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INTRODUCTION





  For almost 25 years I have been writing short articles about antique tools. Some were merely stories, while others were informational or how-to-do treatises. They were mostly written for The Tool Shed, the periodical for the Collectors of Rare And Familiar Tools Society (CRAFTS) of New Jersey tool club. But others were published in The New Book of Knowledge encyclopedia; Carpenter magazine, from the United Brotherhood of Carpenters & Joiners of America; Chip Chats magazine, from the National Wood Carvers Association; The Chronicle, from the Early American Industries Association; and Patinagram, from the Potomac Antique Tools and Industries Association. In all I wrote over 100 articles for these organizations as well as many other museums, libraries and newspapers. The 50 that are reprinted here are a sampling of the ones that I consider the best.




  Many of the stories have a bit of humor running through them. Some are more technical presentations. A few are accounts of trips taken by myself and my wife, Doris, including a lot of fond memories and nostalgia. But all have as their basic theme: ANTIQUE TOOLS.




  The cartoons (except the “exploding window” one, done by my wife) were created by the late Harry O’Neill, our Vice President in the early days of CRAFTS. The photography was done by Bob Garay, our current Tool Shed editor.




  The year each article was written is under the title. They are not in chronological order. So watch out for references to prices or times (such as “years ago”), etc. You will have to correlate them with the year written.




  I am still writing and giving presentations. It is a super hobby in addition to collecting. It’s nice to know that some of these stories and articles got a chuckle from the original readers. Some gave new information. Hopefully this compilation will entertain and inform you as well.
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  THE BEGINNING (2001)




  One of the most frequent questions asked of anyone who makes a hobby presentation is, “How did you get started in that field?” I get that one all the time. It’s a legitimate question, and when it’s directed at a “storyteller,” the answer is usually an interesting one. Here is mine.




  A few years before the 1976 Bicentennial my wife Doris was assisting an interior decorator (now called interior designer) in redoing the office of an executive of a large corporation. He was known to be a “man’s man,” and he mentioned that he would like to have his office reflect that. Doris and her friend weren’t sure what that meant, so they asked me. I felt that it had to do with the individual, but on a general basis it would mean that the fellow liked sports, hunting, fishing, horseback riding, etc.




  So they asked the executive if he wanted guns, deer heads, fishing equipment or the likes adorning the walls. He didn’t hunt, fish or ride, nor was he deeply interested in any given sport. No help there. But he stated that whatever they chose to do would probably be OK, as long as they advised him first.




  They needed small furniture, pictures, and accessories in addition to the “manly objects,” so they made an appointment with one of their dealers. I was asked to come along as the sherpa porter to lug all the stuff back. I had been on those forages before and they were awfully boring. I usually fell asleep in the wagon waiting for them to finish their buying.




  This time I brought along a book to read, but never got very far into it before I fell asleep. I was rudely awakened by the girls tugging at my arm in a very excited manner. “We found the manly stuff,” they kept saying over and over. In somewhat of a daze I was lead into the shop where the owner was all smiles and welcoming me profusely. (He never thought much of me before, as I usually turned my nose up at his “lovely things.”)




  He took me to the back of the shop and gingerly took a cloth off a pile of unbelievable junk. Almost everything was rusted or falling apart. He was able to force a smile as he told me how “utterly perfect these things would be for the job. And they would be free for the taking!” His basic purpose was to get them out of his shop as quickly and as quietly as possible. They were originally brought in by his helper as part of an estate buy. The helper, a local lad, never realized how offensive this “pile of junk” was to his sophisticated New Yorker boss.




  I took Doris aside and told her that if taking this junk would make a better deal for the other stuff she was buying, I would load it into the wagon last, and drop it off at the dump on the way home. Everyone was happy.




