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Dedicated to the memory of generations of hard working coopers and to the designers, builders, and operators of American cooperage machinery.
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INTRODUCTION



Although the United States was a latecomer to the ancient trade of coopering, it took the lead in the development and introduction of machinery designed to replace the slow and often crude hand methods in use from antiquity to the 19th century.


The development of cooperage machinery began in the U.S. in the late 1840’s. In 1854, the British government sent a commission to the U.S. to investigate the “American System” of manufacturing (interchangeable parts made by machinery and requiring little or no hand fitting). The commission was primarily charged with evaluating and obtaining machine tools for the production of military firearms but a number of other areas were covered, including woodworking machinery and cooperage machinery.


The commission’s 1855 report noted; “Machinery is invariably employed for barrel making in the United States. There are several different patents in operation for this purpose, all of which produce the article very quickly, and of a quality sufficiently good for the use to which it is applied.” It appears, however, that the commission, which ordered about 200 machine tools and woodworking machines from American builders, placed no orders for cooperage machinery.


By 1873, the use of cooperage machinery had grown to the point that the coopers of New York City went on strike to demand that no more machinery be installed in cooperage works. The coopers feared, with good reason, that machinery which was 20 times more productive than hand work and required less skill from the workers would lead to their replacement by fewer and lower paid workers. As with most such efforts, the attempt to stop mechanization (now called automation) failed.


A study of contemporary magazines shows that, by 1880, the vast majority of cooperage was machine made in dedicated factories. Magazines aimed at flour millers, brewers, distillers, sugar refiners, etc., contained numerous ads for complete barrels, kegs, and other cooperage, but very few ads for cooperage machinery or tools of any kind. It would appear, therefore, that most of the coopers’ hand tools sold from about 1875 to the general demise of the cooper’s trade in the 1950s were used by workers who repaired or refurbished barrels rather than made them from scratch. This makes these tools no less interesting but we need to recognize the use to which they were actually put. Hand tools used by American coopers are clearly descended from English and German coopers’ tools and, except for some variation in names, are nearly indistinguishable. See R.A. Salaman’s Dictionary of Wood working Tools, Astragal Press, 1997, for very useful information on the origin and development of coopers’ hand tools in Europe.


Continuing the pattern set by American Lathes Builders and American Planer, Shaper & Slotter Builders, this book is meant to identify the pioneer inventors and builders of American cooperage machinery and tools and to illustrate, as far as possible, their products. A few of the makers listed are well known, most little known, and some are known only from a single advertisement placed in a contemporary magazine.










GLOSSARY
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ADZE, COOPERS’—a special adze (Fig. 1) used for driving and trimming bungs, whittling plugs, driving hoops, and other purposes. They were made in at least seven sizes, weighing from 1½ pounds to 6 pounds.


ADZE, TUB MAKERS’—an extra light coopers’ adze used for tubs or kegs.


AXE, COOPERS’—a special axe with an offset handle used for trimming staves and other purposes (Fig. 2). They were offered in at least four sizes from 7½" cut to 11½" cut.


[image: Fig. 2]
Fig. 2





BARREL—a bulging cylindrical container, of greater length than breadth, made of wooden staves bound together with hoops and having two flat ends of equal diameter (Fig. 3).
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BARREL, BOURBON—barrel made of first quality white oak, charred on the inside, used for the storage and ageing of whisky.


BARREL HEATER—a special type of stove or heater made to fit inside a barrel to heat the staves and make them more flexible during assembly. Also see CRESSET.



BARREL, SLACK—barrel used for the shipment and storage of powders and solids.


BARREL STEAMER—a type of barrel heater in which the barrel is placed in a steam filled chamber to both heat and humidity the staves to make them more flexible during assembly. See JOHN S. ORAM entry for an illustration.


BARREL, TIGHT—barrel used for the shipment and storage of liquids.


BEAD—the outside edge of circled heading which fits into the croze of the staves.


