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Wooden Compass Planes 
By John M. Ross 

 The compass plane is basically a smoothing plane 

which is curved from toe to heel.  It is used for shap-

ing curved surfaces, for example, on furniture, bar-

rels, boats and carriages.  A compass plane cannot 

form a curve of greater curvature than its own sole; 

probably this is the reason why the shape of the sole 

is not a true circular arc but is more curved between 

the toe and the mouth. 

 

  Most compass planes are seven to ten inches long 

and coffin shaped, as the regular smoother.  Many 

appear to have been made by reshaping the sole of a 

smoother, which results in a more open mouth and 

leads to a greater chance of tearing the wood fibers.  

This probably accounts for the numerous examples 

found in flea markets where a patch has been let into 

the sole to tighten the mouth.  The front of the mouth 

always bears the most pressure and wears faster.   

(Ref. 1)  An added difficulty is the changing grain 

direction in forming curves, which causes greater 

chipping or tearing and requires reversing the direc-

tion of the cut when working the other side. (Ref.2) 

One look at the writersô collection of compass planes 

shows a wide variation in styles which can be catego-

rized a fixed or adjustable.  Variations in the fixed 

style involve a means of imposing the quality of the 

cut and/or extending the useful lifetime of the plane.  

The adjustable types involve the use of some sort of 

mechanism to match more closely the curvature of the 

sole to that of the curve being worked. 

   Figure 1 shows three basic compass planes.  On 

the left, a regular plane most suitable for general 

work;  to the right, a craftsman ï modified plane with 

a handle, possibly for working less accessible surfaces 

as found in coach work, and above, is a reverse 

(concave) sole used, for example, to smooth the out-

side surface of wooden pulleys.  Some later plane 

makers, such as Wm. Marples & Sons offered 

matched pairs of convex and concave compass plane 

specifically for coach makers. 

  One obvious improvement is to strengthen the 

body using a more robust material such as boxwood, 

lignum vitae or rosewood.  Alternatively, reinforcing 

the sole with steel or brass offered greater wear re-

sistance and enabled use of a tight mouth.  Use of a 

skewed iron, though rarely found, does facilitate 

(Continued on page 3) 

Fig. 1  Three basic compass planes 
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The purpose of CRAFTS of New Jersey is to encourage in-

terest in early trades and industries, and in the identification, 

study, preservation and exhibition of tools and implements 

used and made in New Jersey as an integral part of our herit-

age. 

 

Membership in CRAFTS is open to anyone who shares the 

above interests. Annual dues per person or couple are fifteen 

dollars for the membership year of July 1 through June 30. 

 Membership fees may be sent to: Jim Bode, P.O. Box 372 -   

Claverack, NY 12513 (write check payable to CRAFTS of 

New Jersey). 

 

CRAFTS of NJ meetings are held at the HOST Masonic 

Lodge in High Bridge, NJ.  

Take I-78 to Route 31 exit at Clinton. Go north on Rte. 31 

two miles to second traffic light at the High Bridge exit. Turn 

right and go about half a mile to Dennis Ave. Turn left, then 

straight to the Masonic Lodge (on the left).  

Tailgate sales in the parking lot begin at 10 A.M., meeting 

starts at 1 P.M. 

The TOOL SHED 

Published five times a year for members of CRAFTS of New 

Jersey.  Editor: Dave Nowicki, 240 Woodlyn Ave. Glenside 

PA 19038.  EMAIL - dnowicki@verizon.net. 

Articles, especially about early tools and trades, are encour-

aged and may be sent to the Editor.   

 

CRAFTS WEBSITE 

www.craftsofnj.org 
 

Containing general information about CRAFTS and its activ-

ities including: meeting schedules,  Tool Shed articles, etc. 

Presidentôs Corner 
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Ken Walters, Livingston, MT 

 

 

 

 Finally the winter is over. Donôt get me wrong I 

somewhat enjoy the winter -  well at least I put up 

with it. I have to admit after seeing all the weather 

related events happening around the country this win-

ter, I think we had a pretty good winter here in New 

Jersey. I ran into many old acquaintances down in the 

basement this past winter. Cleaning the dust off the 

collection is a great way for one to enjoy the hobby 

of tool collecting. As I sorted thru the collection I 

often came across a tool I just about forgot I had. 