  However, it rained on the way home, and I decided to dump the junk the next day. But that night I was overcome by curiosity. I took a few pieces from the wagon into the basement to try to make head or tail out of what they did. It was fairly obvious that they were tools or implements of some kind, but their functions were still a question. I had to put some of the parts together like a jig-saw puzzle. But slowly the answers came. They were very old carpenter tools, in such a state of disrepair that they were almost unrecognizable.




  I cleaned up an old wooden brace with brass sides which were previously black with oxidation. It really didn’t look that bad. Pretty enough to satisfy the girls, and gutsy enough to be considered manly. Maybe that wacko dealer was not so far off after all. I quickly took it up to Doris, who proclaimed in utter amazement that, “The finish looks like good furniture, and it could easily be considered a handsome piece.” She had to immediately phone her friend to tell her that the decoration problem was solved. Just a call to the exec for approval was all that was needed. Woe unto me, I had just hoisted myself on my own petard. I would now have to clean and fix all these “manly” pieces.




  “Yes, yes, old tools would be terrific conversation pieces, but someone would have to explain what they were,” was the approval response. I was getting deeper and deeper into this thing, and curiously not minding it as much as I let on. The only two references available were Eric Sloane’s book A Museum of Early American Tools and Henry Mercer’s book Ancient Carpenters’ Tools. But they were enough to do the job, as the ones not in the book I kept for myself.




  The evenings during the next week were exciting for me, as one by one I got those old relics to work and look like something. Doris kept bringing me cool drinks in the basement, as she realized that she had to keep my spirits up. (I did an enormous amount of complaining.) I put the smaller pieces on barn boards, and made narrow shelves for the larger ones. Naturally, I was the one who had to mount them in the office.




  When the Monday morning came, after the weekend of redecorating, the executive was enthralled with the tools. The girls were a little disappointed that he didn’t look at all their other work first. But all-in-all it was a huge success.




  The leftovers formed my new hobby. I started with a dozen or so antique tools and never looked back. That day, in that shop, was a true red letter event in my life, and it became the starting point for this book.
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  NO TOOLING TODAY (1986)




  Some summers ago, Doris and I decided to take a Sunday ride to the Catskills — just for the scenery. When we are out for a ride, and not antiquing, the “rule” is that only once or twice during the day am I allowed an antique stop. I was feeling guilty about the fiasco of a ride we had the week before, so I benevolently announced that there would be “no tooling today.” The look of disbelief I got was based upon instant replays of years of similar announcements.




  I was a prince of a person all morning, but at lunch we stopped at a restaurant that had tools hanging on the walls. I had long since refrained from sneering at these touristy tools, because I once found an Aaron Smith complex molder in just such a place. The owner and I talked a bit while waiting for the meal, and I found out that he bought most of his collection from an antique dealer “up in the woods.” He graciously gave me directions (once I was sure Doris was out of earshot).




  Now I’m not the world’s best on directions, particularly when the other guy is all screwed-up also. So when I got lost trying to pull off the let’s-try-this-back-road-for-the-terrific­scenery trick, I had to admit that my no-tooling promise would have to be scrapped on the pile of good intentions. She was delighted to get in one of her famous “I knew you couldn’t do it!” remarks. It seemed like a fair exchange.




  However, after two wrong farmhouses and a kid on a bike, we finally found the dealer. He wasn’t in the woods, but in the sticks — the type of area Doris calls “ticky-tacky,” and is filled with junk cars, falling-down barns, and old appliances on the front porches. But, he did have a quonset hut with a sign reading ANTIQUES. I mentioned that it didn’t appear as if he had much of interest, and I’d only be a few minutes. Besides, as late as it now was, we could start right back and have a nice leisurely dinner at one of our favorite country inns.




  It was miserably hot that day, and Doris decided to come into the hut rather than wait in the car. The hut held an unusual array of saleable items that surprised both of us, but unfortunately the meager number of tools were all of the farm type. We picked out some nice things, and as we were paying the fellow, I asked the stereotyped question (more out of habit than reason), “Do you have any other tools somewhere else?”