BEAK HORN—a type of anvil used for riveting and flaring or splaying iron hoops (Fig. 4). Also called a BEEK IRON, BIK IRON, or BECK IRON.
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BEER KEG BRACE—see FROG, COOPER’S BEER CHAMFER


BEER KEG CHAMFER KNIFE—tool for chamfering the chimes of beer kegs (Fig. 5). The knife was supported by a FROG, BEER KEG BRACE, BEER KEG KNIFE REST, or a CRIPPLE. See CRIPPLE entry for the way in which the knife was used.
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BEER KEG KNIFE REST—see FROG, COOPER’S BEER CHAMFER


BENCH HEAD—see COOPER’S HORSE HEAD


BEVEL—the chamfered portion of the outside edge of circled heading. The top bevel is usually a steeper angle than the bottom bevel (Fig. 6).
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BILGE—the bulging, curved part of the barrel equal distant from each head.


BILGE SAW—a form of cylinder saw with a bulge in the middle of the cylinder that would tend to cut staves with a bilge as well as a circular cross section the same radius as the saw. See PETER GERLACH & CO. for an illustration.



BOLT—a cylinder of wood (Fig. 7) that is cut to the proper length and quartered (Fig. 8) to form stave and heading bolts.
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BOLT EQUALIZER—a double saw designed to cut bolts to the proper length. See E.& B. HOLMES entry for an illustration.


BREAKER, WATER—small wooden keg used to hold water, often for life boats.


BUNG—a plug used for closing the bunghole in a barrel.


BUNG BORER—an auger, usually tapered, used to bore bungholes in a barrel. It may be hand or power operated.


BUNG CHISEL—a small, chisel like, tool used for removing bungs which resist the bung starter (Fig. 9).
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BUNG FASTENER—a short metal strip with prongs at each end, which is fastened to a barrel across the bung to hold it in place.


BUNGHOLE—an opening in a barrel, through which liquids can be filled or emptied (Fig. 3).


BUNG PICK—a hammer shaped tool with a sharp point (Fig. 10) used for removing bungs which cannot be removed with the bung starter. Also made in a solid steel form (Fig. 11).
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BUNG STARTER—a flexible handle, wooden mallet used for tapping the bungstave to remove the bung (Fig. 12). Called a BUNG FLOGGER by British coopers.
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BUSH—a collar or bushing inserted into the bunghole, especially for beer kegs.


BUSH WRENCH—a special tool for inserting and removing a keg bush. See HYNSON TOOL & SUPPLY CO. for an illustration.


BUTT HOWEL—a form of cooper’s adze used for hand cutting the howel.


CANT—a single outside piece of a multi-piece head (Fig. 3).



CASK—a large barrel.


CATCH RING—a heavy wooden hoop used for holding the staves together when the head hoop is removed to open a barrel (Fig. 13).


CHAMFER (also printed as CHAMPFER)—the beveled ends of a stave.


CHAMFERING KNIFE (also printed as CHAMPFER KNIFE or CHAMPFERING KNIFE)—a special form of drawshave used to hand chamfer the ends of the staves. They were made in both right hand (Fig. 14) and left hand (Fig. 15) styles.
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CHIME—that portion of a stave between the croze and the end of the barrel (Fig. 3).


CHIME HOOKS—hooks used to grasp and lift a barrel by the chime.


CHIME HOOP—see HEAD HOOP


CHIME MAUL—a special iron (Fig. 17) or wooden (Fig. 16) maul used to drive the head hoops on a barrel without injuring the ends of the staves.
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CHINCING IRON—tool used for wedging coopers’ flag between the head and staves after the head is set (Fig. 18).
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CLEATS—wooden or metal strips fastened across the head of a barrel to strengthen it.


CLEAVING KNIFE—another name for a FROE.


