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Introduction







For a toolmaker that enjoys such an outstanding reputation today, remarkably little documentation about T. Norris & Son has survived. This reprint of two important Norris catalogues - the oldest surviving Norris wholesale catalogue, from 1914, and a later one, from the company's peak in the early or mid 1920's - provides an invaluable opportunity to learn more about the legendary firm.


According to the catalogue's masthead, T. Norris & Son was founded in 1860. While documentation from this time has not been found, the consensus is that Norris was then a general hardware enterprise. By 1873. the firm was listed in business registers as a plane maker, but it is believed that during this era Norris made and sold other tools as well. Not much is known about the company's activities before 1914, although planes from the period, including an early wedged smooth plane, have turned up. In any event, none of these early tools are standouts of quality or design.




It wasn't until the patenting and introduction of a blade adjuster for its infill planes in 1914 that Norris rose above insignificance to become the last infill plane maker of note. The importance of the adjuster must not be under-estimated. While planes without adjusters can work perfectly, it was the adjuster that made Norris' planes significantly different from its competition. During the 1910 - 1920's, the era covered by these catalogues, all the major hand tool companies of the time - Mathieson. Preston, etc. - were beginning their long, fatal declines. Stewart Spiers, Norris's main rival, spent the decade fighting its decline by attempting to produce cheaper products in addition to its line of infill planes. Norris, meanwhile, was aiming upward with planes of very high quality. In hindsight, it is possible to argue that the Norrises are so good simply because they are newer than most surviving planes from Spiers or Mathieson. But no one would dispute that the fit and finish on Norris planes from this era were of a very high standard.




During World War II, the company switched to war production and was sold. The factory was bombed. The company resumed its planemaking operations after the war, but with some significant changes. Perhaps because of shortages or perhaps because the firm's leadership came to see that the market for very expensive planes was very small, after the war Norris no longer dovetailed their planes, nor used rosewood. The company sharply curtailed its range of models. The post-war panel planes were made from steel channel and the coffin smoothers were welded together. The infill was made from beech and painted a dark brown to suggest a more expensive wood. The coffin smoothers were no longer fully overstuffed, and in general quality was variable. Sadly, the strategy was unsuccessful, and by 1952 Norris closed its doors.




Norris used three main methods of plane construction: (I) dovetailed steel bodies, (2) cast and stuffed planes and (3) cast planes. The dovetailed steel body planes are the most sought after and popular planes Norris made. The cast and stuffed planes had cast bodies in either cast iron, malleable iron, or gunmetal, with a wooden stuffing behind the blade, similar to the stuffing on steel planes. In the case of gunmetal bodies. the casting was usually fitted with a steel sole to prevent wear. In addition to the bench planes in this style, most of the smaller planes, especially the shoulder, chariot and bullnose planes were of this type of construction. The performance of these planes was excellent, and the No. 17 smooth plane, at the very top of the Norris line, was a gunmetal casting stuffed with rosewood. Cast planes such as the 50G look superficially like infill planes, but the wood infill behind the blade is replaced with a cast platform. In that sense. these planes are not true infills, and they perform well, but not as well as a fully stuffed plane. Since these models were less expensive than the fully stuffed planes, they are frequently found today. Norris also made planes for sale under other retail labels. These planes are not marked Norris.
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