  He took us to a rusty 20-foot truck trailer attached to the back of the hut. When he opened the trailer door, all I can remember is the Red Sea opening up to a full display of Fourth of July fireworks! The whole trailer was loaded, and I mean loaded, with tools. He explained that he got these tools sometime back but had no room in the hut, so he bought the trailer just for them. “Trouble is I haven’t put up a sign yet, and I keep forgetting to mention them,” he apologized. It seemed to me that he really wanted to hold onto them for a while, but even though nothing was priced, he did say everything was for sale. The parallel about the kid in the candy shop couldn’t come close to matching this situation.




  Most of the tools were routine, but I could see snatches of greatness here and there, and I knew it was going to take some digging. Doris completely gave up at this point, went back to the car, turned on the air conditioning, and curled up with her Sunday New York Times — which she always brings along for such emergencies.




  There was some semblance of order to the piles and shelves. All augers were in one spot, and axes and saws were in others. Planes were scattered, but the metal planes were all on two racks of shelves. It was the first time I ever saw Stanley planes complete— all depth stops, cutters, etc. Boxes of blades were with each piece, not always the right box, but everything matched up in the end.




  It didn’t take long before the blast-furnace temperature in that trailer had me wringing wet. It’s amazing how physical discomforts can disappear when the adrenaline is flowing. I was an absolute mess of sweat and dirt, but grinning like a banshee.




  I found an entire set of Japanese tools, which I had never seen before, and I became intrigued with figuring them out. She-who-must-be-obeyed started complaining about the late hour, and as the station wagon was going to be filled anyway, I left the Japanese stuff behind. Also left behind were hundreds of common planes that I didn’t take out into the light to check for signatures. Eighteenth-century planes were not that popular then.




  But my keepers were loaded as fast as I could get them through his “checkout.” This consisted of pricing by armfuls, but with some lapses of logic. For example, a #45 was the same price as a #41. Beech plows and boxwood plows were equal — but braces with brass on them were more expensive than the all wood ones. I also had to buy some pieces that he was “pushing,” such as four crummy hand saws. We made a date for a return trip, and the Catskills became one of my favorite rides.




  Most of the tools taken from this trailer were cleaned up and sold to the original members of CRAFTS, way back in the days of the Saturday Sales in Chatham. The rest are in my collection and still stir fond memories of that exciting day.




  P.S. With me looking like a coal miner and the car loaded to the roof rack, Doris and I never made it to the fancy inn for dinner. One more broken promise created by the lure of antique tools.
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  GOOSEWING AXES (1985)




  Tool Shed Editor’s Note: The following is a slightly revised version of an article that first appeared in The Tool Shed in September, 1979. Nothing in these pages, before or since, stirred so much interest. Even today, more than five years later, we receive requests for copies — two arrived just before Christmas. Because the article continues to draw attention, we thought that it would be appropriate to reprint it.




  The goosewing is one of the most celebrated of all the edge cutting tools. According to Eric Sloane, it once competed in an art contest! Although indicators exist that it might have been used as a medieval fighting axe, it is a functional broad axe used basically for hewing.




  Various shapes have their origins in different countries and are known as turkey wings, angel wings, etc. The earliest shape shown in Mercer’s Ancient Carpenters’ Tools is the Central European style of the 16th century. See Fig. 1. The bulk of the American axes were made in Pennsylvania from the 18th to the mid-19th centuries. See Fig. 2. However, foreign axes have been made well into the 20th century. German troop trucks carried goosewings as utility side axes during World War II. Some axes are still made in Scandinavia and Spain, and reproductions are coming out of Austria even today.




  
[image: Fig. 1. Right-Handed]





  Fig. 1. Right-Handed




  [image: Fig. 2. Left-Handed]




  Fig. 2. Left-Handed




  The skill required in forging a goosewing far exceeds that needed for the common broad axe. Instead of a single roll-around and lap with a laid-in piece of steel, the goosewing requires four separate pieces. Kauffman, in American Axes, gives an excellent description of this technique; and although there may have been other ways, his analysis is certainly a logical alternative. Axes made by lesser blacksmiths clearly show the voids and seams of this construction.




