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The November CRAFTS 

meeting featured a presentation on 

saw restoration by CRAFTS Presi-

dent Bob Garay. Following is most of the key elements in 

the presentation that collectors and woodworkers can use 

in the selection and restoration of quality hand saws.  

The first rule of thumb is to start with a good 

saw.  Whatôs a good saw?  In this case weôre talking 

about good usable saws. Many times just knowing the 

maker of the saw will tell you whether you have a good 

saw.  According to Bob, when he sees a Disston, a Si-

monds or an Atkins saw he knows itôs a good saw.  

When it comes to value, Disstonós are the ones to look 

for.  They were all made to a consistent high quality 

over a very long period of time.  Certainly there are 

other manufacturers like Harvey Peace from Brooklyn, 

New York, Richardson Broth-

ers out of New Jersey, 

Wheeler Madden and Clem-

son from Middletown, New 

York, George Bishop in Law-

renceburg, Indiana and many 

others who were known to 

make very good saws.  Saws 

marked ñWarranted Superiorò 

can also be very good since 

many of these were second line saws made by quality 

manufacturers.  Within each saw manufacturers line there 

are some models that are held in high esteem.  The Dis-

ston # 12 for example, is considered one of their top of 

the line saws.  The handle on the #12 has a unique double 

curve at the bottom of the carved apple wood handle 

which is readily recognized by saw aficionados and they 

are actively pursued by collectors today.  While the han-

dle doesnôt make the saw perfect, it can 

and does make the saw more comforta-

ble to use.  Itôs the steel used in these 

saws that makes them special.  It was highly tempered, 

enabling it to hold an edge for a very long time before 

resharpening is required.  Regardless of any other en-

hancements itôs the steel that makes a 

saw good.  With regard to other enhance-

ments, just about any saw with a rose-

wood handle is a good indicator of a high 

quality saw, where premium materials 

were used to enhance the product.  For 

example the Atkins #400 and #401 saws 

had rosewood handles.  Disstonôs #95 

and #115 also used rose-

wood for their handles.  

The age of the saw can also 

be an indicator of value.  

For example a saw with an 

eagle medallion and 

stamped H. Disston on the 

blade was made before the 

Civil War.  We know that 

because in 1865 Hamilton 

Disston, Henryôs son, 

joined the firm and it was 

renamed Henry Disston and Son.  In 1871 another son 

joined the firm and it became Disston and Sons.  Even 

though the H. Disston may be rusty and the handle might 

be cracked and worn the saw has value because itôs pre 

Civil War, ancient in terms of American saws.  Other 

very early American saw makers are Josiah Bakewell, 

Wheeler Madden and Clemson and Harvey Peace from 

New York.  Johnson and Conaway, William McNeice, 

James Begbie and Jonathan Paul were all early Philadel-
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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: Hank Allen, 524 Harris-

town Road, Glen Rock, NJ 07452 (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 four times a year for members of CRAFTS of New 

Jersey.  Editor: Bob Garay 15 N. River Styx Rd. Hopatcong, 

NJ 07843ð(973)398-5875 - Articles, especially about early 

tools and trades, are encouraged and may be sent to the Edi-

tor.  Emailðtakeadip@optonline.net 

 

CRAFTS WEBSITE 

www.craftsofnj.org 
 

Containing general information about CRAFTS and its activ-

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

NEW MEMBERS 
 

Bob Hornstra Woodland Park, NJ 

Joe Kisty Fords, NJ 

John Kornish Staten Island, NY 

John Letsche West Milford, NJ 

Michael Murphy Winchester, KY 

James Shomper Philadelphia, PA 

Darrell Sunday Harrisburg, PA 

Zach Tatti New York, NY 

Vivian & Wayne Wilkerson Roxboro, NC 

Presidentôs Corner 

Richard Gagliardi ï Luthier 

 

Richard Gagliardi is a violinmaker, repairer, and restorer of 

violins, violas, cellos and bows.  He has had violins in his 

hands since an early childhood age of 8 years old, playing 

the violin.  He studied and continued playing through grade 

school and high school but was also good with his hands at 

woodworking.  After graduating high school in 1975 he at-

tended and graduated from Professional Violin Making 

School of America in Salt Lake City, Utah from 1976-1980.  

