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Collecting Levels
by Don Rosebrook
I don't remember specifically why or how I
began collecting levels. My first levels were real
dogs - beat up, relatively-modern, common things
with broken vials, missing brass and lots of dings.
As time wore on my world enlarged a little and I
began to find better quality levels, but of the same
type and vintage as those that I already had. Actually, my world had enlarged from the Baton Rouge
to New Orleans corridor to include the Canton, TX
Flea Market and some antique stores and flea
markets in northwest Arkansas. Still not exactly the
best place to search for levels, but what did l know.
Top:
Combination level, plumb and inclinometer;
Precious little, that's what 1 knew. Well, after all,
LL. Davis patent Sept. 17, 1867.
I thought that was all that I needed to know.
Bottom: Tall form inclinometer with 2 7/8" dial feature,
Slowly my world continued to enlarge and I
detent stops at O and 9Qo, and full gold filigree;
LL. Davis patents Sept. 17, 1867 & March 17, 1868.
began to find older and better levels, but for the
most part they were still made by Stanley. I didn't
believe that anyone else made levels. In truth, I never
Poole and J.&H.M. Poole of Easton, Mass. [The partnerthought about it. Then there was that first trip to
ship of J.&H.M. Poole came first, well before 1850] who
Brimfield. They sold levels there that showed little if any
made levels of mahogany that were elegant in their simsigns of use. Some of them were made of rosewood. They
plicity. They are some of the most beautiful pieces of wood
actually used rosewood for levels! I- found some rosewood
that l have seen anywhere. H.M. Poole made a lot of levels
levels with concrete on them too. What a sacrilege!
later with beautiful Cuban mahogany, a heavy, sleek wood
Somewhere not long ago there was the big Beitler
with purple highlights, and sometimes used one-sided,
auction: rare levels, brass-bound rosewood levels, strange
double-scalloped brass sideviews. He also used Cuban
levels, inclinometers, metal levels with fancy cast iron
mahogany with such character that most people mistake it
filigree and gold paint. I was hooked. Collecting wasn't
for rosewood.
(continued on page 4)
ever going to be the same. For one thing, it was going to
be more expensive. I bought 13 pieces in the Beitler
auction. Far more than half of those were levels. Then
Feb. 5 - CRAFTS Meeting
Bob Stanley sold me some of the rare pieces from his
High Bridge, NJ, Masonic Lodge
collection. Yup, collecting h~ changed.
I began to acquire every catalog and reprint that I
Stanley Combination Planes
could get my hands on - always interested in the levels that
from 1870 to 1888, Models 45 & 50
they contained. I looked in auction catalogs. I went
program by Walter Jacob
everywhere that I could afford and bought everything that
(see page 2)
I could find, whether I could afford it or not. A lot of
strange makers were turning up in my office - like H.M.
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2

THE TOOL SHED- FEBRUARY 1995

If there were a Hall of Fame for tool collectors, the
Jacob brothers would flank the entrance to the Stanley
Wmg. Pioneers in collecting Stanley tools, they have built
what may be the most outstanding collection of Stanley
tools in the world. February 5 will be the fifth opportunity
for CRAFTS members to see a portion of that collection
and hear of the history behind it.
On February 5, Walter Jacob will present Stanley
Combination Planes From 1870 to 1888. These include
the Miller's, Dom's, and Traut's patent planes. The
well-known Universal Model 55 Combination Plane came
later (in 1895). Walter's presentation will feature slides of
close-up photographs and a display of combination planes
from the collection. He will also provide a workshop
demonstration of several combination planes.
In 1958, as teenagers, Walter and his brother Charles
set up a cabinetmaking shop near St. Peters, Pennsylvania.
The beginnings of today's collection were the Stanley tools
they bought to furnish that shop, which they still operate.
When they came across an early Stanley catalog, new
vistas were opened and pursued and a great collection was
underway. During their college years at West Virginia
University they continued to restore furniture and collect
tools. In 1968 the brothers received BS degrees in wood
products engineering from the WVU School of Forestry.
After college the collection grew with tools from many
sources including weekend flea markets and auctions.
Many of their tools came from the old stock of hardware
stores, which accounts for the overall high quality of the
collection.
Antique dealers, private collectors, and historical
societies are some of the clients of the Jacob Brothers'
Cabinetmaker Shop, which specializes in the conservation
and restoration of early American furniture. They occasionally produce commissioned reproductions. Their work
appears all over the world. Locally, their work appears in
the Hopewell Furnace National Historic Site, State Capitol
Building in Harrisburg, Philadelphia Maritime Museum,
and the Caleb Pussey House in Chester.
The Jacob brothers have shared their collection, their
research, and their knowledge with others in ways and
places too numerous to list. Their display of hundreds of
Stanley tools at the Stanley Tool Collectors meeting in
1993 was the largest there and was termed "world class"
by The Gristmill. Everything from the average Stanley
tool to the rare and unique were represented in a 40 foot,
four- tiered display that left viewers agape. An original
Bailey display case held Leonard Bailey pre-1869 planes,
scrapers, and spokeshaves. Don't miss the February 5
meeting for it too will be world class!
Hank Allen

PRESIDEN"r'S
COI~NER
CRAFTS has held the line on dues since the last
increase in 1990. I hope you agree with me that your ten
dollars has been one of the best bargains in the tool world.
But our costs have been moving up - as I'm sure you have
felt in your own budgets - and they have caught up with
us. The increased printing and mailing costs of our
expanded TOOLSHED and other club expenses require
action. At the December meeting of your directors, an
increase of annual dues to twelve dollars was approved, to
take effect in the 1995-96 Club year (your dues payable in
June 1995).
Some of you have been paying for two years at a time,
and these payments will be honored for the 27 members
who are paid through 1996. If you have lost track, the
number above your name on the right side of the

