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 Henry Cheney Hammer Company 

of Little Falls, New York - were manu-

facturers of blacksmiths’, carpenters’, 

engineers’, farriers’, geologists’, joiners’, machinists’, ma-

sons’, riveting and tinners’ hammers and other tools. At 

various times the company was known as H. Cheney 

Corp., H. Cheney Hammer Co., Henry Cheney Hammer 

Company, and Henry Cheney Hammer Cor-

poration. The company operated, under at 

least five distinct ownerships, at the same 

location, along the banks of the Mohawk Riv-

er, on West Mill Street, in Little Falls, 

New York, for just over a century - from 

1854 until 1954. Several sources refer to Hen-

ry making hammers in Fly Creek, New York 

before 1854, but none provide a firm date. 

Likewise, it is possible that Cheney hammers 

were produced outside of Little Falls after 

1954, but there is no clear evidence that this 

happened. Except for those produced in Aus-

tralia, which are of unknown date, but defi-

nitely post 1925. 

Timeline 
1821 - Henry Cheney was born on January 

12th in Fly Creek, Otsego Town, 

Otsego County, New York. His father, Alva, 

was a “Wagon Maker”. 

1828 - Orestes Badger established the 

Fly Creek Foundry and Machine Shop. This 

is where, Henry Cheney and Silas W. LeRow 

began manufacturing hammers. 

1836 - According to a trademark registration, this is when 

the company began using the Cheney name on their prod-

ucts. According to reports 

this is when Henry, work-

ing as a village blacksmith, 

developed a method of tempering steel for hammers, 

which was still being used over ninety years later. 

1845 – This is when Henry began manufactur ing han-

dled hammers in Fly Creek. 

1850 - According to the United States Cen-

sus, Henry was 29 years old and living in 

Fly Creek with his wife Lucretia. Henry’s 

occupation is listed as “Machinist”. 

1854 - In the Spring, Henry Cheney and Si-

las W. LeRow moved their hammer manufac-

turing operation from Fly Creek to the fulling 

and carding mill of William Ingham in Lit-

tle Falls.  

1867 - U.S. Patent 66,298 was issued July 

2nd to Henry Cheney for a process of brazing 

or welding a malleable iron socket to a 

wrought-iron or steel hammer head. The 

hammer factory employed 100 men. 

1871 - U.S. Patent 116,553 was issued July 

4th to Henry Cheney for his nail holding 

hammer. This would become the Cheney 

Patent Nail Holder. 

1874 - In August, Henry bought Lot No. 1, 

sometimes called Mill Island, on the north 

side, middle dam, in Little Falls. This lot in-

cluded an axe factory built in 1851 by John 

B. Laurent. 

1876 - In January, with the success of his axe 

and hammer factories on Mill Street, Henry 

took over the furniture factory at the corner 

of Main Street and Furnace Street — giving him three con-

current manufacturing concerns in Little Falls.  

1878 -  Henry Cheney died of pneumonia at age 57. Wil-

liam T. Wheeler and Robert A. Cheney were named Ad-

ministrators of the Cheney estate. 
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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 07843—(973)398-5875 - Articles, especially about early 

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

tor.  Email—takeadip@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 
 

Joe Buda Simsbury, CT 

Edmund Buschmann Jr. Wayne, NJ 

Kevin Costello Eagle River, WI 

Shawn Field Holmdel, NJ 

Paul Gordaychik Freehold, NJ 

Luke & Dawn Groenwoldt   Welcome, MD 

Vasil & Anna Hlinka                        Whitehouse Station, NJ 

Frank Israel Southern Pines, NC 

Charles & Lisa Iulo Andover, NJ 

Dale Norton                                      Queensland, Australia 

Bruce Perry Manchester, CT 

Gary Rabinowitz South Lyon, MI 

Joe Wichnick Middletown, NJ 

 As I sit here wrapping up 

this issue of the Tool Shed, I am 

enjoying a wonderful summer. It has been packed full of tool 

activities at which many I have met fellow CRAFTS mem-

bers. The biggest event of the summer was Martin Donnelly’s 

“Woodstock” of tools. His strategy of “not” calling it Wood-

stock caused me to approach the event with the mind set of it 

being a “tool festival”. Thus I reserved a spot in the field to 

set up my tent and “hang” all weekend, enjoying the festivi-

ties. The abundance of tools is astounding and even though I 

already had a good inventory I could not resist purchasing a 

little more. The highlight of the event was the Friday evening 

pig roast. It was cooking all day on the spit so anticipation 

was high. The barbecue dinner accompanied with ample flow-

ing beer set the stage for a great fire pit evening. I highly rec-

ommend this “happening” (As they would have said in 1969.) 

to all tool buffs. I thank Martin and Kathy for hosting the af-

fair with style.  

 Approaching quickly is our CRAFTS picnic Sept. 8th. I 

am working on my tool display and I hope you are also. The 

displays add a lot to the picnic as the sharing of knowledge 

between members is key to the advancement of our tool col-

lecting fraternity. If you have never done a display a simple 

one would be our “1 tool” display. Just pick one tool that you 

would like to display that would be of interest to other mem-

bers. A short bit of information written up about the tool 

would make the presentation informative for all. The picnic 

will also feature a presentation by Don Brocklebank and 

Wayne Grove  making wooden hay forks as would have been 

done in the mid 1800’s. They are members of the Millbrook 

Village here in NJ and present this topic there often.  