  The use of the goosewing is not as speculative as its history. Hewing was its main purpose. Weighing up to nine pounds, and with its 13" (average) handle, it is obvious that the axe was not swung as a felling axe. It is powered diagonally downward with a short stroke with the outside hand, and guided for proper angle with the inside hand. The center of balance almost allows a one-handed swing. The experienced hewer lets the heavier axes cut under their own weight.




  The axe being asymmetrical, the smith had to forge both right-handed and left-handed styles. A right-handed goosewing is designed to be used on the right side of the log with your right hand forward. It is not always for a right­handed person! Many right-handed people get better accuracy by guiding with their right hand. As hewing demands considerable accuracy, some right-handed hewers use left­handed axes and work from the left side.




  The predominant reason for right and left-handed axes, however, was for working the grain “up” or “down” similar to double headers and double routers. Not every hewer had a pair of goosewings, as there were 44 right-handed and only 26 left-handed axes tallied in this study. For those people using only one axe, it is obvious that right-handed axes were preferred.




  The more common argument today is the origin of the axe. Those Pennsylvania makers who signed their axes left no doubt as to origin, and help us today to compare the unsigned axes. No rule is without exception, and unsigned axes should be judged by the total number of indicating characteristics.




  Twenty-four of the 70 axes were studied closely and 28 separate characteristics were recorded for each axe. Only seven characteristics showed any correlating significance between American and foreign origin, and they are listed below:




  1. Axes with narrow eye openings on the forward end (under ⅜") are almost always American.




  2. Highly decorated pieces are more Germanic.




  3. Most Europeans swayed their handles; Americans usually forged more cant in the eye and used a straighter handle.




  4. Grainy, pocked or rough “charcoal” iron is more American than the smoother, higher quality iron of Europe.




  5. European axes usually have higher ribs; many American axes have no ribs at all.




  6. Polls wider than ¾" are predominantly European.




  Some of the known Pennsylvania makers were: Addams, Stohler, Stahler, His, Sener, Rohrbach, and Beatty (rare). The only New Jersey maker found was Luke Miller (ca. 1780) of Madison. New York boasts of L. & I. J. White.




  It must be remembered that many of the American axe makers got their skills in their mother countries, predominantly Germany, and copied some or all of the European characteristics when first arriving in this country. These early axes are hard to categorize. The quality of the iron is their most pertinent characteristic.




  The goosewing is generally the focal point of a display or collection, and rightly so. With its graceful and dramatic form, it represents both strength and finesse, a rare combination.




  (Thanks to my friends in Pennsylvania for their help and advice: Frank Kerr, Dallas John, Merk Beitler, and Ben Alexander.)
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  SPEAKING THE LANGUAGE (1980)




  Although the Space Program engineers will forever hold the record for confounding our language, we antiquers come close when it comes to saying things that really have different meanings. Perhaps it is the politeness of our breed. Below are ten such sayings you may recognize — from either the buying or the selling end.




  1. “Mmmm, it is an interesting piece.” Real meaning: My god, is it ugly!




  2. “I can’t come down any further, that’s what I paid for it.” Real meaning: Take it or leave it, you’re starting to bug me.




  3. “This is a very early piece.” Real meaning: It was bought at Englishtown at 4 o’clock in the morning.




  4. “They are a set.” Real meaning: They came to the sale in the same box.




  5. “It’s a shame you didn’t come by this morning, I had all kinds of good tools.” Real meaning: I had one jackplane (no wedge), one rusty drawknife and two monkey wrenches.




  6. “I know it doesn’t have a lever cap, that’s why my price is so low.” Real meaning: What’s a lever cap?




