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I first became interest-

ed in vintage and antique pi-

ano tools during the course of my early exposure to the 

piano trade in the late 1970s. From the 1970s until the 

1990s, and the beginning of the Internet, I came across 

old tools almost passively, taking advantage of the op-

portunity to acquire them as opportunities arose. It is 

common in the piano-tuning 

trade for tools and equip-

ment to be sold or passed on 

when a tuner retires or pass-

es away. I met many older 

experienced tradesmen in 

the piano business during 

the early years of my work-

ing life: during the time of 

my training, while working 

in several used-piano stores 

as a student in Boston, dur-

ing my years at Steinway 

Hall in New York City, and 

during the first five years 

that I worked in the San 

Francisco Bay Area. At the 

retirement of my informal 

business partner, his antique 

workbench, containing over 

three generationsô accumu-

lation of piano tools, were 

simply passed on to me, and I 

am very grateful for that. He told me, ñYou will never 

need to buy another tool.ò I havenôt followed his ad-

vice. 

 Many specialized piano tools have been 

thrown away, probably because people in succeeding 

generations who have discov-

ered these tools in storage, did 

not recognize what they were 

for, or if they did, could not 

find a use for them. Because 

of this, these tools have be-

come relatively uncommon, 

considering how many must 

have been made to supply the 

massive piano industry be-

tween 1880 and 1930. Far 

more pianos from this period 

have survived, in comparison 

to the old tools made in the 

same years that were created 

for working on them. Antique 

and vintage piano tools, just 

as the pianos, generally reflect 

an old-world attention to de-

tail. These tools utilized some 

of the best metals available, as 

well as fine-quality wood which 

was more common. These were 

the tools that were available and 

that were used by craftspeople on 

the pianos made during the heyday of the once-mighty U.S. 

piano industry, both in the factory and out in the field. 
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Antique and Vintage Piano Tools 
By Martin Shepherd 

Custom made box made by Dominic Micalizzi for his  

collection of rare Erlandsen pianomakers tools. 
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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 
 

Curt Balmer                                       Newton, NJ 

Michael McDonough                         Bridgewater, NJ 

Colin & Leann McDonough              Bedminster, NJ 

Robert Prentky                                   Princeton, NJ 

Richard Ritter                                    Russell, PA    

Presidentôs Corner 

 Hello to all. I am looking forward to my new role as Presi-

dent of CRAFTS. CRAFTS is a terrific organization which has 

provided leadership and education relating to collectable tools for 

40 years. CRAFTS has established such a fine track record be-

cause it has been led by dedicated and knowledgeable individu-

als supported by a team of proactive directors and members.  I 

am proud to be selected to carry on this fine tradition. 

I have been a tool collector for over 40 years. My focus is on 

edge tools but it includes any tools made by blacksmiths. As a 

blacksmith myself, I have special love and respect for tools ham-

mered out by hand over the heat of the forge. Most of the tradi-

tional blacksmiths did amazing work. Their design skills and 

ability to solve problems using black metal are still a legacy 

worth ongoing study.  

 I was a member of CRAFTS back in the founding years of 

the late 1970ôs. I drifted away for a number of years as demands 

of work and family grew. After retirement a couple of years ago, 

I rejoined and now have the time to devote to helping CRAFTS 

directors continue to develop the club. I am looking forward to 

the activity! The club is strong and rich with the knowledge and 

participation of its membership. 

 Active participation is critical to the success of any organiza-

tion! This is especially true for voluntary associations like ours. 

We have been fortunate to enjoy on-going active member in-

volvement in our meetings and events. The TOOL SHED, tail-

gating, scheduled meetings, educational speakers, and of course 

the CRAFTS picnic and CRAFTS Auction are special indeed. It 

is important to remember that CRAFTS directors work quietly 

behind the scenes to make these activities the success that they 

are. We invite additional participation by all members! 

 Active funding is another requirement for a successful volun-

tary organization. Currently our annual dues are a modest $15 

per year. Thatôs about the price of a pizza. Think about all of the 

benefits that you get from your modest investment.  Please do 

your best to renew your membership as soon as you can to help 

keep CRAFTS growing strong!  

 Our committee directors are always seeking ways to improve 

their many services. The auction committee has recently re-

vamped the auction process which will lead to a more dynamic 

and fast paced auction in 2017. I have recently been given a 

sneak peek at some of the items already coming in to be cata-

logued. You will be pleasantly surprised at the great quality items 

that are already arriving. Our CRAFTS Web Site committee is 

continually improving the content available on the CRAFTS 

web site. Soon all archived Tool Sheds will be available to the 

public. This action should make it easier for researchers to access 

the wealth of information available on our site. Our Tool Shed 

Committee is working ñhand in handò with the CRAFTS Web 

Site Committee to load additional Tool Shed Articles to the web 

site. 

 I invite you to offer your participation in any of our commit-

tees. You will learn a lot working with our Directors. Also please 

contribute your ideas for future improvements to our offerings.  