 Speaking of Millbrook Village I would like CRAFTS 

members to show support for this society who presents how a 

village lived during the 19th century especially during their 

big event Oct 5&6.  Many CRAFTS members already are 

active members of this group and present to the public with 

demonstrations. CRAFTS will set up a booth during their Oc-

tober Millbrook Village Day and exhibit antique tools and 

their uses. Stop by.  

 Another historical village recently reopened is Waterloo 

Village in Byram Township, NJ. It is presently being run by 

the  Canal Society of NJ and information can be seen at - 

http://canalsocietynj.org/. It features a canal town during the 

19th century and has many special events planned for the fall.  

 I have received many nice comments from members who 

are emailing Hank Allen when he sends out his dues received 

notice. If you have not sent in your 2013 dues you are missing 

the chance of getting a personal “Thank You” from the well 

known, Nashua’s “Killarney's Irish Pub Host”.  If you did not 

receive a dues acknowledgement it would have been either 

that we do not have your email address or that the message 

was blocked by your server.  

 

Hope to see you soon at a tool event.  

          Regards, Bob 

President’s Corner 

javascript:addSender(%22Don%20Brocklebank%20%3ccdbrock@comcast.net%3e%22)
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1881 - On June 2, the estate of Henry Cheney was sold, the 

hammer factory was purchased by Schuyler R. Ingham (A 

Cheney family member.) and the Henry Cheney Hammer 

Company was incorporated with a capital stock of $20,000 

divided into 200 shares of $100 each. (The extended Cheney 

family ran the business.)   

1896 - In March the company produced a fourteen pound 

claw hammer, which was displayed in the show window of 

the local hardware company, Shepherd, Skinner & Co., be-

fore being sent to one of the company’s agents in Australia 

for exhibition. 

1897 - Schuyler R. Ingham was President of the company. 

George D. Waterman was Treasurer and Manager. They em-

ployed 80 “expert mechanics”, producing about 20,000 dozen 

hammers a year in over 100 different styles. Most of the prod-

ucts were exported to China, Japan, Australia, and Africa. 

1904 - George D. Waterman held controlling interest in the 

company — explaining the “G.D.W. Hammer Co.” brand 

hammers listed in the 1904 catalog. This catalog appears to 

claim that the company was founded in 1845. 

1912 - On November 14th a fire broke out destroying half of 

the Cheney Hammer factory. The newer western half was 

saved by a fire wall and newly installed fire doors. The offic-

es and shipping department were located across the street on 

the north side of Mill Street and were not damaged. 

1917 - On January 3rd the court approved the sale of the late 

George D. Waterman’s interest in the company to Da-

vid Jenkins Williams (1 Apr 1859 - 13 Nov 1924) giving him 

controlling interest and making him its president.  

1924 - U.S. Patent 1,517,043 was issued November 25th to 

Andrew C. Benson of Beaumont, Texas for his Adz Hammer. 

This would become the Cheney No. 777. 

1925 - On June 23rd the Prentiss Vise Company completed 

the purchase of the Henry Cheney Hammer Company.   

1927 - U.S. Patent 1,621,761 was issued March 22nd to Ar-

thur E. Taylor of Elyria, Ohio for his nail driving implement. 

This would become the Cheney Nailer. 

1936 - On November 21st the company celebrated its 100th 

anniversary. According to the Brooklyn Eagle, Henry Cheney 

was the village blacksmith when he developed a method of 

tempering steel used in hammers and began the business 

which now supplies every civilized country in the world. 

1948 - The Prentiss Vise Company, including the Cheney 

Hammer division, was sold to the Charles Parker Company of 

Meriden, Connecticut. 

1954 - On Friday July 2nd, the company ceased operations, 

putting 40 men out of work, when it was sold and the equip-

ment moved to the Collins Company of Collinsville, Con-

necticut. Plans were announced for employees, 

Frank Bostner, Mike Brin, and Elmer Mulford to join Collins, 

where they would continue to produce Cheney brand ham-

mers. It’s not clear if this actually happened. Mike was living 

in Collinsville in 1960. 

1966 - The Collins Company was sold to Mann Edge Tool 

Company of Lewiston, Pennsylvania. 

 

 

The Cheney Nailer - A Tale of Two Hammers 

 The Cheney Nailer is legendary amongst carpenters. 

Sometimes known as a one-arm-man’s hammer, its nail hold-

ing feature allows the user to drive nails with a single hand. 

Henry Cheney was famous for his nail holding hammer -  

Patent 116,553 issued July 4, 1871 . But did you know that 

his patent was for a completely different nail holding ham-

mer? The better known, much later, Cheney Nailer is based 

on Patent 1,621,761 issued March 22, 1927, patented by Ar-

thur E. Taylor - almost fifty years after Henry died. Not only 

that, but the Henry Cheney Hammer Company itself was not 

formed until three years after Henry’s death. 

