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There are also 3 Sorts of Axes, which I shall take Notice of, viz. Felling-Axes, House-Axes, and Lopping-Axes.


There are 4 Sorts of Felling-Axes, which are sold from 1s 5d to 2s a piece; viz. N° 1. at 1s 5d; N° 2. at 1s 6d; N° 3. at 1s 10d; and N° 4. at 2s a piece.


E. Hoppus, Practical Measuring… London, 1765


Whereas many ironmongers are in the habit of offering to supply tools at “NURSE & Co.’s prices” but supplying articles that never came from us, we would particularly request that all orders be sent to us direct, when they will receive our most careful and prompt attention, and customers can rely on receiving goods of the highest possible quality only.


C. Nurse & Co., Walworth Road, London, c.1905


Tools bearing our Name or Trade Marks are Warranted and any proved faulty in Material or Workmanship will be exchanged… We do not exchange worn-out Tools. Cast Iron Goods cannot be warranted against Fracture.


Please do not mutilate this Catalogue. Spare copies of any page can be supplied by return.


Turner, Naylor & Co. Ltd. Sheffield, 1928
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The above is an Engraving from a Photograph of OUR CITY BRANCH at


144, Bishopsgate St. Without, London, E.C.
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In 1905 when this picture was made, Charles Nurse & Co. had three retail shops in the City of London and the shop and planemaking factory in the Walworth Road. The firm had an unusual history, starting as planemakers in Maidstone, Kent before moving to Walworth Road in 1887. It soon became one of the capital’s principal planemakers and tool sellers, continuing in business until 1937. The shop window display is typical of many tool shops with a “pack’em in like sardines”. approach.
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THIS GUIDE



Recently we attended an auction where a single English moulding plane sold for £2750. Out in the car park, other tools were changing hands for as little as £10 – and the purchasers outside seemed to be just as happy and interested in their items as the big spenders. This must say something about the fascination of old tools – you can empty your pocket as much or as little as you like and still buy something of interest – but perhaps out in the car park there was a moulding plane that will eventually sell for… so read on, knowledge is all.


The illustrations


Most of the illustrations in this book have been taken from a variety of manufacturers’ and distributors’ catalogues, dating from around 1900, a time when the quality and range of British hand tools reached their zenith.
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Glass boring outfit [Buck & Ryan, 1930]. This engraving clearly demonstrates both the fineness and detail that can be achieved with engravings.





From the moment we first saw an old trade catalogue, illustrated with engraved blocks, we have been attracted by the skill of the trade engravers. The representation of the items in the engravings made by them gives greater detail than any other method – even photography.


Trade catalogues – their history, use, methods of production and their place in the marketing of tools – are discussed in two sections Marketing, p. 42 and Old Books and Catalogues, p. 230. A listing of the catalogues from which the illustrations have been taken is given on p. 253.


Where we were unable to find catalogue illustrations, the items have been illustrated by drawings, by Harry Arnold on pp. 99, 196, 214, 224, 225, 226, 251 and 252, or by the authors.




Price Guides


◆ The information on prices is based on those asked by leading dealers and prices realised at auction. Some are recent records; the older prices have been updated where, in our opinion, current prices are now different. For common items – and this in general means goods in the lower price range – we have condensed the information into general price guidance.


◆ The auction prices cited exclude those we consider to have been excessively high or low and therefore unlikely to be repeated.


◆ Descriptions of condition follow the classification established by The Fine Tool Journal, (U.S.A.). This is set out on p.15. Always remember that condition can radically alter the value, and in spite of the standard classification, quality lies in the eye of the buyer.


◆ Where no condition is cited, it is G+.


◆ The buyers’ premium charged by auction eers is not included in the prices shown.


◆ Since October 1983 David Stanley has conducted thirty-two auctions of selected tools for each of which a detailed illustrated catalogue was prepared. We have drawn extensively on this pool of information. Prices taken from these auctions are given as follows: [DS 31/329] (sale no: 31; lot no: 329).


◆ In the price guides, makers are generally indicated by surname only and the following abbreviations used: m.p. = moulding plane; H&R = hollow and round planes; T&G = tongue and groove planes; o/a = overall; d/t = dovetailed; C. = century.