TOOLSHED mailing label is the last two digits of the year
in which your dues payment expires. If this number is 95,
payment in June 1995 is required to maintain membership
and to keep the TOOLSHED coming.
Herb Kean's story in THE CARPENTER has uncovered a great deal of interest in older tools among members
of the Carpenters' & Joiners' Union, and we are delighted
to welcome many of them and other new members. As
you see from the list below, club membership is expanding
well beyond the local area, and includes many who expect
no more from their membership than a subscription to the
TOOLSHED. We will do our best to ensure that this alone
is worth the dues.
Welcome to new members: John & Joan Applegate,
Sparrowbush, NY; George Barta, Cedar Rapids, IA;
Robert Bebee, Seattle, WA; Fred Beck, Springfield, OH;
Paul Bishop, Queensbury, NY; George & Janet Border,
Glen Gardner; Phil Callison, Amboy, IL; Clifford
Cameron, Champaign, IL; David Cloran, Lake Worth, FL;
Bill Collins, San Diego, CA; Michael Creanza, E.
Longmeadow, MA; Bruce Cynar, Ft. Wayne, IN; Cecil
Davis, Victorville, CA; Carl Dryden, Hersey, MI; George
Duin, Paterson, NJ; Joseph Dupre, Spokane, WA; Ray
Eiken, Seattle, WA; Kim Elliott, Loda, IL; Herbert
Ellsworth, Portland, CT; John Esposito, Hackettstown, NJ;
Clifford Fales, Lakewood, CO; Todd Friberg, Rockford,
IL; Gary Friske, Eau Claire, WI; Herman Ginder,
Allentown, PA; Jackie Glover, Evansville, IN; David
Grum, Urbana, IL; C. Gunnels, San Antonio, TX; Richard
Holmberg, Islip, NY; Stephen Holowid, Broadview

Heights, OH; Timothy Horan, St. Paul, MN; Mel Hotz,
Bartonville, IL; Mike & Susie Humphrey, Sherborn, MA;
Michael Hunter, Chicago, IL; Dennis Irish, Tacoma, WA;
Myrtle Jelli:ffe, Washington, NJ; Gary Johnston,
Tumwater, WA; Larry Johnston, Des Moines, IA; Todd
Kissam, Charlottesville, WA; William Kortum, Boise, ID;
Edward Kremer, Australia; William Kriegs, Racine, WI;
Tony Liaci, Irvington, NJ; Roger Lindner, Ypsilanti, MI;
Walter Lockyer, Hesperia, CA; Bill & Joan MacDougal,
Albuquerque, NM; James Mallon, E. Brunswick, NJ;
William Meer, Batesville, IN; Glen Miles, Stouffville,
Ontario, Canada; Charles Neaman, Sandy, UT; James
Nelson, Seattle, WA; Stuart Nelson, Everett, WA; William
O'Mahoney, Elmhurst, IL; Eugene Orrick, Mt. Vernon, IL;
Eugene & Elidia Patch, Leonia, NJ; Larry Press,
Greenlawn, NY; Norman Ralph, Newfoundland, Canada;
Samuel Rarick, Catawissa, PA; Charles Revord, Pittsfield,
MA; James Rogers, Shiloh, TN; Don Rosebrook,
Prairieville, LA; John Ruzicka, Palo Alto, CA; Mary
Sanders, Jericho, VT; Harry Schenke, Medina, OH;
Raymond Schmitt, Pittsburgh, PA; Steve Sellard, Denver,
CO; Manny Silvia, Tiverton, RI; Gerald Simon, Beverly
Hills, CA; Charles & Deborah Smith, Lake Charles, LA;
Jerome Smith, Gladstone, MO; Richard Smith,
Hackettstown, NJ; Ronald Sohsen, Davenport, IA; Roy
Staskowicz, Beacon, NY; Anthony Stella, Newport News,
VA; Brian Tyler, Farmington Hills, MI; David Wallace,
Vienna, VA; Tom & Carrie Walter, Avoca, NY; Alvin
Wangrow, Vandalia, IL; Steve & Liz Weilbacker, Manlius,
NY; Bill Winter, Riverwoods, IL; Gordon Wiser, Walnut
Creek, CA; Tom & Barbara Witte, Mattawan, MI; and
Bruce Wulff, N. Hopkins, MN.
CRAFTS Auction Will Be the Best Ever!