 It is likely that this confusion was created very purpose-

fully by Elmer Mulford, who took over management of the 

company in 1925, when it was purchased by the Prentiss Vise 

Company, and ran it until it ceased operations in 1954 - when 

it was purchased by the Collins Company of Collinsville, 

Connecticut. It was under Mr. Mulford’s watch that Chen-

ey Hammers were marketed as “World’s Standard Since 

1836.” Henry would have been all of 15 years old in 1836. 

It’s possible, but doubtful that he actually started making 

hammers then. But it certainly makes a company seem sub-

stantial when they can claim to have been in business for 

nearly a century. 

 There are two major differences between Henry’s Patent 

Nail Holder and the later Cheney Nailer. The first should be 

obvious to students of U.S. construction history. Henry’s Pa-

tent Nail Holder was designed to hold cut nails. Wire nails 

didn’t become widespread in the United States until the 

1890’s — twenty years after Henry’s patent was issued. An-

other twenty years later, in the 1910’s, wire nails became 

dominant. Thus the Cheney Nailer was designed to hold wire 

nails. The second difference is that Henry’s design held the 

nail beneath the claw while the Cheney Nailer holds a nail 

above the claw. The true genius of both designs is that they 

Above left is 1871 patent drawing of Cheney nail holding 

hammer. Above right is 1927 Henry Cheney Hammer Co. 

patented nail holding hammer using ball bearings pushed out 

by recessed springs.  

(Cont. from pg. 1) 

(Cont. on pg. 4) 

http://jtc.net/hchc/patents/US116553.pdf
http://jtc.net/hchc/patents/US116553.pdf
http://jtc.net/hchc/patents/US1621761.pdf
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hold the nail near the center of mass of the hammer — un-

like many later designs which hold the nail in line with the 

top of the hammer, increasing the chance of a glancing 

blow. 

 Henry’s Patent Nail Holder 

was available with a plain face, (Nos. 35-0, 35, and 36) or 

bell (Nos. 32, 33, and 34) face. Cheney Nailers were avail-

able with plain (No. 3, probably also Nos. 2, 4, and 5), bell 

(Nos. 937, 938, 944, and 958), or octagonal (No. 981) fac-

es. 

No. 777 Adz Hammer 

    There are three hammers based on a single patent. Patent 

1,517,043 was issued on November 25, 1924 to Andrew C.  

Benson of Beaumont, Texas for his Adz Hammer. 

 The first generation of Cheney No. 777 hammers pro-

duced closely followed Benson’s design - note the deep 

curves on the sides were the adz meets the shaft on the ex-

ample  below. 

 The second generation of Cheney No. 777 hammers 

produced are less deeply scalloped and appear more sub-

stantial. The third generation of Cheney No. 777 hammers 

produced were significantly redesigned. The Adz was nar-

rowed from 2-1/4" to 1-11/16". More noticeably the sides 

of the adz were reshaped to smoothly blend into the shaft.  

 

 

Above is Cheney’s nail 

holding hammer in mint 

condition. Right is top view 

showing spring loaded 

bearings that hold the nail 

in place.  

Above top is 1st generation adze eye Cheney hammer. 

Above bottom is 3rd generation adze eye hammer with-

out the adze curving out in width as before.  

Above machinist’s hammers from left to right (and smallest to 

largest): No. 399 1/2 (2 oz.), No. 99 (4 oz.), No. 398 (6 oz.), 

No. 97 (8 oz.), No. 96 (12 oz.), No. 395 (16 oz.), 

No. 93 (24 oz.), No. 92 (32 oz.), and No. 90 (48 oz.)  

(Cont. from pg. 3) 

http://www.leevalley.com/US/wood/page.aspx?p=32056&cat=1,53193&ap=1
http://www.leevalley.com/US/wood/page.aspx?p=32056&cat=1,53193&ap=1
http://jtc.net/hchc/patents/US1517043.pdf
http://jtc.net/hchc/patents/US1517043.pdf


THE TOOLSHED - SEPT. 2013 

5 

 

Machinists’ Ball Pein Hammers 

 At least thirteen sizes of Machinists’ ball pein hammers 

were offered - in 2 ounce increments from 2 to 8, 4 ounce 

increments from 8 to 40, and 8 ounce increment from 40 to 

48. There are at least five distinct styles of markings that 

appear on the heads of Cheney hammers. Probably the old-

est has “H. Cheney Corp.” on an upper arc, “Little Falls, NY 

U.S.A.” on a lower arc, and “Tool Steel Guaranteed” on two 

lines in the middle. These markings were also used on edge 

tools, which the company only produced between 1874 and 

1879. Probably the second oldest is as shown in the catalog. 

Later Hammers are simply marked “Cheney” or “Cheney 

U.S.A.” on two lines. Some include a rectangle around the 

name. 

 Full Finish (9X series) hammers have polished faces, 

barrels, sides, and peins, with black enamel paint on all oth-

er parts. Later handles are semi-octagonal painted black 

(could be India ink). Railroad Finish (39X series) hammers 

have polished faces and peins with black enamel paint eve-

rywhere else. They have nicely shaped oval handles with a 

lightly colored semi-transparent paint (could be thinned out 

tung oil). 

 All heads are marked and decals are applied for right-

handed users (sorry lefties). All handles are turned to special 

patterns from selected white, well-seasoned second growth 

hickory. They usually have the model number, and some-

times the head weight, stamped into the bottom. 