Cleaning them off and re-studying their characteris-

tics, I often find something intriguing I had not real-

ized before. The way my memory is going in another 

couple of years I can discover the same tool all over 

again. I spent some time culling out the collection 

selling many earlier acquisitions on eBay. I found the 

tool market strong especially overseas as the weak 

dollar offers a chance for foreign bidders to compete.  

 During those cold blistery nights I also found 

some time to do some research on antique tools. My 

favorite book from this winter is ñFrom Logs to 

Lumberò, by Dale Butterworth and Tom Whalen. It is 

an outstanding reference book on the many log rules 

of the New England area. I had some interest in this 

area and was lucky enough to have spent a day with 

Dale many years ago. This visit gave me a taste of 

log rules and inspired me to search for them. My 

family vacations at Lake Winnipesaukee, New 

Hampshire unearthed some great rules and calipers. 

While reading this book I would often run down to 

the basement to double check a rule pertaining to a 

new bit of information just gleamed from my read-

ing. I will be giving a book review on this reference 

book in our June Tool Shed.  

 Now that Spring is officially here it is time to get 

back to the best part of tool collecting - the hunt. Flea 

markets will be abuzz soon and tool auctions are just 

around the corner. The CRAFTS Auction is shaping 

up and our Auction Manager tag team of Greg Welsh 

and Steve Zluky have been spending their winter 

making sure we have an outstanding event. It is 

planned for the first Saturday in May, so get your 

spring cleaning done in April so you can escape for a 

day full of antique tools. Hope to see you there.  
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cross-grain work. 

 

  Taking a hint from the early English mitre plane, 

use of a boxwood plug at the front of the mouth, fitted 

with a vertical mortise, resists wear and can be driven 

down periodically to restore any wear at the front of 

the mouth.. 

 

 The most common form of an adjustable compass 

plane ï and quite often the only example ï is the T-

front compass, in which an adjustable toe stop, often 

in boxwood or ebony, is inserted in a vertical dovetail 

in the toe and held in position by a screw.  A similar 

variation used an internal iron step near the toe, adjust-

ed by a brass thumb screw or a slotted screw from the 

top. 

 A much rarer example by Gabriel (London, 1770-

1796) has the entire front section of the toe adjustable 

by a brass screw stop. (Ref. 3) 

 

  Salaman  noted that T-front compasses were diffi-

cult to use effectively (Ref. 4) and many of the follow-

ing variations would seem to be craftsmenôs attempts 

to improve upon the basic design.   

 

  A simple development for a more robust tool was 

to introduce a T-front adjuster into a solid boxwood 

body.  Another variation was to incorporate the T-

front with a boxwood plug at the front of the mouth 

(Fig. 2) 

 

  One unique innovation was to combine the T- 

front with a second adjuster an equal distance behind 

the mouth (Fig. 3) as offered by Alex Mathieson & 

Son (Glasgow 1855 ï 1870). 

 

  Still more T-adjuster variations have been found 

with the adjuster located at the rear, and an obvious 

variant, having adjusters at both toe and heel.  Yet 

another variation was the incorporation of a T-front 

adjuster with a flexible steel sheet attached behind the 

mouth and adjustable at the heel. (Fig. 4) 

  

 About the only additional variation possible 

would seem to be a full flexible sole capable of defin-

ing the desired curvature.  Examples using a flexible 

wooden sole are known.  These include introducing 

horizontal cuts into the plane body from each end 

(Ref. 5) or by the addition of a flexible secondary sole 

as illustrated in Fig. 5. 

    

 A similar example was reported earlier by Rich-

ard Starr (Ref. 6).  A different approach using a pat-

tern makers plane having six interchangeable soles of 

different toe to heel contours was illustrated by Rob-

(Continued from page 1) 

(Continued on page 4) 

Fig. 2  T-front adjustable compass with mouth plug 

Fig. 3 Mathieson Double Adjuster 

Compass Plane 

Fig.4 T-Front Compass with Adjustable 

Flexible Rear Sole 

Fig.5 Compass Plane With Secondary Flexible 

Wooden Sole 
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erts (Ref. 7). 

 

  The ultimate example was the full spring steel 

sole attached to the plane mouth and adjusted at 

each end. (Fig. 6)  

 

  This technique was incorporated into metal 

Stanley planes from 1880 and used for over eighty 

years. 