Our annual auction is scheduled for Saturday, April 8
at a NEW LOCATION. The Flemington Elks Club is
north of Flemington on the southbound side of Route 31,
almost opposite the Flemington Fairgrounds.
As you can see from our first flyer, the early arrivals
comprise a terrific selection of quality tools. Many of
these items are choice pieces from a prominent collection.
This is clearly an auction you do not want to miss!
At the February meeting I will distribute the detailed
flyer , for members to place in antique centers, shops, and
shows. Please give me a call if you need flyers and will not
be at the meeting. Incidentally, the February meeting is the
deadline for delivering your tools.
Finally, the auction set-up will be Friday night. We
will call the usual helpers. New volunteers for Friday night
or working the auction - please call me in the evening at
908 236-2072.
Joe Hauck
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Collecting Levels (continued) by Don Rosebrook
Other names were: McCoskrie, Watt, the Lamberts
(George & Wtlliam), Lambert Mulliken and Stackpole, and
Mulliken and Stackpole. Now I knew what l was looking
for. These things were elegant. Many were very similar to
the Pooles' levels, simple but distinctive. The woods were
again exotic. Some really were rosewood. Some were a
blackish extremely dense wood that resembles ebony.
Some were a blond wood, somewhat like satinwood or
boxwood, and some had German silver fittings. There was
a definite Boston style for levels. A little later came
Harmon, the Mason Brothers, and many, many more.
Slowly it dawned on me that there were whole series of
levels put out by these manufacturers, just as by Stanley
who was competing with the Boston makers by 1859.
Stanley jumped into the level business just as they got
into so many other businesses - they bought a company,
Hall and Knapp. I was fascinated by the idea that every
level Stanley advertised in 1859 was probably also made by
Hall and Knapp during the few brief years of their existence. I still think that's true, and I've tried to collect the
whole series of Hall and Knapp levels for that theory.
The level makers in New York and New Jersey were
also active in the middle 1800s and some of their levels also
tend to have a distinctive style. Others of these levels,
particularly those from the later 1800s, tended toward that
Stanley look. There is, however, more than sufficient
variety and quality to justify collecting these tools.
Stratton Brothers appeared on the scene. Now came
the elegant little brass-bound rosewood machinists' levels
that are so sought after today. No question about it,
Stratton levels were probably, overall, the best wooden
levels on the market. Stratton also apparently made some
levels for special order. These were standard-pattern
oversize levels or standard-size and pattern but of exotic
woods such as bird's-eye maple. These special levels are
fantastic pieces. A series of patented improvements over
the years means that there are dozens of collectible combinations of wood, pattern, length and style.
Then there were the cast iron levels, especially the
fancy filigreed levels of L.L. Davis and the Davis patent
inclinometer. Like Stratton, these levels were soon recognized as the finest metal levels on the market. Davis made
some pretty elegant wooden levels too. He used Cuban
mahogany (again often mistaken for rosewood). He used
rosewood and mahogany and cherry. His wooden levels,
like the metal ones, were produced in two stock sizes
referred to as small and large stock or regular and tall form .
Davis had his imitators too and this led to a profusion of
metal levels of varying quality and style. Patents were
issuing fast and furious now. Why things were patentable
is not always obvious either. There was some patent
4
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infringement also, I suspect. Even the Stratton Bros. name
turned up on at least 2 styles of filigreed cast iron levels.
Around the turn of the century, the flood gates opened
and men all over the United States began to patent levels.
Many of these were gradefinder or inclinometer-type levels.
These constitute one of the most collectible classes of
"levels" today. The names are familiar to many collectors:
Texas Clinometer, Deck Gravity, Protractor Level, Juney's
patent, Rowes' patent (a very early one, 1850s, with a
plumb bob that was let down with a crank), Gibson, Murray
Porter, Challenger (1860s), Helb, and Mellick. This is not
intended to be a complete list. There are many others that
mystify collectors as to their makers. Some are totally
unmarked and won't be identified until an example with a
label is located. Some are marked with only the patent date
and these await identification for a trip to the library. Many
of these patented gadget levels were patented from the
Midwest: Iowa, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, Ohio, Illinois,
and Missouri.
Then there are the sighting levels. Some of them have
only a long tube with a pin hole at one end and cross hairs
at the other. Some of them have mirrored arrangements.
Some of them have glass protective coverings over the
holes, and some do not. Some of them are forerunners of
the builder's level still used today. Some of them were
patented, and some weren't. The 0 . Hanks patent goes
back to the 1840s, for example, and this level is very
attractive with its gold trim, adjustable sights, and pivoting
pieces. Adding sights to a commercial level was common
practice: a piece of brass with a pin hole on one end and a
piece with cross hairs on the other end. These had to be
carefully made in order for them to function properly. Popup sights appeared on several types of levels. The Wood's
patent is among the more interesting mechanisms; most
other integral sights for wooden levels were only equipped
with a notch for your thumbnail to pull them up. There is
great variety in sighting levels and large differences in
quality and functionality.
The machinists' levels form another collectible class of
levels. They are usually 3 to 12 inches in length and usually
made of cast iron or brass. Again, there were several
interesting patents, as usual, for adjusting the bubble and
sometimes for function. All the major level manufacturers
of the late 1800s and early 1900s made one or more
machinists' levels, and most were of a style different from
the classic Starrett. Some of them, like the Davis levels
with their acorn end knobs, were very distinctive. Style
differences also included the placement of the vials, such as
Davis and Cook, and the triangular shapes favored by a few
makers. A few of these levels had provisions for setting a.
constant angle, such as in the Richardson patent.

The English and the Scottish took level making to new
heights. Some of the levels are so gaudy as to be overdone.
They made extensive use of ebony, rosewood, ivory, and
brass. The English and French seemed to make new special
purpose levels at a rate that rivaled the activities in our own
Midwest. Some of the English and French levels in my
collection require an advanced engineering degree just to set
them up, never mind use them. As a class of collectible
tools, English, Scottish, and European levels should provide
enough variety to satisfy the most curious collector.
Finally, I'll stop with a plug for home-made levels.
Some of the most beautiful and ingenious levels in my
collection are home made. They often feature brass parts
from commercial levels but the quality of the wood, of the
workmanship and of the imagination are r~markable. Many
of them are inlaid with geometric designs or stylized initials
of exotic wood. One type of level that lends itself to being
craftsman produced is the plumb level, which is a plumb
bob and a right triangle with perfectly flat sides. These
could be made of any wood that was handy or of brass.
There was plenty of variety in the plumb bob too.
Early, craftsman-made levels are often impossible to
assign, with certainty, to the craftsman category. Early
level makers had the maddening habit of marking their
work with no more than a paper label. When that label was
lost or became illegible, it was not intrinsically possible to
assign the product to a commercial maker. There is nearly
endless variety in levels. We haven't even touched on
pocket levels and levels made for use with a rule or square.
We haven't discussed some of the later but major producers
oflevels, such as: Disston and Morss, later Disston, Davis
and Cook, Akron, Jennings, Chapin and Chapin Stevens,
and many more. We haven't talked about the special
qualities of masons' levels, railroad levels, levels with irregularly shaped vials. We've skipped levels with batteries and
lights in each porthole. There's a whole category of inventions that might best be called rafter levels. Woods
used in levels included ebony, the rosewoods, boxwood,
cherry and other fruitwoods, oak, walnut, maple, birch, the
mahoganies, etc. There were cast iron, steel, brass, German
silver, ivory, bone, celluloid, nickeled metals, and others.
Collecting levels has become quite consuming. I hope
I have given you some insight into why I've found this type
of tool so interesting. There are as many patents applied to
levels are there are for planes. Certainly size, form, and
function are also comparable variables; intrinsic beauty of
the wood, shapes in the brass, and ... there's no end to this!