◆ You may think that the prices quoted are too high or too low, but in the case of auction prices, that was the price fetched on that day.





Addresses


Roy Arnold, Books & Tools, 77 High St., Needham Market, Ipswich, IP6 8AN, U.K. Tel. 01449 720110.


E-mail: roy@royarnold.com


Web site: www.royarnold.com


Mark Rees Tools, Barrow Mead Cottage, Rush Hill, Bath, BA2 2QP, U.K. Tel. 01225 837031.


E-mail: mark@reestools.co.uk


Web site: www.reestools.co.uk


David Stanley Auctions, Stordon Grange, Osga-thorpe, Leics. LE12 9SR, U.K. Tel. 01530 222320.


E-mail: Davidstanley@btinternet.com


Web site: www.davidstanley.com










INTRODUCTION



Twenty-five years ago the aspiring tool buyer had very little information to help him. Whether anyone realised that some of the tools in kits of old joiners’ tools could be of 18th century origin is doubtful. The few serious collectors mostly bought continental planes which were decorated with carving; they had to be old – the date was often included. The plain English tools, patent tools and manufactured tools were largely ignored.


The last two decades have seen a flow of information so that today’s collector can find detailed information about almost all aspects of tools and trades. This, combined with a maturing market, has helped to define what is rare and desirable. Published information breeds confidence amongst buyers even though their motivations may be varied.


Information is also the weapon to counter the unscrupulous. I well remember Ultimatum (brass framed) braces being sold as “presentation pieces” with the inference that they were exceptional and extremely rare. Some varieties of Ultimatums may be very rare but as a species they are not.


From acorns …


Thirtysomething years ago we moved into our first house, a Victorian job, ignored in subsequent reigns but now home. I exchanged several garden tools – wedding presents from a misinformed aunt who thought there was a garden – and purchased my first, very necessary, woodwork tools. I still have the Stanley No. 4 smooth plane and three of the black plastic-handled chisels.


The next house was worse, neglected since the 1930s. Woodworm and dry rot had consumed the ground floor and were starting on the first floor. Had the roof not been bombed and then repaired in 1947 under the war damage scheme, it is doubtful if the house would have survived at all.


The need for more tools to tackle the huge amount of work was pressing and some second-hand tools were acquired. Amongst these were a few that just seemed too good to use. My interest was kindled and trips to the Portobello Road in search of antiques yielded instead more tools although these were still intended for use.


Conversion came in that road when I bought some things I knew I would never use. It caused me unease for several weeks and I did not feel entirely happy until, in 1975, R.A. Salaman’s Dictionary of Tools used in the Woodworking and Allied Trades was published and I realised that there was a world of tools awaiting exploration.


In 1983 the Tool & Trades History Society was formed by a group of about 100 enthusiasts and what had previously been a rather solitary pursuit became more social and, equally important, the production of literature and the exchange of ideas between collectors burgeoned.
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Gent’s No. 4 oak tool chest, typical of the chests of tools sold by many manufacturers for the amateur/domestic market. The tools were generally of second quality [Wingfield, Rowbotham. 1904].






Second-hand traditions



In the past, when a man died, it was common practice to auction his tools in the workshop and to send the money to his widow. The philosophy was that his mates were doing the widow a good turn but, like many workshop practices, there was some benefit to the organisers. It’s not unknown today when attending country auctions to hear harsh things being said about collectors who take tools away from “real users” – the feeling that tools somehow belong to the craftsman as of right and he should get them on the cheap lives on.


“Tool money” was another workshop practice; the young apprentice was forced to pay a fine when he used a tool he had not used before, and the proceeds were spent by his mentors on beer.


Today’s market in second-hand tools is the continuation of a trade with a long history – the 18th century trade cards of F. Styles, Old Street, and John Willshire, Cow Cross, London, specifically mention that they buy, sell and take old tools in part exchange. There is, perhaps, one new influence on today’s market. Whereas in the past the quality and range of hand tools was improving, today the opposite is the case.
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Trade card, dating from the 1820s, of a Birmingham manufacturer of small steel tools who is mainly illustrating what are usually known as “Lancashire” tools – small clockmakers’ and engineers’ tools.