 

  Many categories of wooden planes include 

compass types.  Coopers, in addition to the concave 

version, also used a two dimensional convex 

(round-both-ways) plane called a Stoup, used for 

finishing the inside of barrels. 

 

  A number of sash planes were needed for circu-

lar work for forming moldings on circular carriage 

windows, ovals, arched windows and fanlights.  On 

a smaller scale a variety of luthiers, violin and in-

strument makers needed curved profiles.  None of 

these have been found which have means of adjust-

ing the curvature, except for occasional T-front rab-

bets both in regular and miniature sizes. 

 

 The author thanks his son, Adrian C. S. Ross 

for the photography. 
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(Continued from page 3) 

Fig.6  Fully Adjustable Flexible Steel Sole 

The Carpenterôs Tools 
 

 
 

"Twas only a kit of carpenter's tools  

We were chancing off that night.  

 

The man who owned the tools was there  

A carpenter whose hair was white.  

To draw the stubs until the winning share  

Would place the tools within another's care.  

 

Aye! Only a kit of tools you say  

Objects of metal hard and bright.  

No! We chanced off something else that day  

Something that didn't seem just right.  

 

All the labor of yesteryear.  

Homes that they built for those in the past  

Of service come to an end at last.  

Leaving his heart, his head, his hand  

 

In a chest of tools, this white-haired man.  

To end his days in a home for them  

Whose years of service were at an end.  

The sad look on that aged face  

 

As each number shortened the space.  

Of time when he must bid farewell for good  

To old friends of his, of metal and wood.  

He had used them for years, they were always there.  

 

óTwas awfully sad, the whole affair.  

Like playing pitch with an old man's soul.  

Pushing him on to the final goal.  

 

Into the sidelines and out of the race  

While a younger man takes up his place.  

 

The tools of his trade, the hammer and saw  

It struck me with wonder and something of awe.  

As we laughingly shout and loudly cry  

To see who the winning share did buy.  

 

How stupid of us, we were such fools  

To think we were chancing off  

ONLY CARPENTER'S TOOLS"  

- Julius Frerich 
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William McNieceðSawmaker 

Part 2ðby Wiktor Kuc 
 

 

A friend of mine, Frank Brickhouse, sent this story to 

me to publish on my website (www.wkFineTools.com).  

The saw is in his possession.  My thanks go to Frank 

for providing this story. 

 

My recent handsaw find contains a mystery.  It is 

marked, J. D. Rodgers & Bro. 4098 Lancaster Ave, 

Philadelphia, Cast Steel - Warranted.  Who was J.D. 

Rogers & Bro.? 

 

J. D. Rodgers & Bro.   
4098 Lancaster Ave, Philadelphia, PA 

 

The saw was listed on eBay as a Wm McNiece 

saw because the handle hardware had the patented saw 

handle clamp by Wm. McNiece.  The hardware infor-

mation is Wm. McNiece, Philôa Pa. Pat. Apr. 18, 82.   

I assumed the saw blade to be a Wm. McNiece 

due to the information provided by the seller.  The 

sellerôs description stated the only visible blade mark-

ings were the words Philadelphia and Cast Steel War-

ranted.  W. McNiece was a Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

saw maker.  I reviewed the W. McNiece history pro-

vided on this website (wkfinetools.com) and decided 

to ask the seller a question concerning the screws that 

attach the clamp.  The seller assured me the screws 

were original.  

I was the only bidder. I waited in excitement for 

the saw to arrive...  The saw was disassembled for 

inspection and cleaning.  The blade was cleaned and 

the blade markings became visible by using the meth-

od I have made available on this website.   

The saw is marked  J.D. Rodgers & Bro with a 

patented Wm. McNiece saw handle clamp. I provided 

pictures to confirm that all parts are original to the 

saw.  Howardôs wood soap and feed-n-wax wood pre-

server were used to clean and protect the handle. 

 This is very interesting saw and I suspect it is 

unique.  It has very nice example of the Saw Handle 

Clamp, patented by William McNiece - Patent 

256,493 - 04/18/1882.  The unique information is that 

the maker of this saw,  J. D. Rodgers & Bro - 4098 

Lancaster Ave, Philadelphia, PA, is not listed in any 

reference material available to us. 

 In attempt to find more information about J. D. 