The author holding a 28" cherry
Universal Inclinometer by the Federal Tool Co.

A Disston and Morss level made for Sargent and the
Morss patent model for it dated March 12, 1878.

Bud Brown with the rare Lefebvre's patented
Apparatus for Levelling and Measuring Angles
(Brown auction preview in background).

This article first appeared in the June 1994 Newsletter of the Southwest Tool Collectors. Don Rosebrook, Ph.D.,
lives in Prairieville, Louisiana. He is a consultant in chemistry and chemical engineering, and seems to have a client
in the vicinity of every tool show or auction. He's president of Southwest, a director of Mid-West, and a member of
every tool club that he knows of. Don has been collecting levels, plow planes and marking gauges since 1988. But
it's levels that are his favorites, and he's planning a book on the history, types and construction of levels.
Ed.
THE TOOL SHED - FEBRUARY 1995
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Book Review

David got the level; but Mom and Pop caught the collecting
bug. In no time at all they were searching the flea markets,
A Guide to the Makers of American
antique shows and auctions for old tools, and thus began
Wooden Planes, Third Edition
what would soon become an extraordinary collection. And,
By Emil and Martyl Pollak, Astragal Press
it was not long before their interest focused on American
Mendham, NJ, 1994 softbound, 462 p, $35.
wooden planes.
Despite their initial enthusiasm, not all went as
What Hath "Guide" Wrought by Robert Fridlington
smoothly
as the Pollaks would have liked. They quickly
A look at Pollaks' Third Edition
discovered how difficult it was to obtain reliable
information about tools and their makers. So, they began
Things change. It is hard to believe now, but there was
to
accumulate all the information they could find. At first
a time not long ago when wooden planes were not
this
was for their own use, but they soon began to think
necessarily the premier items on the tool collector's shelf
about making their research available to other collectors as
It is even harder to imagine that there was also a time when
well.
They perceived that information on makers' imprints
an imprint on a wooden plane did not count for much. And,
would
become particularly valuable. So in 1983, only three
who remembers when the collector's only concern with
years
after
that fateful encounter with the brass-bound level
wedges was whether they looked "proper" or "replaced"?
'
they brought out the first edition of A Guide to American
All of these thoughts - and a lot more - came to
Wooden Planes and Their Makers.
mind as I turned the pages of the impressive third edition
Published as a compact handbook, the first edition was
of Emil & Martyl Pollak's A Guide to the Makers of
a huge success and immediately became the essential book
American Wooden Planes. Of course, the three editions of
for
wooden plane collectors. One consequence of
this book ("Guide") were not responsible for all of the
publication
was the new information sent to them by
changes that have taken place, but I can think of no other
readers. So much new information was received that in
work that has had quite the same influence in shaping the
1987 they published a second edition, which greatly
direction and emphasis of tool collecting. With a Guide in
expanded
the number of biographical entries and the
hand anyone could become an expert in names, dates,
number
of
makers' imprints. The second edition also
locations and imprints. And, even if one were not able to
included about 600 wedge outlines with the entries for
collect prized planes with rare imprints, one could at least
individual makers (the first edition had only 46 wedges and
talk knowledgeably and confidently about makers ranging
those
were in a separate chapter), and it introduced the "star
from Francis Nicholson living in Wrentham to E. Sanford
system"
for judging the relative rarity of many of the
& Co. operating in Ft. Demoin.
imprints. And still more information came in! In 1989 A
The Pollaks have introduced a new vocabulary.
Supplement to American Wooden Planes was published,
Today's well-informed collectors nod sagely as they inspect
which
contained additional imprints, and for the first time,
a wooden plane and knowingly proclaim it to be a
a geographic directory of makers.
"-"iour-starII or a II two-starII or - heaven forfend! - an
Now we have the third edition, bigger (7" x 10" page
"FF", the latter term (found frequently) almost always
size;
462 pages) and better than ever. Indeed, even its title
uttered with a slight curl of the lip. Wedges, which were
has
changed.
Originally "A Guide to American Wooden
once merely wedges untouched by celebrity, now are
Planes and Their Makers", the work is now "A Guide to the
carefully classified and labeled so that one can describe a
Makers of American Wooden Planes"; a subtle but distinct
particular maker's wedge as a "Bl", and no further
shift in emphasis and a title that
explanation is necessary.
probably describes its content
Like so many others, Emil and
more
accurately. This is a work of
Martyl Pollak fell into tool
major
importance. The rear cover
collecting almost by chance. Their
boasts
that
it contains almost 40%
story differs not in how they got
more information than the second
started, or what they collect, or
edition.
It has 2,000 biographical
how many they have, but in what
entries
for
plane makers, 2,200
they have done to share their
makers' imprints (with about
knowledge with others. It began
1,500 rated for relative rarity), and
some 15 years ago at a flea market
930
wedge outlines. An interestwhere they bought an old,
ing aspect of the increase in imbrass-bound level as a gift for their
prints
is the number of imprint
son David who had recently
variations
used by some of the
opened a woodworking shop. En:iil & Martyl at Brown Auction preview with $15,500
F · Nicholson crown moulder sold to an absentee bidder.
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makers. For example, in the second edition there are five
imprints for E.W. Carpenter compared with twelve in the
third edition. Imprints for C.S. See have increased from
two to nine. And, Israel White's imprints have jumped from
nine to nineteen. For many makers there is also an increase
in the number of wedge outlines.
A Pollak contribution that caught everyone's attention
was the relative rarity rating introduced in the second
edition. These ratings are maintained in the new edition
with one modification. Persuaded that a special category
was needed for unique or almost unique imprints, the
Pollaks have introduced a new "five-star" rating to denote
imprints of which there are believed to exist fewer than 10
examples. There are not many of these imprints -- about 46
imprints for 3 7 makers by rough count. Sometimes,
however, the rules seem to get a little blurred. For
Mockridge & Francis, for example, it is only the three-arm
plow that is awarded five stars and not their other planes
with their all-too-common imprints.
Despite the substantial new information in the third
edition, the changes in four-star ratings from the second
edition are modest. I counted 63 of the rare four-star
ratings (55 makers) in the second edition. Of these, 57
have four or five stars in the third edition and 6 have
slipped to three stars. In the third edition I counted 201
four and five star imprints ( 151 makers). This threefold
increase in rare imprints came from: 57 that were previously 4 star, 52 for makers who were in the second edition
but not rated, 44 new imprints for makers who were in the
second edition, 34 upgrades from lower ratings, and 14 for
makers new to the third edition.
Simply to look through the makers' imprints is to take
a magical journey back in time. There is so much to stir
one's interest; so many questions come to mind. How did
the Antarctic Co. in New York get its name? And who is
not just a little curious about J.A. Sex & Co.? What
manner of men were those partners with the wonderfully
Dickensian names of Peck & Crouch? Did J.S.& B. Lape,
who worked in Indiana and signed their planes Madison, IA
have trouble with their mail? There is just no end to this!
And how do the authors keep track of all the information -- names, dates and other assorted lore? Is everything
loaded into a data base for instant retrieval at the touch of
a computer key? The Pollaks process their data the oldfashioned way, on index cards. All information on a maker
is recorded on a card, a copy of the maker's imprint is taped
to its face, and the card is filed alphabetically. New
information is added as it is acquired. The more important
makers, those whose biographical data or multiple imprints
cannot be compressed onto a card, get their own file folders.

