POP CULTURE

A penny for your weight
Speaking of pop culture . . . Christopher Steele ’70 weighs in on his unusual collection.

C

hristopher Steele collects things that
weigh a lot.
His nearly 200 American penny
scales are heavy, fanciful contraptions of
cast iron and porcelain and chrome and
mirrors. And yes, they’ve weighed a lot of
people over the years. The oldest scale in
the collection dates to 1890.
Fifty of Steele’s scales will be displayed
at Ohio State’s Urban Arts Space from
Feb. 2 through Mar. 7.
How did you begin collecting penny scales?
The scale that started me on my journey was in
the old Union Depot downtown. I stood on one by
the ticket counter, and a voice in my head said,
“Buy all you can.” It was weird. It was so moving
that that’s exactly what I did. I bought that scale
about three months later, in January 1972.
I drained my bank account over and over for
10 years, then I became more selective.
Penny scales were introduced in the U.S. in
the mid-1880s. Where were they located?
Street corners, pharmacies, arcades, train stations . . . They called them “trade stimulators,”
because if you could get a customer in your store
with his hand in his pocket for money, even a
penny, chances are he’d spend more.
They’d draw you in with entertaining things.
I have a golf scale that lets you take a swing at
your penny with a little lever. If you’re successful,
you get your money back. I’ve seen a patent for a
scale that included a cigarette dispenser. I have
a scale that plays the Normandy chimes. The coin
drops down through a series of bells on its way
to the cash box.
One of my favorites is an astrology scale. You
put in a penny, and you get a card that tells you
your fortune. The last sentence says, “Continued
on next card.” You have to put in more pennies to
get a full reading.
They also appealed to vanity. There were lipstick mirrors, hairdo mirrors, mirrors for women
to straighten the seams of their stockings . . .
Were they lucrative?
At their peak in the 1930s and ’40s, they brought
in more than $100 million annually. That’s about
$1.5 billion in today’s dollars. Then inexpensive
bathroom scales came on the scene, and people
didn’t have to rely on the penny scale anymore.

CHAS KRIDER

Where do you find scales?
Auctions, antiques stores. I keep an eye on eBay.
I’ve found them in chicken coops, in plastic
surgeons’ offices in Beverly Hills, in barns, basements, garages.
I found one in L.A. that I had wanted forever.
I saw it in the window of an antiques store as
I was getting a ride to the airport. I jumped out
and ran through traffic, but the store was closed.
I wrote down the phone number, and when I got
to Columbus I bought it over the phone.
I also bought entire routes from vendors. One
vendor said that for 10 dollars more per scale,
I could have the pennies that were in them. I said,
“That’s a fun gamble” and took him up on it. There
were something like 24 scales, and I ended up with
$800 in pennies. They were unbelievably heavy.
What’s the rarest scale in your collection?
The Talking Scale, which is not the same as the
scale that spoke to me at the Union Depot. It’s
an incredible piece. It has a beautiful oil-painted

cabinet and a phonograph record inside that
spins and announces your weight.
My golf scale is the second rarest. Mr. Peanut
is probably the third rarest. He came from the
Peanut Shoppe downtown, and his nose is shiny
from children rubbing it for good luck.
Is there a Holy Grail of penny scales?
Probably the golf scale. I had the only one known
to exist for about 25 years, then one turned up.
I went to the auction, but they blew by my top
dollar so fast my head was spinning. n
Interview by LYNNE M. BONENBERGER
“The American Weigh: Christopher Steele
Collection” runs from Feb. 2 through Mar. 7
at Ohio State’s Urban Arts Space, 50 W. Town St.
Learn more:
www.theamericanweigh.com
(614) 292-8861
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