Farriers’ Hammers 

 At least four different models of Farriers’ hammers 

were produced in 7, 10, and 13 oz. sizes with Full or Rail-

road-like finish — possibly resulting in twenty-two unique 

Farriers’ hammers. 

 

 

 

 

 

Edge Tools 

  The H. Cheney Corp. began making edge tools in Au-

gust of 1874, when Henry purchased an existing axe factory 

- next to which he had built his hammer factory. Production 

continued until at least March of 1878 when Henry died. So 

the company only made edge tools for maybe less than four 

years and possibly up to five years between 1874 and 1879. 

The markings on all of these tools are identical to those 

found on Cheney hammers from the same period. These are 

probably the oldest markings. 

 

 

 

 
Above is 1904 catalog showing Farrier hammers offered.  

Above is shingling 

hatchet with right inset 

maker’s mark logo in an 

oval. Mark same as other 

axe but in center of logo 

is—”TOOL STEEL, 

GUARANTEED”. 

Above is early farrier hammer and 

right inset of maker’s mark.  

Below is camp axe with right 

inset maker’s mark - “H. 

CHENEY CORP. LITTLE 

FALLS, N.Y. U.S.A.”  

http://jtc.net/hchc/edge/
http://jtc.net/hchc/edge/
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Straight & Cross Pein and Machinists’ 
Chipping Hammer 

 Cheney of-

fered different 

hammers used 

for metal 

smithing in-

cluding 2-3 lb. 

blacksmith 

hammers, a tin-

ners' paneing 

hammer, ma-

chinists chip-

ping hammers 

and cross and 

straight pein 

hammers in 

various sizes. 

Riveting Hammers 

 The Henry Cheney Hammer Company offered seven 

sizes of “Plain Riveting Hammers” from 4 oz. to 26 oz.. 

They also offered a 1 lb. adz-eye riveting hammer. 

Rock Pick Hammers 

 

 

 

 

 The rock pick hammer is one of the specialty hammers 

made by Cheney. Others include the No.150 wire staple 

puller hammer, No.140 engineers double-faced hammer 

These hammers are scarce hammers to find today.  

Plain Brad Hammers 
It appears that only one size and finish was produced, but 

it’s a beauty!  

 

 Henry Cheney was an early manufacturer of hammers 

in the true “American Style”. He found his niche and per-

fected its design, incorporating quality into every hammer. 

The emphasis on quality work even during this early time is 

a lesson today’s manufacturers should heed. As Cheney 

proclaims in an early advertisement -  “We are aware that a 

strong effort is being made to push the sale of so-called 

cheap goods, but are they cheap in fact.  The low price is all 

they have to recommend them. We do not make what is 

called “cheap goods,” but we challenge the World in a com-

parison of our goods as to Quality, Style and Finish; these, 

considering their greater durability, make them the cheap-

est, in the end, of any Hammers in the world.” 

 Jeff Cheney has researched the history of the Cheney 

Hammer Manufacturing Company and has assembled an 

expanded history at the website - http://jtc.net/hchc/  

Above top is early ad showing Cheney’s Plain Brad ham-

mer No. 58. Above bottom is sample 4oz. hammer and 

inset is early makers mark. Note it is an early pre - 

Maydole adze-eye hammer.  

Pictured above, from top to bottom are a No. 76 

(4 oz.), No. 75 (7 oz.), and No. 71 (18 oz.).  

Above is straight peen hammer on early 

colonial anvil.  

The rock pick hammer 

above is marked No. 161. 

Continued from pg. 5 

http://jtc.net/hchc/
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Herb Kean Presents Restoring Braces  
by Dave Nowicki 
 

As I’ve said before, one of 

the best things about belonging to 

CRAFTS is the amazing array of 

knowledge available to club mem-

bers.  Our meetings provide the per-

fect tableau for an information ex-

change on antique tools and when one 

of our members gives a presentation, 

familiarity with the audience makes 

for a more relaxed interaction.  Herb 

Kean is an expert on braces, with an 

almost encyclopedic knowledge, and 

as I’ve seen for myself, some of the 

finest braces have passed through his 

hands. 

As always, Herb doesn’t begin a presentation 

without first telling some kind of a story and he’s a master 

at this.  Herb opened with, “What I’m about to tell you is a 

canard.”  In the English language a canard is defined as a 

false or baseless, usually derogatory story, report, or ru-

mor. Herb’s canard was, “When you’re cleaning a tool, 

never use a wire wheel.”  People, for ages, have been try-

ing to convince others that it’s a sin to use a wire wheel.  

Herb admits that for some people that might be true but 

most of us can do quite well with it.  Herb uses a number 

of different wheels ranging from medium to super fine for 

cleaning and finally rag wheels with various compounds 

for polishing. By way of further explanation, tools in the 

“as found condition” 

are rarely in the kind 

of shape that collectors 

want in their collec-

tions.  He illustrated 

that point by passing 

around a piece of brass 

that had five different 

patinas on it and then 

asking the audience 

which one of the sur-

faces they preferred.  