The new edition retains most of the components of its
predecessors. If the essay on What's a Plane Worth? does
not answer all one's questions, it remains the best analysis
that has been written on the slippery subject of wooden
plane value. One section omitted from the third edition is
the Maybe list, a collection of names that had been reported, but never included among the makers because not
enough was known about them. This list was an interesting
feature and was probably responsible for countless old
planes being dusted off and examined. But because of the
Pollaks' care and thoroughness, the maybes had only an
outside chance to make the third edition listings. By my
count only 27 of 241 maybes survive as legitimate makers.
Any discussion of the Guide should not omit mentioning that its first edition signaled the launching of Astragal
Press. In 1983 when the Pollaks decided to become their
own publisher, they needed a publisher's imprint. They
chose the name Astragal Press, which seemed particularly
suited to a publisher of a book on wooden planes. And
besides, recalls Emil, "It had a nice sound to it." Although
the first work published was an immediate success, one
could not have predicted the future that was ahead for
Astragal Press. Through hard work, imagination and
unerring judgment, the Pollaks have built it into the foremost publisher of tool books today and a tremendously
influential force in the tool collecting field.
It should also be pointed out that despite their close
identification with American wooden planes, Emil and
Martyl continue to be interested in a wide variety of other
early tools. Remember, it all started with a brass-bound
level! Their approach is eclectic and can even be whimsical.
They collect those things that attract them, sometimes
because of aesthetic appeal, sometimes simply because it is
fun. Under these guidelines they have assembled an array
of planes from other parts of the world, braces, levels,
travelers, drills, measuring devices and primitives. Emil
has a weakness for surface gauges; Martyl likes dancing
master calipers. And so it goes. Whatever the tool, their
taste is impeccable. About 80 pieces from their collection
are included in the current exhibition, Tools: Working
Wood in Eighteenth-Century America, in the DeWitt
Wallace Gallery in Colonial Williamsburg.
Their Guide, however, is devoted to wooden planes and
their makers. The result of prodigious research, it maintains the same high standards of scholarship that distinguished earlier editions. Anyone interested in old tools will
find it a superb resource. Anyone interested in wooden
planes will find it indispensable. Emil and Martyl Pollak
are to be commended. They are rare. They each deserve
five stars!

*****

Robert Fridlington is a former editor of the Tool Shed and a frequent contributor. The Pollaks have agreed to answer any questions
that CRAFTS members may have on the third edition in the June Tool Shed. Send your questions to Hank Allen before February 28.
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The Sloane-Stanley Museum
by Bill McDougall
I have just finished
patching the well-worn
cover of my favorite tool
book, A Museum of Early
American Tools by Eric
Sloan.
When I began collecting tools 25 years ago this
book, which was published
in 1964, as well as Henry
Mercer's
Ancient
Carpenters' Tools, first
published in 1929, and
W.L. Goodman's History
of Woodworking Tools,
also published in 1964,
were the only books on the
subject that I knew were
available to collectors. In
this remote part of the
country these had to be
purchased from a book locator service. Last month, thanks
to my good friend Hank Allen, I had the chance to visit the
Sloane-Stanley Museum in Kent, Connecticut while we were
on our way to the Crane auction in Nashua.
The museum, opened in 1969, is funded by the state and
operated by the Connecticut Historical Commission, who we
thank for permission to take pictures for this article. The 12
acre site and the museum building were donated by the
Stanley Works of New Britain to commemorate its 125th
anniversary as a tool manufacturer. Also on the grounds are
the ruins of a 19th century pig iron furnace and a log cabin
complete with an open stone fireplace.
The museum is open from mid-May through October.
You can call 203-927-3849 for details.