  

Thank you. Ivan Raupp 

WANTED ï Memberôs email addresses.  If you 

have not been receiving email notices from Stew 

May or dues acknowledgements from Hank Al-

len, please send your email address to han-

kallen@verizon.net.  

javascript:addSender(%22ivanraupp@aol.com%22)
mailto:hankallen@verizon.net
mailto:hankallen@verizon.net
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(Cont. from pg. 1) 

(Cont. on pg. 4) 

Catalogs that I have read span the years between 

1885 (Hammacher Schlemmer) and 1940 (Hale, Tuners 

Supply Company). Two things become apparent in read-

ing the trade literature from these years. The first is the 

static nature of innovation and development in the piano-

tool-making field, along with the pianos them-

selves.  While this was a source of frustration for some 

engineers and engineering-types within the piano busi-

ness, older traditional methods were retained because 

they essentially worked very well.  Traditional building 

practiceïand 

innovating 

within tradition

ï has always 

been a concept 

with paramount 

importance, not 

only in the pi-

ano industry, 

but in all music 

instrument-

making.  As the 

19th century 

progressed, 

many cabinet 

makers adopted 

the use of bench planes, infills, and shoulder planes, 

while piano workers still favored the earlier mitre planes 

and rabbet planes.  Bow drills were still available to the 

piano trade as late as the onset of World War Two.  And 

as ratcheting steel bit braces were utilized in post-Civil 

war America, piano workers stuck with their non-

reinforced wooden pod braces that were generally 

deemed obsolete at the beginning of the 19th century. 

Later, there was some change, much of it surrounding 

the advent of electric power, and the phasing out of some 

hand boring, cutting, and planing tools. 

As a tuner/technician for over 30 years, I will 

concentrate my dialogue on specialized hand tools pri-

marily for tuning, stringing, regulating, voicing, and re-

pairing the piano. Elsewhere, there is more extensive 

information on tools which are used generally across the 

practice of a number of trades and applications, such as 

chisels, saws, and hammers. I will, however, include var-

ious discussions on, bit braces, hand planes, drills, tuning 

hammers and a few other interesting tools.  Although 

some of these tools may seem familiar, they were altered 

and specialized for the piano makerôs work.  

 

 

 

Pianomakers Braces 

Hand-cranked bit braces are still used today for 

tightening large plate screws before pitch raising and 

general tuning, as this helps to secure pitch stability. 

Braces are also used to remove and replace plate screws 

when the large iron plate is removed during restoration 

for soundboard and bridge work. Standard steel ratchet 

braces are used for these structural related tasks, but be-

fore Black and Decker introduced the portable electric 

drill, hand braces and bow drills were commonly used 

for many lighter procedures. Braces specific to the piano 

industry were small-

er, typically with a 

six-inch sweep or 

less, and were used 

for action work as-

sembly and custom 

fitting of compo-

nents, such as damp-

er rails or case parts. 

High torque was not 

necessary, but speed 

was important be-

cause of the sheer 

magnitude of all the 

small parts assembly 

involving the turn-

ing of a threaded 

screw. Just imagine 

all of those little 

parts, 88 times for 

each. 

 The wooden 

brace shown above 

right is the typical 

design for the piano 

brace, with the crank arm in the same general shape as 

the English Sheffield brace, but minus the reinforcing 

plates. These braces accept tapered cylindrical pads, not 

unlike a Morse taper, which was somewhat anachronistic 

for the late 19th century, compared to the Sheffield but-

ton lock or the more modern Barber/Amidon type chuck 

used on the steel American braces. 

 Sizes of the piano braces ranged from 8 to 12 inches, 

noticeably smaller than the average 14-inch Sheffield 

brace, and the sweep was usually around 5 inches, but 

could range from 4 to 7 inches. Applewood was used for 

the brace shown, which was often used for piano braces, 

but beech was more common for braces intended for 

general use. A brass neck, indicative of the higher-end 

braces, was a costly option here. 

Typical piano brace and pad in Ham-

macher Schlemmer catalog, 1885  

Above left is Dutch piano brace. 

Above right is typical English and 

American piano brace 
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(Cont. from pg. 3) 

 Two more 

wooden piano 

braces shown 

right. Bagshaw 

and Field in 

Philadelphia, 

PA, made the 

one on the left, 

with an apple-

wood body and 

a lignum head. 

On the right is 

a piano brace 

with a body 

comprised of 

solid rose-

wood, with a 

pewter neck 

and ferrule. It is marked with the Star of David, but is 

not signed by the maker. Rosewood was seldom used 

for the complete crank arm of a brace because it was 

not common to source Brazilian rosewood stock that 

was large enough and sufficiently unflawed to with-

stand the strain during typical use. Erlandsen also 

made a beautiful rosewood brace shown in the boxed 

collection on page 1. Both of these braces were higher 

end, and more expensive because of the wood used 

and the metallic necks; theyôre also noticeably heavier. 