COOPERS’ HAMMER—used to drive hoops on barrels, pound rivets and other purposes (Fig. 19).
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COOPERS’ HORSE HEAD—a foot operated clamp (Fig. 20) used to hold staves while shaving or jointing with hand tools. Also called a BENCH HEAD.
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COOPERS’ JOINTER—wooden jointer plane used to join sides of staves and heading pieces (Fig. 21). Early catalogs list stave jointers up to six feet long; later production is usually about 30" long. The long jointers were mounted upside down with one end about 18" higher than the other and the cooper pushed the stave down the jointer.
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COOPERS’ PUNCH AND CUTTER—made in both hand and foot power versions, the tool cut the end of iron hoops and punched two holes as the same time. See E.& B. HOLMES entry for illustrations of both types.


COOPERS’ ROUNDING PLANE—a special plane with a concave bottom, used to smooth the outside of a barrel (Fig. 22). They were also used with barrel lathes. See E.& B. HOLMES entry for an illustration of a barrel lathe.
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COOPERS’ SAW—a type of buck saw used by coopers to trim barrel parts (Fig. 23).
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COOPERS’ VISE—metal tool with oval handle on one end and tapered screw on the other, used for raising up heading (Fig. 24) as the barrel is assembled. Also see VYCE.
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CRESSET—an iron basket, holding a fire, which is placed inside a barrel to char the inside and to made the staves more flexible as the barrel is assembled.


CRIPPLE—a metal form used to hold kegs and support the chamfering knife during the chamfering operation (Fig. 25). They were made in 1/8,1/4, and 1/2 barrel sizes.
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CROWS—variant spelling of CROZE, found in early catalogs.



CROZE—a groove near the ends of the staves into which the head of the barrel fits. The form of the croze varied a good deal as shown in Fig.26, taken from a Peter Gerlach Co. catalog. Also the hand tool, a special type of plane used to cut the croze. See L.& I.J. WHITE and MACK & CO. entries for examples.


[image: Fig. 26]
Fig. 26




CYLINDER SAW—a saw consisting of a rotating cylinder with teeth cut on the leading edge. It was used to cut staves which would have a circular cross section with the same radius as the saw. See PETER GERLACH & CO. for an illustration. Also see BILGE SAW.


DOWEL PINS—small round wooden pins used to pin heading pieces together.


FIRKIN—a small wooden barrel usually used for butter.


FLAG—a rush or cattail, which when dry is used for caulking the joints of heading, and sometimes for caulking barrel joints.
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FLAGGING IRON—tool used to force joints apart for caulking, or flagging the joints with flag (Fig. 27); also used for removing heads.


FLARING MACHINE—hand or power operated machine for flaring or splaying iron hoops to fit the curve of a barrel (Fig. 28).
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FLITCH—another name for a stave bolt.


FROE—an edge tool used to hand split or rive staves or heading from a bolt (Fig. 29). Also called a CLEAVING KNIFE. Some froes were made with curved blades so as to produce a roughly curved stave.
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FROG, COOPER’S BEER CHAMFER—a device, fitting inside a beer keg (Fig. 30), which supports a BEER KEG CHAMFER KNIFE when used to cut the chime chamfer. Also called a BEER KEG BRACE or a BEER KEG KNIFE REST.
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GATHERING HOOP—see TRUSS HOOP


HACKLEBACK—a stave that has not been trimmed.


HEAD—a circular piece, usually made of several pieces of wood jointed and doweled, fitted into the croze of the staves, to form the ends of a barrel. Both edges are beveled to form the bead, the top less than the lower (Fig. 6).
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HEAD CENTERING FORM—a device for finding and marking the center of a square heading (Fig. 31).



HEAD LINER—a curved strip of wood, fastened around the inside of the chime of a barrel, just above the head, to keep the head from slipping out of the croze.




HEAD RAISER—a metal tool used for removing the heads from barrels (Fig. 32). Also called a header.
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HEADING BOLT—a block of wood, sawed or split to size (Fig. 33), out of which heading pieces are made (Fig. 34.)
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