Bill McDougall, a retired builder, has always lived
in Albuquerque.
Bill and a portion of his
collection were pictured in the February 1991
issue of Smithsonian magazine. An inveterate
tool buff, he attends every major tool auction and
meeting in the country! He is a past-president of
both the Southwest and Rocky Mountain Tool
Collectors, and is a director of Mid-West and a
new member of CRAFTS.
Ed.
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Seeing Eric Sloane's total collection, with each piece
placed by him in an appropriate setting in the wooden
barn-like structure, was just like opening his book for the
very first time many years ago. His love of and respect for
the old tools and implements made and used by our
ancestors is evident in each display. At times I felt as
though he were standing near me and had returned to pick up
an axe or chisel or hammer. As he once said, "Closing your
hand around a worn wooden hammer handle is very much
like reaching back into the years and feeling the very hand
that wore it smooth."
Many of the tools are those illustrated in Sloane's book,
and in the museum's displays they are grouped about
enlargements of their illustrations in the book (or perhaps
the original drawings, we don't know). The four tool photos
in this article are representative of the type of display you
can look forward to visiting. Here are the tools of
lumbermen, builders and woodworkers, the implements and
treen of the farm and household, and the tools of the
blacksmith, cooper, coachmaker, wheelright, tanner and
other craftsmen. And all were placed, and remain today,
exactly where and how Eric Sloane wished them to be
viewed.
Most pieces on display are what we call primitives and
would be treasured by most collectors. But few are
extremely rare with the possible exception of an L. Bailey
Victor plane through which he lovingly drilled a hole and
nailed to a beam over a display of common wooden planes!

Tools for Boring

Reamers

Following Sloane's death his studio was faithfully
recreated in a new wing of the museum, which was also
donated by the Stanley Works, and was furnished with many
of his personal items. We saw his favorite chair, typewriter,
paint brushes, awards and many other items that were part
of his personal life.
On the mantle of his studio fireplace were carved his
words to live by. As a youth he was sitting in the back row
in an old fashioned revival meeting when the preacher, who
was pretty wound up, pointed directly to him and screamed,
"The providence of God is your salvation!" Sloane had
carved into his mantle face, "The providence of God is my
salvation." On closer examination I saw that his motto was
deeply carved in a plank that was attached to the mantle
front. The reason for this, I was told, was that he had been
married several times and had found it expedient to pack up
the plank along with his clothes each time the fire of love in
a marriage went out. Who says you can't take it with you?
I've always thought it was classy to have a motto carved
on one's fireplace mantle. One of New Mexico's late
governors, who obviously didn't belong to Sloane's church,
had carved on the mantle in his Albuquerque home, "Si me
voy al diablo me voy en buen caballo." (If I'm going to the
devil, I'll ride a good horse.)
It is a concern to me that this wooden museum building
has no fire protection and that its upkeep is suffering as a
result of the lower priority given to historic sites by the state.
The Mercer Museum in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, which
was designed by Henry Mercer and built by him and a small
crew, is made entirely of poured-in-place concrete and the
doors are made of steel. Unlike the Mercer,the SloaneStanley Museum is quite vulnerable to fire, water and
break-ins. If you share my concern, a contribution to the

Bark Spuds

museum would help assure that this unique collection is
available to future generations of collectors. Your
tax-deductible contribution can be sent to David White, 59
South Prospect Street, Hartford, CT 06106.
In the late 70s Eric Sloane moved to Tesuque, New
Mexico 70 miles north of Albuquerque. Some of his
paintings were displayed in the Fenn Gallery in Santa Fe,
where for as little as $50,000 you could take home a nice oil
painting of clouds or a landscape "new in the box."
Eric Sloane, artist, writer, defender and cultural historian
of Americana, was born Everard Jean Hinrichs in New York
City in 1905 and died in 1985 . His widow still lives in
Northern New Mexico.
Looking out the window of his recreated studio, visitors
can see the large boulder over the final resting place of his
ashes. On a small bronze plaque on the boulder are the
words, "God knows I tried." You tried, Mr. Sloane; you
tried and you succeeded. May you rest in peace.
~