But he cautioned that 

certain patinas, wheth-

er on metal or wood 

such as those you 

might find on an 18th 

century tool, should 

really not be altered. In many cases all that’s needed is a 

quick wipe down with four ought (0000) steel wool to re-

move any surface dirt followed by wax or just the wax 

itself.  After showing what the wire wheel could do Herb 

reiterated his mantra on tool cleaning; that it should look as 

though it was cared for in the hands of a prideful worker.  

It doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t have some oxidation on it, 

but no tool should have any dirt or red rust on it.  Purists 

may disagree with this approach, or to the degree of clean-

ing, but the majority of this audience 

seemed to like Herb’s methods. 

 

The Sheffield Brace 

 Herb began with a standard 

wooden signed Sheffield type brace.  

This type of brace has a button catch 

in the chuck to hold the bit.  When the 

button is pressed the bit is released.  

Because the bits used in these braces 

were custom fit to the catch on each 

brace and since very few of the origi-

nal bits have survived a commonly 

asked question is, “How do I fit an-

other bit to my brace”?  If you have a 

vernier with a depth rod you insert it 

until it touches the pawl that catches the notch.  That di-

mension is marked on the new bit, on the opposite side of 

the original notch, and then with a three corner file a new 

notch is filed to the same depth as the old one.  You file a 

partial notch to be sure that you’re in the right place, test it 

and if it catches then you complete filing the notch to the 

correct depth.  If you’ve done it correctly the bit will lock 

in place, every time, and won’t come out until the release 

button is pushed.   

 

 The next 

thing to do is 

take the brace 

apart and fix 

something that 

doesn’t work.  

In many of these 

braces the but-

ton doesn’t 

work.  In order 

to fix it you 

have to take the 

chuck off.  

Usually there is a screw that holds it on and when removed 

the chuck slides off.  Inside there is a tiny square nut which 

holds the pawl.  You loosen it with a wrench and the pawl 

drops out.  Sometimes this is missing altogether and you’ll 

have to make another.  Many times the screws holding the 

brass side plates won’t come out.  If you try to tighten it a 

little that may free it up.  If that doesn’t work another thing 

to try is to use heat.  To do this take a junky screwdriver 

and with a torch, Herb likes Mapp gas because the heat 

range is higher than propane but lower than acetylene, heat 

the tip to a cherry red and apply that to the frozen screw.  

You’ll see a little puff of smoke, which indicates that 

you’ve melted the gunk, and that will free it.  Do not use 

that screwdriver to remove the screw since you’ve just 

annealed it and you will bend the tip and probably scratch 

Herb showing how to carefully 

take apart a ball bearing chuck. 

Diagram of the parts of a Sheffield style 

wood brace chuck. Once apart any bro-

ken parts can be fixed or replaced with a 

new fabricated piece. 

Continued on pg. 8 



THE TOOLSHED - JUNE 2013 

8 

 

the brass plate.  Continue to use heat on the remaining fro-

zen screws.  If the heat treatment doesn’t work you may 

find that the screw is frozen to the plate and your only al-

ternative is to drill out the screw.  Once open you may see 

why the button is stuck or inoperative. If it is missing a new 

one can be made easily from brass round stock. If the 

spring is broke then a piece of spring steel - (A piece of 

handsaw steel.) can be made to replace it. After reassembly 

you might try a judicious swipe with a piece of four aught 

steel wool will bring up the highlights and cover your 

tracks.  Do not try to polish the brass!  

 

 Another problem 

that is often encountered 

on a wooden brace is that 

the head often has too 

much play and it sort of 

wobbles.  This occurs 

from wear that happens 

over many years of con-

stant use.  There are two 

ways that you can elimi-

nate the play.  Sheffield 

braces have a medallion 

in the center of the head.  

There are two small 

holes into which you can insert the points of a small pair of 

needle nose pliers, assuming you don’t have an adjustable 

spanner wrench which is specifically made for this job.  

Another suggestion was made to use a pair of split ring 

pliers for this task.  While pushing the points of the pliers 

firmly into the holes and turning counter-clockwise you’ll 

loosen the medallion.  Inside you’ll find a nut with a slit in 

it.  Actually it’s a double nut used for locking purposes and 

almost all Sheffield braces have them.  The top nut is a left 

hand thread and the bottom nut is right handed.  Assuming 

that you don’t have a split-nut screwdriver, use a flat-head 

screwdriver and put the tip into one of the slits and tap the 

nut off making sure that you’re in the correct side for the 

top or bottom nut (i.e., left or right handed).  The head is 

now able to be removed.  The easiest way to remove the 

slop that was caused by the many decades of wear is to take 

a leather shoelace or cut a narrow piece of leather and wrap 

it around the shaft, just meeting but without overlapping 

the ends.  The first 

nut needs to be 

screwed down firm-

ly on the strip of 

leather to squash it.  

You then work the 

nut back and forth a 

little to smooth the 

surface of the leath-

er which has the 

effect of turning it 

into a washer.  

When everything is 

tightened back up 

the leather washer will take up any slack that existed be-

tween the head and the two nuts that you’ve previously 

removed.    When you’re satisfied that the head will spin 

smoothly and before adding the second nut, a drop of super 

glue (or Loctite or clear fingernail polish) can be applied to 

hold the first nut in place. Finally put back medallion and 

the job is almost done. 