 Millers Falls, an early leader in manufacturing bit 

braces, made two uniquely small ones with a 4-3/4ǌ 

sweep, numbers 15 and 16, which was the narrowest 

sweep of any mass production steel braces. This series 

of braces had no ratchet mechanism, as it was intro-

duced before that feature became standard, the ab-

sence of which made the small sweep more important 

for clearance issues in close quarters. The revolving 

weight of the ratchet also would have made the tools 

more cumbersome. 

 No. 16 brace, designed for pianomakers, had a 

small chuck, the same as what they put on their adjust-

able tool holder. This made the brace lighter, quicker, 

and easier to work with agility for action assembly and 

other lighter, repetitive tasks. The narrow sweep also 

enabled more precise work with the driving, rotating 

handle placed closer to the work as compared to brac-

es with larger swings further offset. In addition to all 

of the proprietary tools made for adjustable handle, the 

jaws of this chuck could accept and hold just about 

any tool, including tang ends and round ones. Millers 

Falls advertised this feature in their catalogs. 

Number 16 was made from 1884 to 1901, and No. 15 

with the standard Improved Barber chuck, was made 

from ~1876 to 1922. The No. 15 had the same versa-

tility, but with the heavier and more robust chuck, and 

was most likely also used in the piano industry before 

the introduction of portable electric powered tools in-

troduced after World War I. 

 These braces were not included in the piano supply 

catalogs that I have seen, but are shown below in the 

1887 Millers Falls catalog, with the intended applica-

tion for piano work duly noted. Schley and Co., a pi-

ano supplier in NY, did offer the general line of Mil-

lers Falls braces in their 1905 catalogue. 

Above - Mathieu, Paris piano brace (unmarked), with a fruit-

wood body, 7-inch swing, and characteristic long brass neck 

or baluster. This one has a handle made of horn, probably 

from a water buffalo. Mathieu in Paris made the bow drill 

stock in the foreground, which has an identical baluster, but 

with an ivory handle.  

https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=patentimages.storage.googleapis.com/pdfs/US73279.pdf
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Above shows the Millers Falls Numbers 15 (r.) and 16 

(l.) braces with 4-3/4ǌ sweeps. Number 15 has the im-

proved Barber chuck with McCoyôs jaws, and small 

rosewood head. Number 16 has a special combination 

tool handle chuck and small lignum vitae head. Both 

braces have McCoyôs rotating wrist handle in rosewood 

with brass rings inside the handle to avoid splitting. Top 

handles for both do not ride on ball bearings, the only 

two in the 10 to 16 Barber Improved braces series that 

lack that feature, probably because the handles were too 

diminutive to allow sufficient space. On No. 15, the 

crank handle has less of a taper at the ends, and has 

slightly more play than that of the No. 16. While the 

two braces share the same sweep, the profile of each is 

different: the nickel plated steel frame of No. 16 has 

more lazy curves as compared to those on No. 15. No. 

16 shown here dates from around the same time as the 

1887 catalog, and the No. 15, with McCoyôs Feb. 18, 

1890 patent date on the shell, and rosewood head, was 

made approximately ten years later.  

 Below shows three Millers Falls chucks disassem-

bled, showing jaws, compression nut or shell, and re-

ceptacle for the jaws which is threaded on the outside 

for the adjustment of the shell. At the top of the photo is 

the smallest chuck from the No. 16 brace. In the middle 

is a little larger chuck which is marked with the Jan. 

14th 1868 Amidon patent; it belongs to the Millers Falls 

adjustable handle. Apart from the different sizes, there 

are some very minor differences between the No. 16 

chuck and the tool handle chuck, which are apparent in 

this photo, but the function is the same. Jaws on the No. 

16, however, appear to be slightly more adapted to ac-

cept rounds rather than square bits, as compared to the 

jaws of the combination handle. Adjustable handles 

were offered in a number of piano supply catalogs in-

cluding the large 1911 American Felt Co. catalog. 

Shown at the bottom of the photo is the chuck from No. 

15 brace, with the standard Improved Barber chuck, and 

spring loaded alligator jaws.  

 Below left is a Goodell Pratt No. 230 screwdriver 

brace, six-inch sweep, with a specialized chuck (Shown 

below right.) that accepts tools with a 1/4ǌ diameter 

shank, the same size as most piano regulating tools used 

in the combination piano tool handle introduced around 

1900.  

Traditional pianomakers diminutive wooden brace with Millers 

Falls No. 16 chuck  

Continued on pg. 6 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=patentimages.storage.googleapis.com/pdfs/US421420.pdf
https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=patentimages.storage.googleapis.com/pdfs/US421420.pdf
https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=patentimages.storage.googleapis.com/pdfs/US73279.pdf
https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=patentimages.storage.googleapis.com/pdfs/US73279.pdf
http://www.mshepherdpiano.com/Martin_Shepherd_Piano_Service/Combination_Handles.html
https://drive.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=patentimages.storage.googleapis.com/pdfs/US421420.pdf