Rodgers & Bro we contacted Carl Bopp, well known 

researcher and frequent contributing writer to EAIA's 

Chronicle magazine (and a  CRAFTS member ).  Carl 

was generous enough to spend time and provide us 

with very well documented information.  Here is an 

excerpt from email we have received: 

 Wiktor, I know I would not sleep well until I 

checked out that saw mark, so today I went and looked 

them up. This is what I found. The Philadelphia direc-

tories that I checked were 1874, 77, 78, 82, 83, 89, 94 

and 1899. 

¶ Boyd's 1874 business directory," Rodgers Broth-
ers (George C & Jacob D Rodgers) hardware 4048 

Market". [This is the only time George C. was listed.] 

¶ In 1877 under Hardware and Cutlery "Rodgers J 
D & Bro, 4074 Lancaster Av". [No hint of Brothers 

name but J D is now first so I don't think it is George 

C. Note they are now on Lancaster Ave.] 

¶ 1878, "Rodgers J. D. & Bro. (Jacob D. & John G. 
R.), hardware, 4074 Lancaster Av". "Rodgers Jacob D. 

(J. D. Rodgers & Bro),  4074 Lancaster Av". "Rodgers 

John G. R. (J. D. Rodgers & Bro), 4074 Lancaster 

Av". [The store and both brothers are at 4074 Lancas-

ter Ave.] 

¶ 1882 under Hardware and Cutlery "Rodgers J. D. 
4098 Lancaster Av". [Now at 4098 Lancaster Ave. 

The, & Bro., was not listed but I think it should have 

been.] 

¶ 1883 "Rodgers J. D. & Brother (Jacob D. & John 
G. R.), hardware 4098 Lancaster Av". [Both brothers 

are also listed as living at 4098 Lancaster Ave.] 

¶ 1889, "Rodgers Jacob D. hardware, 641 Preston" 
"Rodgers John G. R., hardware, 4111 Lancaster Av". 

[They are not together any more.] 

(Continued on page 6) 

J.D.ROGERS & BRO 4098 Lancaster Ave, Philadelphia,  

Cast Steel - Warranted  
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¶ 1894, "Rodgers Jacob D, hardware, 4406 Lancaster 
Av and 641 and h 641 Preston". [A second store and his 

house were at 641 Preston.] "Rodgers John G R, hard-

ware, 4113 Lancaster Av, h 412 Westminster Av. 

1899, "Rodgers Jacob D, hardware, 4406 Lancaster Av, 

h 811 N 41st". Rodgers John G R, hardware, 4111 Lan-

caster Ave, h Haines Port NJ". [Note he moved to New 

Jersey not far from where I live.] 
 The library I used does not have a full set of Phila-

delphia directories so I could not fill in the missing 

years but you can see the saw was made -1882, 1883 - 

by William McNiece who is also in those same directo-

ries. McNiece was doing the same as Disston, putting 

anyone's name on the saw that would buy a set amount.  

 

 The saw was made in 1882 or after because the 

patent was in 1882, and before 1889 when the Rodg-

ers brothers were not together any more. 
Hope this helps.  

Carl Bopp 

 

 Simultaneously, we also consulted with Philip 

Baker and he identified J. D. Rodgers & Bro as a hard-

ware company in Philadelphia, ca 1875, (also) Rodgers 

dealt with McNiece saws.  Philip Baker is a well known 

tool collector and avid researcher of the American saw 

making industry. 

 I would like to express my great appreciation to 

Carl Bopp and Philip Baker for being attentive to these 

questions.  Thanks much!   WK. 

 

At this point we realized that this saw was most likely 

made by William McNiece for J. D. Rodgers & Bro. 

Hardware Store.  

 

Conclusion 

 The information presented here reflects the state of 

our current knowledge about William McNiece, his 

business and the tools he made.  We realize that this 

study is not  complete.  We intend to continue our re-

search and information gathering.  We would appreci-

ate any additional information that you might have.  

Please contact us at wiktor@wkFineTools.com. 

 

 

 

(Continued from page 5) 

28ò Skew back Rip Saw.  5 1/2 ppi, Apple Handle no nib. Patented handle clamp and no medallion. 

The face of the clamp is stamped W.M.McNiece, Phila. PA Pat Apr 19, 82 

The back of the clamp with decorative scrollwork  

Advertising from the 1882 - Pennsylvania State Gazetteer 

and Business Directory 

mailto:wiktor@wkFineTools.com