 

After all of the work you just put in to your brace 

you’ll want to apply some kind of a finish to protect your 

handy work.  There are a number of ways to finish your 

wood brace.  You could apply wax which is easy and it 

works well enough to put a low sheen on the wood and add 

some protection. But its downfall is that it will usually 

shows fingerprints. Herbs secret for finishing is a product 

called Lacover 50 padding finish by Mohawk Finishing 

Products (they have an extensive website with how-to vide-

os).  It’s an easy way to add a French polish type of finish 

to your wood.  French polishing is a technique that requires 

some dexterity as you are quickly rubbing a pad containing 

the polish over the surface of the brace lightly but quickly 

to apply the finish.  The drying time for Lacover 50 is 

about eight seconds.  That means that as you rub it on and 

the Lacover begins to dry, you have to speed up your appli-

cation or your pad will start to drag and begin to pick up or 

remove the previous application.  It sounds more compli-

cated than it is and while it does take some practice to 

achieve a fine finish the results are worth it.  The finish that 

it imparts to the wood will be a high gloss which, after it 

dries, can be toned down by rubbing it out with four ought 

steel wool followed by some wax.   

 

Metal Braces 

With metal braces the problems you’ll encounter 

are similar to those found on the wooden brace.  The first 

problem area is the chuck.  The second is the ratchet and 

the third is the head.  On metal braces, when taking apart 

the chuck, there are two things that you have to be very 

careful of.  The first is springs.  When you don’t think 

you’ll encounter a spring, it’ll be there.  The second one is 

Above - use of needle nose 

plies to remove the plug in the 

head of a Sheffield brace. 

Above - Cutaway drawing of the head 

of a Sheffield brace. Addition of leath-

er washer will remove slop in head. 

Booth & Mills brace fully re-

stored to the condition that a 

prideful craftsman would have 

in his tool chest. 

Continued from pg. 7 
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ball bearings.  There are two places on a metal brace that 

you’re likely to find ball bearings, in the chuck and in the 

head.   When you remove the chuck you should also remove 

the jaws because they are usually extremely dirty and full of 

grease, wood shavings, metal filings and other detritus that 

will impair the performance of the brace.  There is a screw on 

the side of the chuck that must be removed in order to un-

screw the bearing race and allow you access to the ball bear-

ings.  It’s the only way to get them out.   If you try to do this 

over the bench you will probably lose half of them on the 

floor, so perform this operation over a box!  When cleaning 

the inside of chuck you can use a solvent, like mineral spirits 

but acetone works better, to remove the grease.  Any corro-

sion on the outside can be cleaned up with the afore men-

tioned wire wheel.  On the inside, small wire wheels like 

those made for use in a Dremel or Foredom tool work well.  

When you’re ready to replace the cleaned ball bearings put 

fresh grease into the lower race and imbed the bearings, one 

by one, into it.  Everything will go fine until you get to the 

last bearing which will look like it won’t fit.  That’s because 

of the grease between the bearings.  With a little persuasion it 

will fit just fine.  Put the top race back in to hold it all togeth-

er and after reassembling the chuck, replace the jaws and be 

sure the chuck rotates properly before aligning the hole and 

replacing the screw that holds the chuck together.   

Next is the ratchet.  In almost all cases taking the 

ratchet apart is a difficult and frustrating job because to start, 

there two pins holding the pawls that must be driven out and 

when you get them out the pawls will fall out.  I hope you 

remember which way they go back in. Then there is a spring, 

which is also better left in place, but if you want to get the 

gear out you have to remove it.  This whole operation should 

be avoided unless the ratchet doesn’t work and you have 

nothing else to lose. 

The head in many cases, especially newer braces, 

uses ball bearings to facilitate a smooth rotation of the head.  

Any excess play in the head needs to be removed.  Herb 

brought a jar of special copper colored washers that were 

made in Sweden just for this purpose and invited the audi-

ence to take a few home with them.  The way they work is 

that you cut one side of the washer and spread it apart until it 

looks like a “C”.  Push 

the washer over the 

shaft and see if the 

play has been re-

moved.  If not, add 

another washer and 

reassemble the head.  

This repair will not 

impede the freewheel-

ing performance of the 

head and is likely to 

last forever.   

Usually the 

June meeting attend-

ance is down a little, I 

suspect, due to vaca-

tions, graduations and 

other conflicts, but not 

so this one.  It was one 

of the best attended meetings this year.   

The methods required for repairing antique tools are 

in many cases unique to the era in which the tools were pro-

duced.  That is, neither the tools nor the methods that were 

employed to make them are in use today.  Herb’s presenta-

tion was very well received and I believe that care and repair 

topics are high on the list of presentations that our members 

would like to see and I can’t wait for the next one. 

Above is PEXTO Samson brace chuck taken apart showing 

the ball bearings.  

Above is the Samson brace head 

disassembled. To tighten you can 

pein the center iron frame tighter 

over the retaining washer. If very 

loose a thin washer can be inserted 

under the present washer to take up 

the slop.  