Commercially made


Collectors of commercially made tools are comforted by the notion that these are more definable as to date and quality than the craftsman-made product and that prices can be charted for similar items. But there will be a considerable number of similar, if not identical, items. The purchase of craftsman-made pieces, each of which is unique, does, however, require more judgement on the part of the buyer.


Moulding planes would appear to hover half-way between these two extremes – they were commercially made but the variations in style and the simplicity of the earlier planes have their own artistic appeal. And they have one advantage – quantity – but how can this be advantageous?


Collectors like to buy and will not, in general, collect in areas where they only find something once in a blue moon. There are thousands, even millions, of moulding planes in existence so they can always be found. The one found may be a bit wider/older/better than the others but it will complement the collection somehow. The same can be said of tools generally and this may be part of the reason why tool collecting has become so popular today.




Collecting tip


➣Many tools will be found engraved with the name of the original owner. This does not indicate a “presentation piece”. It was normal practice for owners to put their name on their tools. A handsomely engraved name will usually increase the value of the tool.





Take a bow Stanley


There are already comprehensive price guides to Stanley tools (notably John Walter’s Antique and Collectible Stanley Tools) so we have only touched very briefly on their products.


This is no slight to Stanley; their planes have dominated the world for the last eighty years. Only when other manufacturers finally gave up the struggle to produce their own designs and made what were essentially copies of the Stanley planes did these other companies start to prosper. But for the tool buff, the years of struggle and development were productive of some rare and now collectable items.










THE VALUE TODAY
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A combined drill/brace [Wingfield, Rowbotham, 1904], worth around £35. If this were a simple brace, the value would be about £5. In auction, the result would be unpredictable – although this is rare it might not appeal to a wide audience, being relatively modern.





Deciding value


The value of anything is what it can be sold for on a particular day and there is no clearer or harsher arbiter of this than the auction sale. I well remember attending an auction, about fifteen years ago, when there were three identical lots of antique silver. The auctioneer had divided a set of thirty-six plates because he didn’t think that anyone would want them all. How right he was! The first lot fetched £2200, the next £1600 and the last £1400, each going to a different buyer. So what was the correct price? What had happened was that, in this instance, each buyer wanted only one set and, as he had been satisfied, he had been removed as a contender. There was presumably a fourth buyer who was only prepared to pay £1350. But the opposite also sometimes happens – a group of buyers who don’t really know what to pay. So the first lot goes fairly cheaply and succeeding lots increase in price as buyers realise that their last chance has come.


The parable of the glass eyes


There is a story in the antiques trade of the avid collector of glass eyes. For many years he pursued them in markets, begged them from the bereaved, bought them wherever he could. He stored his collection in numerous boxes. There were thousands of eyes and he could tell the difference between the products of different makers – his was the collection and he was the expert. When he died suddenly, the whole collection was sold in three lots and fetched about £500, a tiny proportion of what they had cost. The fact is that there aren’t many collectors of glass eyes – they may be difficult to find and the dealers who sell the odd one will say “they can’t remember when they had another one so they must be rare” – but no dealer wants several hundred of anything other than at a very cheap price.


The tool market is a small section of the general market in antiques; if you only collect planes you confine yourself to a sub-section and if you only collect planes made in Birmingham in the 18th century you are probably the only specialist collector in your chosen field. Who is going to buy your hundred planes when you decide to sell? Too much specialisation can damage your financial health particularly if you have let it be known that you will always buy in your chosen field and at auction always outbid rivals.




Collecting tips


➣It’s worth repeating: The value of your tool is what someone is prepared to pay today – by tomorrow he may have bought one from another source, by next week be impoverished or by next month be collecting in another field.







Price Guide


There must have been more than one person who wanted these!