After graduation he apprenticed in two well established and 

esteemed violin shops in New York where he also learned 

how to re-hair and repair bows.  In 1986 he opened his own 

shop in New Jersey and has since become one of the areas 

foremost artists in the maintenance, restoration and conser-

vation of fine violins, violas and cellos.  His expertise has 

been applied to the restorative work on Stradivariôs as well 

as Guarneriôs, Amatiôs and other fine Italian instruments 

from the 16th and 17th century.  His ability to play an instru-

ment gives him a distinct edge over many other repair shops.  

His specialties include proper instrument set up for optimal 

tonal qualities and cosmetic restorations. 

Richard has prepared an interesting and fun presentation for 

CRAFTS.  His topics that he plans to cover and discuss will 

be:  Instrument making, Repairs and restorations, Bows, 

Trade tools and woods used. There will be a question and 

answer forum. Members are encouraged to ask questions and 

are invited to bring their old fiddles and bows. 

 It is time for all of the snow to melt and bring on Spring. 

Of course with Spring comes all the antique tool activities 

we all enjoy so much. Getting up early and going to the flea 

market is one of my favorite. Nothing better then to be on 

the playing field when the sun comes up and everybody is 

just putting things out on their tables. I guess it is a lot like 

fishing but I usually do better at the flea market than I do on 

the lake. Ask Herb, he been fishing with me.  

 Looking forward to the upcoming CRAFTS Auction, as 

we have a lot of great tools entered this year. Also Lee Val-

ley donated some tools to liven up the auction with a tool 

raffle. See Pg. 11 for some photos of these tools. The Auc-

tion day features early morning tailgating by CRAFTS mem-

bers and as usual I am expecting a good turnout. We are set 

for our April 6th CRAFTS meeting with a presentation by 

Richard Gagliardi, who is a master luthier. See his infor-

mation below.  

 Lastly I asking members to consider helping out the 

club by writing an article for the Tool Shed. As acting editor 

I am finding it tough to get anybody to contribute something 

of interest for our members. You donôt have to be an 

ñexpertò in any field. Even a short one page article about 

something special to you will interest our readers. I often 

help with photos if needed and even contribute my editing 

skills. Drop me a line.  

 Now lets get on with some Spring weather!!!  
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phia saw makers.  Saws by all of these makers are rare and 

almost always worth restoring.  Just before todayôs meeting 

Bob found a saw for sale in the parking lot made by Mon-

don, another pre-Civil War saw maker from Port Jervis, 

NY.  This one had a medallion on the right side of the saw, 

instead of the more conventional left side.  In terms of the 

process of saw manufacturing, early saw makers wrote 

their own rules, standardization came later in the 19th cen-

tury. Other indicators of an early saw are the raised or coni-

cal nuts on the handle as these are found from the late1860s 

to the 1870ôs.  Also, the vine carving on the handles of ear-

ly saws was done with chisels and gouges and not as they 

were later, with a rotary file.  Saw design for American 

saws originated with the English and they were brought to 

this country by the immigrants.  As a matter of fact, until 

Henry Disston proved the quality of his steel, many Ameri-

can made tools were regarded as inferior to those manufac-

tured in England, France and Germany.  In addition to the 

selection of the premium wood used, early saw handles 

were works of art from the carved lambs tongue at the base 

of the handle opening to the hooks and chamfers at the top 

of the handle and are another way that you can spot a good 

saw in a pile.  The steel is another sign of quality.  Bob 

demonstrated how to bend the blade and strike it with his 

thumb to make it sing.  And sing it does as the sound pro-

duced is a melodic tone that can be raised and lowered in 

pitch by further bending the blade.  Itôs the sound of good 

spring steel.  If it sounds dull the saw may have lost its ten-

sion.  Saw handles with cracks and missing horns means 

that the saw requires further evaluation.  These things can 

be repaired but the time and effort required may not be 

justified if the saw is common and a better one can be easi-

ly and cheaply found.   