Above is ratchet mechanism taken apart. Mostly what is 

needed is a good cleaning of all the gunk that builds up 

over 100 years. Reassembly necessitates pulling the pin 

for the ratchet selector and sliding it back. Then the pawls 

with spring can be assembled and the selector slid back.  
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BLACKBURN TOOLS & SAW MAKING 

By Bob Garay 
 

 Unless you have been on a deserted island the past two 

years you should have noticed a new interest in hand saws. 

The interest and use of vintage handsaws has led many 

collectors and woodworkers to search for and purchase 

quality vintage saws. This has also driven some craftsman 

to explore the manufacture of new saws following tradi-

tional styling. Isaac Smith is one of these craftsmen who 

has formed Blackburn Tools, manufacturing backsaws in 

the traditional style. Recently Isaac invited me to visit him 

to discuss his saw making endeavors.  

 

 It is fitting that Isaac lives just outside of Philadelphia 

where Henry Disston perfected the American saw industry. 

In fact it was a Disston brass back double eagle saw that 

first got Isaac interested in saw making. He had this early 

saw with a wasted blade and no handle. Thus following the 

American tradi-

tion he made his 

own handle and 

saw plate to resur-

rect this saw.  

 

 Isaac presently 

works in a small shop 

in his home. His saws are of the highest quality and alt-

hough when he first started he custom made each saw one 

at a time he now has incorporated more modern manufac-

turing processes to his production. He uses 1095 spring 

tempered steel which can be purchased from McMaster-

Carr in many sizes. He uses .015-.018 for dovetail saws 

and .020-.025 for general back saws. His backs are made 

of brass, bronze and newly added stainless steel. He slots 

his backs using a shop made milling setup he attaches to 

his South bend lathe to get a perfect fit, then using a hy-

draulic press to attach them tightly onto the blade.  

 

 What really stands out with Isaac’s saws are his spec-

tacular handles. He follows a traditional  English styling 

and patterns can be downloaded from his website. He uses 

walnut, cherry, beech (American & European), and apple 

as well as other exotic woods customers send him. Isaac 

has a good working relationship with a local saw mill that 

saves him promising 

wood. He enjoys using 

both the heart wood 

and sap wood for their 

contrasting beauty.  

He will custom make a 

handle to fit the size of 

your hand.  

 

 Making the han-

dle is a labor intensive 

process that results in 

the most enjoyable 

part of saw making. A 

paper pattern is glued 

onto the wood making 

sure the grain is run-

ning horizontally.  

Isaac starts with drill-

ing larger holes for 

some of the curved 

portions of the handle 

then cutting out the 

body on a vintage 

Delta scroll saw. He 

will file some of the 

chamfers then a starting cut for the blade slot. He uses a 

small circular blade chucked into his drill press. This start-

ing cut is only about 1/4” deep but this sets the perfect 

alignment for the finish hand saw cutting.  

  

 After cutting the slot, it is on to roughing out the grip, 

one of Isaac’s favorite parts of making the handle.  This 

sculpting adds a third dimension to the handle blank, and 

marks the beginning of its transformation into an elegant 

and inviting shape.  Most of the initial shaping work up to 

this point is done 

with the large Iwa-

saki file, although 

the smaller files 

and rasps are use-

ful around the 

horns. After these 

chamfers are com-

pleted, he uses the 

handle maker’s 

files to smooth and 

blend the curves to 

a pleasing pro-

file.  Then the 

same with the oth-

er side. The horns 

hinder shaping the 

curves by eye, 

save for one van-

tage point, so fair-

ing the handle to a 

symmetrical curve 

must be done by 

touch.  When the 

The Disston saw Isaac restored. 

Milling attachment with cutter to make slot in back. 

Top is four different basic woods 

Isaac uses for handles. Bottom is an 

apple wood handle showing contrast 

of heart wood and sap wood.  

Above after the initial 1/4” saw cut 

Isaac uses a hand saw to finish the saw 

slot. 
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outside of the grip is 

shaped, the inside is done 

in the same manner.  Most 

of the work is done with 

the handle maker’s file; 

this is exactly the type of 

work they are meant to 

do.  With this done, it real-

ly feels like a functional 

handle.  Indeed, it would 

make a serviceable, albeit 

rough, handle.  But there 

is a lot more potential 

beauty inside, so further 

refinement is warranted.  

  

 Many of the back saws Isaac makes includes the tradi-

tional closed handle with a lambs tongue. The attention paid 

to this detailing can really dress up a handle when properly 

done.  The bulk of the work in forming it is done with a 6″ 

slitting file.  This slitting file has a cross section in the form 

of an elongated diamond, being about 1/8″ thick and 5/8″ 

wide. The lamb’s tongue can be carved with chisels, but Isaac 

finds that method slower, as well as riskier. There are a lot of 

angles and curves coming together in this small area, so tak-

ing your time and studying the work often from varied angles 

to be certain that the detail emerges symmetrically and with 

smooth curves is important. 

 After final 

shaping of the 

handle the holes 

for the screws 

need to be drilled. 

Again Isaac has 

not left any 

chance of mis-

takes during this 

step. He has de-

signed a jig to 

assist with drilling 

the hole perfectly 

each time. First he 

uses a counter-

bore with a 3/16" 

pilot to bore the 

hole for the nut/

bolt head.  A 

depth stop on the counter-

bore regulates the depth of 

this hole. Next he fits the 

saw blade and spine in the 

handle and uses a 3/16" car-

bide spade drill bit to drill 

through the blade. He then 

assembles the saw using 

custom made screws turned 

on the lathe and threaded. 

