being slightly different 
from those found in standard tableware patterns." 12  

 

 
 

"Watertown Ware" as used by the United States Navy and Army Air Force during World War Two. 1942 

 
The tableware was tested for three years in the laboratory and in the field before 

being adopted for wide-spread use in 1942. 13 This field testing might have included use 
on airlines; some information has appeared to suggest this. A magazine article 
photograph shows a cup of WMCo's military design in use aboard an airplane.14 In short 
order, melamine had become the plastic of choice for the Army, Navy and airlines. 15 

At the end of the war, WMCo took the tableware it had designed for the Navy 
(now called "Watertown Ware") and began to sell it to consumers. 16  
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A new Tableware: "Lifetime Ware" 
 
Perhaps sensing the opening of a new market, WMCo undertook to have Hedu 

design a brand-new line, not at all similar to his designs for the Navy. Although exact 
dates have proven elusive, information allows for the inference that this new line 
("Lifetime Ware") was tested in industrial settings (e.g. cafeterias) as early as October 
1946. It was officially put on sale in early 1947 (perhaps as early as February). 17 
Editorial mentions of this new tableware line appear in print as early as July 1947 18 and 
September 1947. 19 

 

 
 

"Lifetime Ware" in Caribbean Blue, one of two original colors. 1946. 

 
The new melamine dinnerware was a huge success, necessitating WMCo to run 

the plant 24-hours a day just to keep up with demand. "It grew like Topsy. We had to 
make more molds and [introduce] more colors [just to keep up]." 20  It was part of the 
post-war boom for easier, more casual living. 

 

 
 

1947 advertisement in the Saturday Evening Post showing "Lifetime Ware."  
Melamine was now suitable to be given as a wedding present. 
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Although department stores were slow to warm to melamine dinnerware, the 

public demand for melamine caught most people in the plastics industry by surprise -- 
including the buyers at the big department stores. 21   

Carl Siemon, president of WMCo at the time of the introduction of "Lifetime 
Ware," called Hedu "a genius." 22 The Metropolitan Museum of Modern Art, appreciating 
the innovative design, added "Lifetime Ware" to its permanent collection in 1947. Hedu 
would design three more melamine lines for WMCo -- as well as many patterns for 
"Lifetime Ware."  (See Appendix A.) 

Shortly after the introduction of "Lifetime Ware," many more lines were added to 
the burgeoning melamine tableware market. These included "Arrowhead" (1947) and 
"Everware" (1947) by Joan Luntz for International Molded Plastics (later to be renamed 
Brookpark); "Boonton" (1947) designed by Belle Kogan; "Meladur" (1949) designed by 
Russel Wright and "Brookpark Modern Design" (1949) by Luntz. By the end of 1949, at 
least 20 companies were molding melamine tableware.23 

 

 
 

"Gulf Stream" pattern designed by Jon Hedu for "Lifetime Ware." 1957 

 
Production of melamine tableware continued apace throughout the early 1950s 

providing unwanted competition with traditional china dinnerware. By 1956, several 
large china-dinnerware manufacturers began forming their own melamine divisions, or 
buying out the companies that produced melamine tableware. They introduced thinner 
pieces with more traditional-looking designs. This, combined with less-expensive and 
lower-quality imports, led to the decrease in popularity in melamine tableware.24 

In late 1959, WMCo added two variants to the standard "Lifetime Ware" line: 
Catalina and Regent 25-- perhaps in an effort to boost flagging sales. (A couple pieces of 
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the new Regent line used the same molds or the same shapes as the earlier 
"Watertown Ware.") However, by the fall of 1960, WMCo. completely got out of the 
tableware market, selling the molds for standard "Lifetime Ware" to the Northern 
Chemical Company, Boston. 26 The molds for the Regent variant went to an unknown 
company, with the resulting tableware being distributed by the "Lifetime China Co." in 
Alliance, Ohio.27  The tableware produced by Northern and that distributed by "Lifetime 
China" were given some slight alterations, but the item shapes were essentially 
unchanged. 

At some later time, tableware with the same shapes as "Lifetime Ware" began 
being molded by GPL in Canada. It is unclear whether they were created using the 
original WMCo molds, or new molds using the WMCo shapes. 

Hedu temporarily left WMCo for military service in the 1940s (being involved in 
the invasion at Normandy)28 and left the company for good around 1964. He continued 
designing products and packaging for several companies on a freelance basis.29 During 
his life he received patents for at least 14 inventions or designs. He died in 1995. 
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Appendix A 
 

"Lifetime Ware" Colors and Patterns 
 

 
Original colors as of 1947 (official names):  
Bermuda Coral  
Caribbean Blue  
 
Color added in 1949 (official name):  
Black.   
 
Colors added in 1950 (official names):  
Canyon Yellow  
Granada Green  
Palisades Grey  
Sahara Sand  
 
Colors available in 1951 (official names):  
Bermuda Coral  
Canyon Yellow  
Caribbean Blue  
Chartreuse  
Cocoa  
Granada Green  
Palisades Grey  
Sahara Sand  
 
Colors added through 1955 (official names):  
Charcoal  
Turquoise  
Oyster White  
 
Colors available in 1955 (official names):  
Bermuda Coral  
Canyon Yellow  
Caribbean Blue  
Charcoal  
Chartreuse  
Flamingo (was Cocoa)  
Granada Green  
Palisades Grey  
Sahara Sand  
Turquoise  
Oyster White  
 
Colors available in 1957 (official names):  
Bermuda Coral  
Canyon Yellow  
Flamingo (was Cocoa)  
Palisades Grey  
Turquoise  
Oyster White  
 



 
 
Colors found, with no information to support them:  
Brown, orange and green.   
 
Later translucent pastels (official names):  
Aqua  
Pink  
White  
Yellow  
 
Military items ("Lifetime Ware" shapes marked only with USMC):  
Military Green  
 
Patterns (official names):  
Button Flower  
Cathay (branches and buds)  
Country Gardens (flower spray seen on blue plate)  
Daybreak  
Golden Gardenias (seen on aqua plate)  
Gulf Stream (silhouettes and outlines of fish)  
Moss Rose (single rose, buds and leaves)  
Pink Fancy (grey branches with leaves and blue flowers on pink band -- seen on white plate)  
Promenade (geometric seen on yellow)  
(Pink) Puffs (milkweed or thistle seeds, seen on pastel pink)  
Spring Floral (yellow and orange flowers)  
Symphony  
Wheat (wheat stalks)  
Hilton Hotels  
 
Patterns (my names):  
Asters (seen on pink and white)  
Autumn Leaves (various illustrated leaves, seen on white)  
Columns (black, gold and turquoise columns with concave sides) 
Diamonds and Stars (dark and light brown triangles, with yellow/orange diamonds and stars 
 around rim)  
Flower Outlines (outlines of flowers with splashes of blue, yellow and pink; seen on white)  
Harvest Leaves  
Ivy (green leaves against a brick wall)  
Roses  
Swirl (flower with black swirl line) 