◆ “The Cupid Plane” – a compass moulding plane, 6¾″ by 2″. German, probably 17th century, hornbeam. With cupid’s bow profile and cupid’s bow decoration of the plane’s escapement, wedge and mortice and with the low relief carving of a cupid on the side. £7500 [DS 32/999]


◆ A very rare brass framed boxwood brace by Henry Pasley with “The Ne Plus Ultra Framed Brace” and ebony ring in boxwood head. £1050 [DS 31/1421]


◆ A fine and very rare Mathieson No. 56C figured rosewood and brass 12″ inclinometer level marked “V.R. Patent” with crown over. £1050 [DS 31/1795]













THE REASON WHY



The advertisement read “Auction Sale: Tools, workshop equipment and materials. The property of a recently deceased restorer”. For many years he had taught restoration at a leading college and had also run courses for amateurs. The sale contained plenty to attract – a sprinkling of pieces of furniture that he had never got round to, a quantity of wood, both new and second-hand, and boxes of cabinet ironmongery.


Almost everything fetched good money. His tools were mostly good but, apart from one or two bench planes, there wasn’t much for the collector. But the prices were astonishingly high with many lots fetching two or three times their retail value. It seemed that buyers wanted this man’s tools not only because they were a momento but because they thought that some of his skill would pass to them – what other reason could there be for chisels making three times their retail value? But this is pure sorcery. I tell the tale merely to illustrate the complexity of the motives that may drive the buyer.


Bought for use


Many people do buy old, and even antique, tools for use. This is perfectly logical for in a modern world, where machine production of almost everything is normal, the range of new hand tools available has become very limited. For many specialist users, there is no alternative but to buy second-hand and this demand undoubtedly drives a significant part of the market.


Incidentally many amateurs, and professionals for that matter, will claim that they are buying a tool for use when, often, what they are saying is that they hope to use it one day – not at all the same thing – but why should we be denied our fantasies!


Artistic merit


Some manufactured tools have evolved over the years with both user’s and maker’s inputs whilst others are the result of the industrial designer’s skill. Whether tools from either of these stables can be considered to have real artistic merit is a subject for debate. Certainly many made by craftsmen have. The artistry is often naive, sometimes with the simplicity coming from the reuse of materials or bits garnered from the work environment – a joiner’s square made from a piece of brass coffin plate or from an engraved copper printing plate, previously the billhead of a defunct woollen mill.


Decoration


This section will no doubt cause some squirming amongst the purists. Tools do make fine decoration to a home and – prepare to squirm some more – theme pubs and restaurants. What other use could be found for 12 ft. long frame saws or plumb levels? Were it not for the decorator’s market many over-large objects would have gone to the rubbish dump long since.
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A finely made gent’s adjustable wrench? See foot of column.





Curiosity


The antiquarian’s cabinet of curiosities was the origin of today’s museum so interest in the curious has a good pedigree. An object may appeal because it has a known but intriguing use or because you really don’t know what it was used for – these are the tools of intellectual satisfaction or curiosity.


A lot of people seem to enjoy this type of stimulation as curiosities find a ready sale and the tool collecting fraternity has even created a word to describe them – “The what’s it”.


Association


Not a few collectors are motivated to buy the now obsolete tools of their trade. Doctors and dentists are drawn to the finely-made instruments of an age when anaesthetics and antiseptics were unknown and bleeding was still a normal treatment – the plastic and chromium plate of today may be practical but lacks the collecting appeal of polished steel and horn chequered handles. So, too, with other occupations, the tools of the woodworking trades being the most widely sought, for even today many occupations touch on these trades.
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Boxwood chariot plane [Ward & Payne, 1911].


Allingham’s screw pile clamp [Evans and Wormull, 1889].
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Twelve-blade scarificator – an instrument for bleeding humans. The blades are flicked over by a heavy spring. [Evans & Wormull, 1889]. These were still included in the Allen & Hanbury catalogue of 1930.





Tradition


Mass production results in millions of similar items each of which is devoid of human input; or, to put it more accurately, the human skill went into building the machine and into designing a suitable product. Thereafter the machine produces widgets as long as it’s fed. Yes, I know that machines produce things that are wholly impossible to make by hand and to tolerances and repeatability that our grandfathers could only dream of but, so far, that plastic injection moulded widget hasn’t become collectible.


Many buyers, even if they can’t explain it clearly, are attracted by the quality of the handmade object. The attraction can be simplicity; why else will collectors pay substantial prices for a country item little more than a stick cut from a hedge. There may be patination, or it may have rustic simplicity; the real reason is that it is a thatcher’s tool and thus it connects the collector with the traditions of that trade.