  7. “Oh, I heard about that sale, but I’m not going. Everything is too high.” Real meaning: I hope he forgets about it, so I don’t bump into him there.




  8. “Sure it looks rough, but I bought it for parts only.” Real meaning: How could I have made such a mistake?




  9. “You’ll never believe what I paid for it.” Real meaning: Eat your heart out!




  10. “Maybe I did think it was ebony, but it’s still better than putting money in the bank.” Real meaning: If I don’t get these woods right, I’m going to kill myself!




  [image: He gave a sort of conditional answer to my offer. He said: “When Hell freezes over!”]


    He gave a sort of conditional answer to my offer. He said: “When Hell freezes over!”
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  THE STANLEY # 1 FAKE (1980)




  If you look at a fake Stanley # 1 next to an authentic one, it is hard to believe that anyone would not detect the fake. But by itself on an auction block, or under the excitement of a bargain, it is possible that the fake could pass, which is exactly what the perpetrator depended on.




  The defects, errors and sloppy workmanship involved were allowed only to the extent that they did not severely detract from the overall impression. To this degree the duplicator kept smoothing down the roughly cast parts until they were passable. The fact that they were made considerably undersized by doing this did not bother him. Who would think of measuring? Who would be carrying Sellens’ book The Stanley Plane at that precise moment anyway?




  So today there are a goodly number of these fakes floating around, and more will possibly show up as owners realize what they have purchased. Listed below are the incongruities that I picked up from one plane graciously loaned to me by Lee Murray, who has been instrumental in circulating warnings about the spurious # 1’s.




  Body: Overall length to rear of handle extension is only 5½ inches (approximately ¼ inches short). Also, the handle extension is flat with the sole instead of being upraised approximately ¹/₃₂ inches. See Fig. 1.




  
[image: Fig. 1. Sole]





  Fig. 1. Sole




  Knob & Handle Studs: wrong thread pitch.




  Knob: Too small; and made of two pieces. See Fig. 2.




  Handle: Too short. See Fig. 3




  Knob & Handle Nuts: Poorly machined, with hacksawed slots; wrong thread pitch. Handle nut too short (prevents tightening).




  
[image: Fig. 2. Knob]





  Fig. 2. Knob




  [image: Fig. 3. Handle]




  Fig. 3. Handle




  Lever Cap: Too small all around, and porous. Rivet is brass instead of steel. Lever slot is far too deep. See Fig. 4.




  Cap Iron: Tang hole filed instead of punched. Tension radius is too small and is non-functional. See Fig. 5.




  Connecting Screw: Raggedly machined and doesn’t fit through mating hole in the cutting iron.




  
[image: Fig. 4. Lever Cap]





  Fig. 4. Lever Cap




  [image: Fig. 5. Cap Iron (Side View)]




  Fig. 5. Cap Iron (Side View)




  Cutting Iron: stamping out-of-square and letters are not all correct size. See Fig. 6.




  Frog: Outline very rough and sanded fully on sides.




  Frog Screws: Standard round-head instead of Stanley round-head.




  Frog Washers: Missing.




  
[image: Fig. 6. Marking on Iron]





  Fig. 6. Marking on Iron




  Lever Cap Screw: Standard round-head instead of Stanley oval-head.




  Adjustment Knob: Heavy porosity. No sign of finishing except with file.




  Adjustment Knob Stud: Diameter and thread pitch wrong.




  Weight: ⅞ lb. instead of 1⅛ lb.




  Based upon the markings, the reverse key slot in the cutting iron, and the right-hand thread in the adjustment knob stud, my guess is that it was copied from a true # 1 of the 1880 vintage. I feel that it was directly cast and smoothed undersize. The “just-get-by” attitude and the “forprofit” motivation rules out the making of patterns. Also, the direct casting (and its resultant shrinkage). would account for part of the undersize conditions.




  Hopefully the information given above will help in preventing any further sales of these fakes.
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