Restoration 

A saw from the Civil War era, 1870 and earlier is 

considered historical and from that perspective requires that 

any work undertaken should be minimal and meant to pre-

serve and present the saw accurately. From a collectors 

point of view these saws are usually not considered for use 

in order to protect their history. It is important to remember 

that we as collectors are in fact preserving historically im-

portant artifacts for future generations. As an example of 

how far one can go in restoration Bob showed an H. Dis-

ston brass backed saw with a stamped eagle and a triple 

cove handle which was broken with much of it missing.  

The saw itself is a very rare example, thus Bob asked Isaac 

Smith, a contemporary saw maker, to make a replacement.  

Research needed to be done to insure the correct shape as 

well as the type of wood used in the original.  When Isaac 

completes the handle it will be sent to John Porrit, an an-

tique finishing expert, to properly distress and color the 

new wood to look correct for the period.  Thatôs a signifi-

cant effort in terms of time and money but for a rare saw of 

that age and quality it is well worth it.   

Saw Plates 

User quality saw restoration takes a slightly differ-

ent tack.  Saws from the 20th century, most with little his-

torical value, are great candidates for light restoration.  

Today there is a resurgence of handsaw use in the wood-

working community.  Restoring the handle, the saw plate 

and a thorough sharpening are usually all that needs to be 

done to get a saw back into the hands of a craftsman.  In the 

case of a backsaw the stiffener or back may require some 

work as well.   Bob has replaced the saw plate with one 

from another saw but has not put in a new modern day saw 

plate as a replacement.  Others restorers have done so, and 

can be a viable option.  The question you have to ask is: is 

The quality of a saw can often be determined by the han-

dle. Top left is a Disston D-8 thumbhole, top right is a 

Disston No.12, bottom left is a Atkins Perfection and 

bottom right is a Atkins 400 with rosewood handle.  

Some of the products used to restore a hand saw. 

Disston 1840ôs brass back double eagle triple cove 

saw. The replacement handle will match the original 

exactly allowing for a restored rare saw.   

(Continued from pg. 1) 

(Continued on pg. 4) 
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the saw worth it.  The advantage to using a new saw plate 

is that you can choose the type of steel, for instance a 1095 

steel which will hold its sharpness for quite a while.   The 

question of whether it is economically feasible to go to the 

trouble of replacing the saw plate was raised and Bob re-

plied that a good restored tenon saw can command a retail 

price of $125.   

When cleaning a 

saw plate donôt use an 

orbital sander because it 

leaves circular scratches 

which are difficult to re-

move.  Sanding by hand 

takes longer but it leaves 

a much better finish.  By 

sanding along the length 

of the saw, any scratches 

left over will be in the 

same plane as the original 

factory sanding and look 

more uniform. With a heavily rusted saw plate Bob begins 

with a razor to scrape off some of the rust followed with 

about 120 grit, sandpaper and uses it dry, i.e., without a 

lubricant.  Underneath on a flat workbench he puts down 

newspaper as this process is very messy.  Along with rub-

ber gloves a dust mask is recommended or youôll be tasting 

rust for the next several hours.  Care is taken working 

around where the etch is with only fine sandpaper on a flat 

sanding block. Working with finer grits and finally 600 grit 

paper will determine how visible the etch is. Saws with 

fancy etches were oftentimes second line saws, marked 

with a ñWarranted Superiorò medallion and were not as 

good as those with the manufacturers name in the saw me-

dallion, i.e., Henry Disston and Sons.  Wax, like Butchers 

Wax, makes a good finish for a saw plate and helps protect 

against rust.  If the etch is light it might be partially re-

stored by using a brass aging fluid which darkens the steel.  