Fantasy


With these tools, you will become the ultimate craftsman and will build that Chippendale desk that you always wanted – no, on second thoughts, a dining suite of a triple pedestal table and a dozen chairs should be the first project!


The lifeboat-men


Their mission in life is the salvation of numerous tools and the complete contents of disused workshops because otherwise “they will be lost”. Indeed, they spend a great deal of time rescuing innocent spanners, sash cramps and the occasional half brace from the perdition of the car boot sale. The saved are transported home and somehow stowed away in the attic/shed/garage/workshop/barn/lock-up/conservatory/dining room/bedroom to await cleaning and conservation which somehow never comes as there are so many other souls out there awaiting rescue.


Amongst these salvationists there are just a few with real foresight and the nose for something worthwhile – these are those rare folks who save everything from the last workshop making rules by hand – a task executed in one day before the demolition men arrived and, by the way, they also saved three hundredweight of papers giving a complete picture of the firm’s operations over the last hundred years.


Oh well, dream on – but the saving of some part of Britain’s trade heritage may well fall to one of the lifeboat-men.


Investment


Every book about collecting seems to contain strictures about not buying for investment purposes – you must surely be disappointed if this is your object. If you are a true collector, buying only what pleases you, one day, when you decide to sell, surprise! surprise! Your collection may turn out to be a wonderful investment.


If investment is your aim, however, it is essential that you follow a few very important rules. First, whatever you buy must be in perfect or near perfect condition. Chips, breaks, scratches, repairs may not seem important to you but will certainly reduce value when you come to sell. Second, however minor the item, make sure that it is the very best of its kind. Third, if you are the only person that wants something, it has no value – avoid glass eyes in quantity.










COLLECTING THEMES



Twenty years ago an acquaintance of mine moved into a house he had just bought. Under the stairs, was a box of old tools. He was intrigued; many of them he could not identify – this was the start of a voyage of discovery. He now has a large collection, displayed in several rooms of his house. If he and his wife had not decided to buy that house would he ever have become a tool collector? Who knows – I suspect that most of us started in some equally chance way.


Over the years I have seen many collections; some, the product of the lifeboat-men, are very unstructured but most collectors, after a brief period as vacuum cleaners, start to apply some sort of theme. This can be as broad or as narrow as you wish to make it.


By date: This often means early tools – those dating from the 18th century being the earliest that are available in any quantity.


By place of manufacture: Wooden planes were made in many towns throughout Britain so they are fertile ground for localised collections.


By manufacturer: Many collectors limit themselves to one particular maker; Preston, Norris and Mathieson spring to mind. These all published extensive catalogues that have been reprinted in recent years. Incidentally I have never met anyone who collected Marples as a theme: perhaps their tools are just too prolific to provide a challenge.


By trade: Coopering, thatching, and leather working seem to be favourite trades as they all have specialist and identifiable tools. The woodworking trades are more difficult for collectors with this approach as many tools are common to a range of trades.


By product: Some products, for example the Strowger (an old-fashioned mechanical telephone exchange), required specialist tools to install and maintain. So did the sash window and the piano.


By material: Here I confess to a liking of crème brûlée and boxwood – both should be golden in colour. Other collectors are strongly attracted to the gleam of polished steel. One collection I know contains only objects of which ebony is a major part.


By artistic merit: A few discerning collectors eschew all commercially made tools. Their interest is in tools which express the artistic taste or, perhaps more accurately, the innate artistry of the craftsman-maker. There are not too many tools that meet the high ideals of these collectors and the best will achieve surprising prices in the specialist auctions. In recent years, plumb bobs and trammels are both areas where prices for craftsman-made examples have outstripped the commercially made products.


By tool type: This is a fairly obvious theme. The most numerous of the collectors-by-type are the plane collectors who often limit themselves further by sticking to a particular location, period, maker or purpose. Braces, drilling tools and rules are other areas of collection by type.


By technical interest: The technology represented in a tool is of interest to many. Tool patents and registered designs are numerous but for a considerable number there are no surviving examples, proof, if any be needed, that the development of useful new tools is far harder than it looks. The failed, and therefore rare, provide interest for collectors.