~

~

~

Nail-Making Display
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The Eitel-Flash PlieRench
by Al Hodge
The week after the '93 picnic I visited Frank Kingsbury
Exposition, Chicago, August 1922. This has 3 jaws, one flat
and his admirable wrench collection. On the way home I
with 90 and 45 degree grooves, one straight chain nose with
stopped at a used book store and, being under Frank's
transverse grooves (called the "wirejaw"), and one pipe jaw.
influence, came out with a 64 page sales brochure (copyright
If by the way you find a pipe jaw with the first two teeth
1922) for the Eifel-Flash PlieRench published by the aptlyground off, that was a deliberate modification for the
named "The Flash Sales Corp'n" of Chicago. Together with
purpose of inserting cotter pins. The 8 l/2-B-1922 also has
a February 1923 transmittal letter to a gentleman in Blair
a wire cutter slot.
County Pennsylvania, it offers some information on the early
The brochure proceeds to photographs of various stunt
history of the tool, the sales methods used, and a bit of
demonstrations suitable for the rubes at an exposition and to
comedy in the form of exaggerated claims for its utility.
photos of various uses most of which would bugger things
The letter offers an "exclusive territory" for "a couple of
up just as thoroughly as a vise grip.
weeks" for either Proposition 1 (8 three jaw wrenches with
Having gotten the preliminaries out of the way, Mr.
holsters for $24.00) or Proposition 2 (4 three jaw wrenches
Eifel proceeds to applications including automobiles (cuts
with holsters for $12.80) with suggested resale list of $5.50
and photos of touring cars), trucks and farm tractors (more
each, not to be discounted below $4.85 each. This bypassed
cuts and photos), wireless telegraphy (photo of the U.S.
the distributor-retailer network of the time and, apparently
wireless station at Arlington, Virginia), airplanes (photo of
successfully, sought a rather high price compared to other
an NC-4, the Navy plane that flew to Europe via the
tool prices of that era. I
Azores),
steam transsuspect it also provided a
portation (cut of Mallet
means
of
making
locomotive),
shipping
exaggerated claims that a
(photo of Cunard liner
responsible distributor or
"The Majestic"), and office
retailer would not have
buildings (photo of the
tolerated.
Wrigley Building). In short,
The brochure, written
the PlieRench replaced
by Joseph Eifel, "Efficiency
•·•
entire tool kits and took care
Engineer and Inventor",
of all the wonders of the
gives the first patent
age. Buried in all of this
application date as June 26,
were two claims that I
1912 and the allowed date
PlieRench shown with its two other jaws.
enjoyed:
of May 2, 1916. The patent attorney is said to have repeated
a. "used in construction, erection and maintenance of radio
a common saying of the time, "One is not a mechanic unless
equipment"
one has invented a wrench" (which probably accounts for
b. "the most powerful and convenient nutcracker ever
some of the items in Frank's collection). The first handmade
made"
model is shown as having one jaw with a small auxiliary
The design principle of the PlieRench appears to be
piece that appears to be intended to fit on a jaw to provide a
unique. The moveable leg of the pliers terminates in a 2
round grip. The first PlieRench from forgings, produced in
tooth sector of a gear, the pitch line of the gear being only
December 1917, is designated as Model 1918 and was sold
9/16" from the pivot point. Each jaw has an "L" shape, one
at the Chicago Automobile Show of January 1918. The
leg of the L being a rack. This yields parallel motion of the
brochure states, "It received spontaneous approval and
jaw combined with a high lever ratio at the cost of a short
hundreds of the tools were sold; but owing to failure of the
travel distance for the jaw. This problem is solved by
manufacturer to deliver according to contract, the orders
mounting the pivot point in an angled slot permitting the
could not be filled". This one would be a rare model indeed
gear and rack to be disengaged and the jaw repositioned.
if found. The Model 1918 had 2 jaws, one flat and the other
The same disengagement permits replacement of the jaw by
a sort of bent chain nose.
jaws of alternate design.
The next model is the 8 inch-A-1921 made for sale at
The tool and the sales methods were obviously
the first Pageant of Progress Exposition, Chicago, August
successful. They went on for years adding more and more
1921. This is a 3 jaw model, adding a straight chain nose to
jaws to the kit. Paul Weidenschilling reports seeing one with
the two above. The model promoted in the brochure is the
a pipe cutter jaw. A history of the later models and jaws
8 1/2 inch-B-1922, shown at the second Pageant of Progress
would be interesting.
10
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make them that way. The plane in question has its wedge
captured on both sides, and it is signed: -- P. Sargent /
Concord I N.H.

A Rare Double Coping Plane
Just when you have a handle on something, like wooden
planemaking, something usually comes along that knocks a
few of your well-formed theories into a cocked hat.
Normally, an irregularity in planemaking occurs with a
homemade plane. Here the unexplained can be resolved by
merely writing off the maker as unknowledgeable,
incompetent or just a kook. But, when the weirdness occurs
in a well-crafted, factory-made plane, you have to scratch
your head.
Such a situation happened to me recently. I received a
plane from my son in Maine that had both of us puzzled. At
first glance it looked like a double coping plane. Looking
closer, you might call it a sill plane. Looking even closer,
you would hesitate to call it either. After searching the
literature and making a few phone calls, I homed in on the
answer. But first - the plane's description.
Its most perplexing characteristic is that it was made
from one piece of wood (beech). See the photo below. All
the double coping planes I have seen were made from two
pieces, - the stock and the grip. In most cases these were put
together perpendicular to each other, and in a few rarer cases
at an angle around 60 degrees. Almost all double coping
planes have their grips fence the work. This one does not.

Double Coping Plane, P. Sargent

If you look at the body from the front view (see the
sketch), you can see three more peculiarities: the body cross
section is tapered, the wedge and the iron are tilted on an
angle, and - this plane exits the chips on the same side that
the grip is on, contrary to the standard double coping plane.
If it were not for the fact that the profile is ½", you
might mistake it for a large sill plane. However, the drip cut
for a sill plane is generally less than¼" wide. Also, all the
sill planes I have seen have their wedges "open" on one side,
probably because they are homemade and it was easier to

GRIP

'L - - - --

--

---

' BODY

// / / / / ' / , / / ' /BENCH /·'
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/
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Front View: Double Coping Plane in Working Position