Because the etch is actually slightly below the surface, 

when you lightly sand the saw plate with extra fine sandpa-

per on a sanding block it removes the surrounding darkened 

area leaving the deeper etch.  On some saws with a high 

polish, instead of wax, Bob uses a product called Glidecoat 

as a final sealer on the surface of the saw plate to protect 

against rust.  It leaves a very smooth surface and resists 

moisture and rust. 

Another example of ex-

treme restoration of saws that 

have been well used but are now 

too small at the nose, others pos-

sibly damaged or maybe severely 

pitted can be cut down to make a 

handy toolbox saw.  Many 

thought that Bob was committing 

a sacrilege when he took a saw 

that was pitted and too thin at the 

toe and promptly cut off four 

inches to make it usable again by 

reshaping the toe.  You could 

even put in a new nib to make it look more authentic by 

taking a saw with a nib and overlaying the shortened blade, 

trace the outline and file in the new nib.  After all this is 

just decoration.  Panel saws came in a variety of lengths 

and now Bobôs 26 inch saw just became a 22 inch panel 

saw.  You have to remember that millions of saws were 

manufactured and everyone with any kind of workshop had 

at least one and most had several different types.   

Saws with good saw plates or good handles can be 

repurposed, using the good parts on another saw.  Carbide 

spade drill bits, available on eBay, are great for drilling 

new holes in the saw plate when replacing a broken handle. 

Saw plates that are very wavy, kinked or dented are prob-

lematic and may be beyond the skills of the average user to 

correct.  There are skilled mechanics out there, known as 

saw doctors, who can repair some of these problems if that 

saw plate must be used.  Sometimes working the saw by 

careful repeatedly bending in the opposite direction of the 

bend will remove the problem. Remember it is spring steel 

so it is supposed to spring back to its original position, but 

meticulous bending in the opposite direction of the original 

bend may help to straighten the saw.  

 

Handle repair 

 If the han-

dle needs to be re-

moved, care must be 

taken when taking 

off the saw nuts or 

damage to the han-

dle or worse, to the 

nuts themselves can 

occur.  As saws age 

there is a tendency 

for the handle to 

loosen and the user to tighten up the saw nuts.  This causes 

the wood to slightly mushroom around the screw and me-

dallion as well as the nut and when you remove either, 

chips of wood are likely to break off around the hole.  

Sometimes running a knife blade, like an Xacto knife, 

around the screw or nut will alleviate that problem.  If itôs 

an early saw with split nuts the potential for problems is 

even greater.  The split nut stem is brass, which is thin and 

has a tendency to become brittle.  Through use, the steel of 

the saw plate will catch on the stem.  

Removing the nut usually will not 

release the stem.  Also, driving the 

stem out will begin to strip the 

threads, or worse can cause the stem 

to snap off.  If you donôt have to take 

the handle off, the advice is; donôt. A 

screwdriver for removing saw nuts 

needs to be modified by making it 

much thinner at the tip because the 

slots, whether on a straight or split 

nut, are much narrower than a regular 

screwdriver blade.  When removing 

split nuts, Bob likes to use a brace 

Removing the saw nuts can 

cause wood chips to splinter 

off the handle if you are not 

careful. 

Removing a handle often uncovers a surprise stamp-

ing. Here is a ñHDò possibly for Henry or Hamilton 

Disston on a No.7 saw. The ñstarò is a rare find.  

Modifying a standard screwdriver bit 

to fit split nuts is easy with a file.  

(Continued from pg. 3) 
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and bit because of the control it gives.  Pushing on the 

brace and going back and forth loosens the nut and without 

excessive force you can remove it.  Be sure to mark the saw 

nuts and bolts to be sure you put them back together into 

the same holes.  Also check that they are put back in the 

same orientation as they were in originally, especially the 

medallion. 

In the case of a broken handle you can splice in a 

new piece of wood, on the horns for example, of the same 

variety as the wood in the handle.  Finding old wood for 

apple wood or rosewood handle repairs can be difficult but 

many saws, like the Disston No.7, use beech and this wood 

is readily available from old planes.  It is important to get a 

good match of grain and color for the replacement part. 