Price Guide


◆ Date: An early and very decorative bronze hammer marked JOHN SARNEY FECIT 1709. This name also appears on another iron glazier’s hammer, dated 1716. John Sarney was the son of Thomas Sarney, Master of the Glazier’s Company. £1300 [DS 27/869]


◆ Place: A pair of fully boxed snipe bills by Barnes, Worcester. £30


◆ Manufacturer: A Preston violin makers’ gun metal plane, 1¾″ × 1″, round sole with both plain and toothed iron. £140


◆ Trade: A rare harness maker’s folding measure gauge, circa 1885, by Preston in boxwood with brass fittings, also marked C.E. Bean, Blackburn Rd. No. 22653. £290 [DS 30/603]


◆ Material: A brass faced ebony mitre square by Marples with 9″ arm. £35


◆ Artistic merit: A very fine 19th century fruit-wood chiv for large barrels, the outer fence with a carving of Neptune with two fish tails, wearing his crown and holding his trident and a fish. Stamped Ostereicher and dated 1885, the base of the fence with a cupid’s bow carving and the escapement with a shell carving. £3900 [DS 30/1244]


◆ Tool type: A spill plane of moulding plane form by Watkins, Bradford. F £35


◆ Technical interest: A wheelwrights’ traveller by Timmins & Sons, Birmingham. The main wheel drives a hand on a brass face next to the handle. £300








General collecting tips



➣Condition is always important. Original finish/unused condition can double or triple value.


➣Buy what appeals to you. If you like it others will probably also do so.


➣Resist the temptation to buy a damaged item – you won’t be able to sell it when a really good one turns up.


➣Don’t over-specialise. This can be financially dangerous and indicates greater obsession than normal – even for tool collectors!


➣Don’t undertake repairs unless you are certain of a satisfactory outcome.


➣Do look after your tools. It is amazing how many collectors watch them deteriorate.


➣Read the literature; the more you know, the more your collection will mean to you.


➣Tools are rarely a suitable medium for financial investment.


➣Buying dirty tools is always risky. Cleaning often reveals cracks that can make your purchase almost worthless.


➣Beware rust! After cleaning, pits often look much worse than when the tool was dirty.


➣Never break up sets – think carefully – sometimes apparently diverse items may be a set.


➣If you find a complete kit of any age keep it together – one day you may be pleasantly surprised.


➣Never throw away any original packing however tatty.
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The shop of John Hughes, wholesale and retail ironmonger, at 26 Worcester Street, Birmingham, from his trade card of c. 1810. In the windows can be seen a wide variety of items including a panel saw, a compass saw, a Lancashire pattern hacksaw, a billhook, a bed winch and an assortment of kitchen items including mincing knives.













BUYING & SELLING



The auction


A huge folklore surrounds the auction. The image of buyers in evening dress bidding in millions for old masters is all part of this mythology; the other end of the market is the uncatalogued auction sale held in a muddy field whilst drizzle soaks both goods and bidders. The stories of thousands bid, bargains bought for a few pounds, trade rings re-auctioning goods and competitor’s devious tricks to distract a bidder at the critical moment are all good stories – the truth is that most auctions are conducted in a business-like manner and it isn’t that easy to buy a thousand pound lot by scratching one’s nose!


Selling


For the seller, the auction is an easy way of disposing of tools, particularly if there is a really large quantity – few dealers are financially able to take on such a burden or have the immediate market for a wide variety of tools of differing quality. Dealers want to buy what sells quickly at a satisfactory profit – some items may be extremely rare and will sell for a high price to the right specialist collector but there may be only a handful of people who really want to acquire that rarity and it could be years before one of them arrives in the dealer’s shop. On the other hand, the dealer pays for the goods immediately – quite possibly in cash – whereas the specialist sale may be months away and there is always the possibility that your lots may fail if you have set reserves or may sell for well below your expectations if you have not.




Tips for Sellers


➣Rarities and high value tools will usually fetch the best price at auction – even when the auctioneers’ charges have been taken into account.


➣Established dealers will often give as much as, if not more than, will be obtained at auction for middle range tools of standard type and quality.


➣Mixed or multiple lots at auction are mostly bought by dealers so if that’s what you are selling, it’s better to offer them direct.