They are a screw of Isaac’s design closely following tradi-

tional split screw design but stronger. After painstaking sand-

ing Isaac applies a hand rubbed finish of three coats of True 

Oil gunstock finish made by Birchwood-Casey.  

  

 Lastly it is time for making and sharpening the saws 

teeth. He will start with a paper pattern for the spacing of the 

teeth per inch. Filing thru the paper into the steel with a fine 

jewelers file 1-2 strokes just enough to mark the “V”. I was 

very jealous of the 

Acme saw vise Isaac 

has acquired for his 

saw sharpening. It is 

the finest made and 

his is a beauty. He 

then proceeds to shap-

ing all the teeth as 

required by the cutting 

the saw will perform. 

Setting of the teeth 

and final sharpening 

follow, with a test in 

different woods to 

insure smooth cutting. 

Saws of this quality 

are a pleasure to use 

and become a tool that 

will be handed down 

to future generations.  

 More information 

can be found at Black-

burnTools.com. Watch 

for Isaac and his saws 

at CRAFTS events—

especially our picnic 

and auction.  

Above handle shaping with rasp. 

Above top is lambs tongue detail of a 

beech wood handle. Above bottom is 

lamb’s tongue detail of a reproduction of 

a Kenyon tenon saw from the tool chest 

of Benjamin Seaton . 

Above left are drills and jig used for handle holes. Above right 

drilling saw nut hole with counterbore and depth jig. 

Above is saw screw using a 

lock washer to prevent spin-

ning in handle when tightening. 

Above top is Acme saw vise Isaac 

restored and uses. Above Isaac starts 

his shaping using a paper template 

for points per inch. Using a jewelers 

file to start the V of each tooth. 

http://www.ottofrei.com/Files-Slitting-6-Inch.html
http://www.ottofrei.com/Files-Slitting-6-Inch.html
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TOOL EVENTS 

 

 

Aug. 25 – MWTCA Area P Meet. Adamstown, PA Don 

Starked@aol.com (717)367-5207. 

 

Aug. 28 – Long Island Tool Collectors Meeting and Picnic, 

Frank Brush Barn, Smithtown Historical Society, Smithtown, 

Long Island, NY 

 

Sept. 8 – Crafts Annual Picnic, Brady Camp, NJ. For Information 

check craftsofnj.org – Tailgating for members free. Displays, 

contests and prizes. 

 

Sept. 20-21 – Live Free or Die Antique Tool Auction, Holiday 

Inn, Everett Tpnk, Nashua, NH 

 

Oct. 19-20 – Fall Harvest and Sawmill Show (34th annual) – 

Jacktown Community Center, Bangor-Richmond Road, Bangor, 

PA (Jacktown PA) 

 

Nov. 1-2 – 43rd International Show/Auction – Brown Auction 

Services, Radisson Inn, Camphill, PA 

 

Nov. 3 – Crafts of New Jersey, Monthly Meeting, Host – Mason-

ic Lodge, High Bridge, NJ 

WANT ADS 
 

WANTED – Member’s email addresses.  If you have not been receiv-

ing email notices from Stew May or dues acknowledgements from 

Hank Allen, please send your email address to hankallen@verizon.net.  

HELP WITH TOOL COLLECTIONS – A retired shop teacher ,  I 

can assist you with tool collection. Finding buyers for your tools. Call 

Bob Garay (973) 398-5875 or email- takeadip@optonline.net. 

VINTAGE TOOLS  for  woodworking, machining, leather  work-

ing and more. See us at New England area tool meets, online at www-

TimelessToolsand Treasures.com or email jane@janebutler.com. 

NEED HELP disposing of your  tools or  home items?  Entire or  

partial house clean-outs available. Call Steve Zluky at 908-534-2710. 

JIMBODETOOLS.COM – The largest antique tool website on earth 

buying and selling fine antique tools.  Call Jim at 518-537-8665 or 

email jim@jimbodetools.com.  

WANTED – Molding planes made of apple wood, & better molding 

planes from Hudson River valley makers. Joe Hauck 908-236-2072. 

THE TOOL EXCHANGE –Australia’s home of fine old tools for 

sale.  Our website has over 18,000 photos of tools.  We ship to over 30 

countries. www.toolexchange.com.au   

WVTOOLS: CRAFTS member  and eBay seller  concentrating on 

bitstock tools and more. 

CHECK OUT – Tom Lamond’s yesteryearstools.com, an internet 

magazine on hand tools, their makers and their markings. 

WANTED - Bell System tools and electr ician’s pliers. Ted Da-

vidson 609-731-6915 

SAW SHARPENING -  Restoration  & sales of all types of 

saws Joe Federici - www.secondchancesawworks.com/ 

CRAFTS of New Jersey   

15 N. River Styx Rd. 

Hopatcong, NJ 07843 

mailto:Starked@aol.com
mailto:hankallen@verizon.net
mailto:jane@janebutler.com
mailto:jim@jimbodetools.com
http://www.toolexchange.com.au