Here's my feeling why this plane is different from the
double coping planes that we all know:
1. In Ken Roberts' book Wooden Planes in 19th Century
America, a plane similar to this one is shown on page 258.
Roberts calls it 18th century. It carries no maker's mark.
Since getting my plane, I have talked to many of my dealer
friends in an effort to get another, but most of them never
even knew such a plane existed. Bill Gustafson and Roger
Smith were aware of these peculiar planes, and Roger had
one that was unmarked and felt to be 18th century. It's very
likely that Sargent copied his one-piece design from this
earlier style. The obvious reason for the two-piece design
was to save wood. Maybe Sargent had plenty of wood and
didn't care about this factor.
2. The tapered body was produced to maintain a
minimum wall thickness between the wedge and the right
side of the body. It could have been untapered and wider,
but that would have made it more difficult for chip exiting,
and look less professional.
3. The wedge and iron are tilted to prevent an "open"
side to the wedge. A real planemaker would never allow the
wedge to be anything but captured on both sides (he also
would not eat quiche). This tilted characteristic is seen in
French sash casement planes where the profile is similar to
this plane. There are other ways that this could have been
done, but this badger plane style seems to fit the bill.
4. The chips exit to the right, or !fil when the plane is
laying on its left side, as in the sketch. In this position the
left side is riding on the work and the chips cannot exit
anywhere except the right side, the same side as the grip.
So there you have it. I'm sure everyone will sleep better
tonight -- now that this earth-shaking mystery is solved.
Herb Kean
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The Brown Auction
by Jack Whelan
Records were shattered at the Brown Antique Tool Auction
October 29 in Morgantown, PA. The gross of $196,805 and the
average lot price of almost $286 set new marks. A crown molder
with the earliest F · NICHOLSON mark reached an American
auction high of $15,500.
Bud Brown's ability to find the highest quality tools was very
evident in the caliber of tools offered. The collection of Dr. Barnet
Delson provided a number of exceptional rarities, and this was
rounded out by consignments from other advanced collectors. The
fact that Bud could do this while resisting the current trend toward
the practice of charging a buyer's premium is a tribute to his
reputation. A superb catalog displaying these treasures attracted
about 300 bidders from 32 states, Bermuda, Canada, and England
(justifying the description as an international auction).
The earliest New England planes did exceptionally well. Two
almost identical complex molders (cove and reverse ogee with
fillet) brought $8000 and $9000 from a very knowledgeable
collector of Wrentham planes. The first was signed by
F.NICHOLSON and the other by CE CHELOR, both with the
same "LIVING IN WRENTHAM" stamp. It is almost impossible
to resist the speculation that both were made by Chelor, the first
while he was a slave owned by Nicholson and the second after he
was given his freedom (in 1753) and set up his own business.
Another Chelor plane which brought more than the expected price
was a rare Yankee plow, being hammered at $7 500.
Among the other big-ticket items was a prototype (marked
#3) of the plane described in Bailey's first patent, claiming the
rocking frog blade adjustment principle. It brought $4900. A
Stanley #12 3/4 scraper, nearly new in the original box, sold for
$3500. The less common Stanley pieces in general did well; for
example, an early # I bench plane was won for $1100 and a later
model brought $950. Stanley pieces don't even have to be very old
if they are in new condition in their original box. The Stanley Four
Square Jack Plane was still being made in 1935, but two went for
$825 and $900. (It had a price tag of$3.75 when new!)
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Spring Auction Schedule

The first of the major auctions for 1995 is
David Stanley's International Catalog Auction
on March 25 in England (call Mechanick's
Workbench 508 748-1680 for a catalog). It
will feature the English and continental portion
of Al Bates' collection. A Spring Tool Show
and Catalog Auction will be held by Tom Witte
(616 668-4161) in Indianapolis on March 31
and April 1. Barry Hurchalla (610 323-0333)
will have a Sunday auction of "Select Tools" in
Reading on April 2. The next Saturday, April
8, is our own auction in Flemington, NJ. Then,
Richard Crane, Your Country Auctioneer, (603
478-5723) will hold his annual Show and
Catalog Auction on April 21 & 22 in Nashua.
Crane and Hurchalla also have regular listed
auctions; call them for details.

Patented plows are still producing spirited bidding. An
E.W.Carpenter patent sold for $3400, and a Chapin-Rust for
$3700. A particularly attractive member of the goosewing axe
selection, with a beautifully decorated 20" blade, brought $1025.
Although the high priced items are the news-makers, don't get
the impression that only high rollers should attend Bud's auctions
(I was there!). There were many fine tools for the user and
collector which were acquired for less than $100.
As a fitting prologue to this exceptional auction, the appetizer
was an excellent show on the afternoon before by some of the best
tool dealers from the U.S., England, and Canada. Tables (105 of
them) groaned with fine selections, and trade was brisk.
The superb service that Bud has created (in association with
Alan Bates in the early stages) faces changes. Brown Auction
Services has been acquired by Mickey Holmes. Bud promises a
smooth transition with few changes in the basic operation. He will
"continue to be involved, aiding and advising Mickey for some
time to come."
Mickey Holmes is no stranger to tool collecting. Recently
retired after 14 years as Executive Director of the Sugar Bowl, he
has been a Director of the Southwest Tool Collectors Association
and the Early American Industries Association. He joined
CRAFTS in 1992, our first Louisiana member. He describes
himself as a "people and promotions" person, and looks forward
to working with Bud to continue the growth of a fine organization.

CRAFTS members only may have a free 5 line (40 word) ad that
is primarily related to the exchange of tools or information. Each
additional line (over 5) is $1 . Send to: Stuart Shippey, 251 Hillside
Ave., Chatham NJ 07928-1732 (FAX 201 301-9781). All ads
accepted on a space permitting basis. Please print/type.

FOR SALE:

STANLEY Cast Iron #36 LEVEL $35, folding-handle
DRAWKNIFE $45, 20-piece family TOOL CASE black walnut - made in
Shelburne Falls, Mass. by H.S. SHEPARDSON & Co. $150. hi John
Ruzicka, 261 Iris Way, Palo Alto, CA 94303