➣Don’t auction items of small value – the auctioneers’ minimum charge for each lot can consume most of the proceeds.





In recent years there has been a considerable increase in auctioneers’ fees with the introduction of buyers’ premiums, and costs are now often in the 18% to 25% range when all the charges are added together. It matters not how these are divided between the buyer and seller; they will be reflected in the sum the vendor will receive.


Valuations


Household insurance policies normally include a cap both on the value of a collection taken as a whole and on individual items with a value exceeding a specified sum – often as low as £500 – so attention to insurance arrangements is of importance if you wish to cover your collection properly.


Have a complete list and valuation prepared before disaster strikes. This is where the established dealer or specialist auctioneer is needed but you will have to pay a fee for this service. It could be money well spent – try convincing your insurance company that three moulding planes were worth £1000 after they have disappeared.
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A pair of coachmakers’ pistol routers and a coachmakers’ jarvis [Harding, 1903].








Buying


In Britain several auctioneers now conduct specialist tool auctions. These sales normally include many hundreds of lots and, for the quality sales, highly detailed catalogues with photographs of virtually every lot are prepared. These are distributed throughout the English speaking world.


The Anglo/American influence in both the design and manufacture of hand tools is dominant in many parts of the world and today’s overseas collectors are attracted by this cultural heritage resulting in numerous absentee bids.


For the buyer, the specialist auction sale provides a good opportunity to see and handle a large number of tools and a unique opportunity to compare quality and design. Even if you are unable to attend, the informative catalogues of the major sales give classifications of condition and estimates of what each lot is likely to fetch.


If attending an auction you do, however, need to do your homework. English auctions are conducted at a fast pace – particularly tool auctions when 1200 lots may be sold in one day. So you need to have decided which lots interest you before going to the sale room – you can’t thoroughly view a thousand or more lots. Leaving bids, even if you are attending the auction, is a good discipline; it avoids that common auction syndrome of “onemoreandiamsuretogetititis”. If you are unable to attend, the now widely used system of “condition classification for antique hand tools” gives clear guidance. This system, started some years ago in America by The Fine Tool Journal, has now become the accepted standard in both Britain and America.




“Egg beater” type steel drill brace [Harding, 1903].
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Below: The Fine Tool Journal Condition Classification for Antique Hand Tools. An additional category, G++, is used by some dealers and auctioneers.








	Category

	Usable

	Finish

	Wear

	Repair

	Rust

	Misc.









	N
	New
	totally
	100%
	none
	none
	none
	+ orig. pkg.




	F
	Fine
	totally
	90-100%
	minimal
	none
	trace
	




	G+
	Good+
	yes
	75-90%
	normal
	minor or none
	light
	some nicks or scratches OK




	G
	Good
	yes
	50-75%
	normal - moderate
	minor
	light
	minor chips




	G−
	Good−
	probably
	30-50%
	moderate - heavy
	correct
	moderate
	chips OK




	Fr
	Fair
	no
	0-305
	excessive
	major
	moderate - heavy
	




	P
	Poor
	no
	n/a
	excessive
	damaged
	heavy
	












Finding the goods



Stories of how and where interesting and, occasionally, valuable tools have been found are legion and when recounted between collectors often raise many unworthy emotions. The reality is that tools, particularly old and dull-looking early tools, are in general little regarded by most people, so they turn up almost anywhere – in attics, at car boot fairs, in country auctions. The one common feature is that tools, when no longer of productive use, get left and forgotten in disused workshops and tool boxes until some change of circumstances brings about disposal.


But lady luck lives just around the corner – maybe even next door. For twenty years we lived next door to a family whose grandfather had been a builder. Over the years we exchanged stories about the building industry. It must have been ten years later, after he had died, that the family decided to move and, in clearing out thirty years’ accumulation, found a box containing all the tools that the old man had put away because he couldn’t find much use for them. His working tools, that had done a lifetime’s work, were almost valueless. But there were some good pieces including several ebony thumb planes and a rare compassed sash plane, left unused for years. I was delighted with the contents of the box and, to the tool collector, having provenance is an added bonus.