Sometimes wood putty (Plastic Wood) can be used for mi-

nor chips and to fill in cracks.  Along with the putty, Bob 

recommends that you use a little super glue under the putty 

as well as some super glue on top of the putty which 

strengthens the repair and eliminates the porosity. When 

taking a saw apart be sure to look at the underside of the 

saw nuts.  Sometimes youôll find patent information there.  

Under the handle on the saw plate you might find initials 

(Disston saws have been found with HD, perhaps Henry or 

Hamilton Disston?) or ñmade forò in the case of a saw 

made for Hammacher Schlemmer (a New York hardware 

dealer).  Usually a ñXò is stamped under the handle on the 

upper corner for Disston No.12 & No.9 saws. Modifying 

handsaw handles, especially on those from the fifties, will 

make them more ergonomic and fit the hand better, like 

those on earlier saws.  When cleaning, a little alcohol and 

some medium steel wool can be used to initially remove 

dirt and grime.  If you decide to remove the finish a wood 

stripper like Citrus-Strip works well.  Itôs a little slower 

than methylene chloride based strippers but itôs much better 

for your health. For removing heavy stains a paste of water 

and oxalic acid crystals can be used.  Aniline dyes and 

wood stains can be used to homogenize the color of a han-

dle, along with other finishes. Bob likes using a home-

made ñFrench Polishò to finish off the handles.  

Sharpening 

The difference between a rip saw and a cross cut 

saw is the way the teeth are filed.  On a rip saw the teeth 

are filed straight across at a 90 degree angle.  Those angles 

are called the rake and fleam.  A ninety degree rake angle is 

very aggressive with the cutting edge of the tooth attacking 

the wood head on. Thus you may want to increase the angle 

by as much as six degrees from ninety degrees to make it 

easier to start the saw.  For cross cut saws you increase the 

rake angle by about fifteen degrees from ninety, slicing the 

wood at a ñrelaxedò angle. You also turn the file to a twen-

ty degree angle for filing your fleam angle. This is the an-

gle that gives the teeth a knife edge, as compared to a 

ñchisel edgeò of a rip saw tooth.   Before you sharpen the 

teeth you need to Joint them by running a file across the top 

of the teeth.  This leaves a flat spot on the top of each tooth.  

The saw filer adjusts the pressure on the file to reshape any 

teeth that are too large or too small (Cows and Calves).  A 

magnifying lens and a good light source are necessary to 

file saws.  The set in a saw refers to the slight bend outward 

at the tip of the tooth. When using a saw set do not try to 

set more than the top one third of each tooth.  If you try to 

set the tooth to low you risk snapping the tooth off. A Stan-

ley No.42 sawset is what Bob prefers but others can be 

used just as well.  Saw setting is not necessary on every 

sharpening.  Bob told us that many of the saws he sees are 

over set.  Hybrid saws, so named because they are filed 

with some of the characteristics of both a crosscut saw and 

rip saw are for those who want to use only one saw for cuts 

across and with the grain of the wood.  When it comes to 

using files the rule of thumb is to use smaller files for 

smaller teeth.  Because we were running short on time Bob 

wasnôt able to elaborate on the methods of filing or the files 

used for each saw type but the internet is loaded with infor-

mation on saws, files, and sharpening methods.   

This was a meeting which will be appreciated by 

me for a long time.  I found that Bob provided some great 

information for those who are thinking about rehabbing a 

saw.  Bob has an obvious passion for saws and, as a former 

teacher, he knows how to pass along his knowledge.  It was 

a great afternoon for collectors and users alike. 

 

More information on saw restoration can be seen at Bobôs 

webpageðwww.takeadiptools.com 

Replacing the top horn put this saw back into action. 

Above top shows a broken tooth when first jointing the 

teeth. Above bottom shows the same tooth after shaping 

and re-jointing again. The last step will bring the tooth 

back up to full size with the rest of the teeth.  