Tips for Buyers


➣Read auction conditions with the utmost care. Buyers’ premium and VAT can add more than 25% to the hammer price – a nasty surprise if not expected.


➣Some specialist tool auctions include a considerable proportion of lots owned by the organiser.


➣Use your own judgement – a common auction ploy by leading experts or dealers is to loudly rubbish the goods and then buy them.





Whilst good tools may come your way as the result of luck, for the less experienced and for those for whom time is scarce, there is much to be said for purchasing from an established and experienced dealer who has a reputation to guard and who will give you the benefit of his advice.
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Tool cabinet and bench (fitted with Tools of Best Quality) [Ward & Payne, 1911]. This was available in three sizes. The price of the largest size, 5′ 6″ long, complete with all the tools, was £28. It seems that not many amateur craftsmen bought these as compendium benches are rare today.













ORGANISATIONS
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The Wheelwright from A Book of Trades published in London in 1804 by Tabart & Co.





Listed here are the principal organisations for collectors and others interested in the history of hand tools. All publish informative literature.


In America there are also a number of collectors’ clubs organised on a regional or interest basis.


THE TOOL & TRADES HISTORY SOCIETY


The Administrator, 60 Swanley Lane, Swanley, Kent BR8 7JG, U.K.


Publications: Newsletter (quarterly) and Tools & Trades (occasional journal).


Aims: to advance the education of the general public in the history and development of hand tools and their use and of the people and trades that used them. Membership is open to all who share in these aims.


EARLY AMERICAN INDUSTRIES ASSOCIATION, INC.


Elton W. Hall, Executive Director, 167 Bakerville Road, So. Dartmouth, MA 02748, U.S.A.


Publications: Shavings (quarterly newsletter) and Chronicle (quarterly journal).


Web site: www.eaiainfo.org


Aims: to encourage the study and better understanding of early American industries in the home, in the shop, on the farm and on the sea; also to discover, identify, classify, preserve and exhibit obsolete tools, implements and mechanical devices that were used in Early America.


MID-WEST TOOL COLLECTORS ASSOCIATION, INC.


John Wells, P.O. Box 8016, Berkeley, CA 94707-8016, U.S.A.


Publication: The Gristmill


Web site: www.mwtca.org


Aims: To promote the preservation, study and understanding of ancient tools, implements and devices of the farm, home industry and shop of the pioneers. To study the crafts and craftsmen who used them and to share knowledge and understanding with others.


THE TOOL GROUP OF CANADA


Peter Wood, 7 Tottenham Road, Don Mills, Ontario, Canada L9G3L1


Publication: Yesterday’s Tools


HAND TOOL PRESERVATION ASSOCIATION OF AUSTRALIA


Secretary: Frank J. Ham, 21 Adeney Avenue, Kew, Victoria, Australia.


Publication: The Tool Chest


AMBACHT & GEREEDSCHAP


Gerrett van der Sterre, Beukeboom 6, 4101 VL Culemborg, The Netherlands.


Publication: Newsletter




The Internet


➣Since the publication of the first edition of this book, trading of tools on the Internet has come of age. Quite a few dealers on both sides of the Atlantic now have web sites where tools are offered for sale and there are also numerous sites relevant to the history and use of old tools.
  As new sites are appearing all the time, the quickest way of obtaining up-to-date information is through the lists of both American and British sites held on the Early American Industries Association web site at www.eaiainfo.org and the Mid-West Tool Collectors Association web site at www.mwtca.org













FURTHER READING



Books


Eaton, Reg. The Ultimate Brace. Reg Eaton, Kings Lynn, Norfolk 1989. A most detailed book on the brass-framed brace, describing its construction and history. It does not cover other types of brace.


Hack, Garrett. The Handplane Book. The Taunton Press Inc. Newtown, Conn. U.S.A. 1997. A beautifully illustrated book on choosing and using hand planes and what to look for in old and second-hand planes.


Gaynor, J.G. & Hagedorn, N.L. Tools: Working Wood in Eighteenth-Century America. The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, Williamsburg, Virginia, U.S.A. 1993. Published to accompany the important exhibition of this name held in Colonial Williamsburg, the book contains the most comprehensive view yet of both the American and the English toolmaking and selling trade in the 18th century.


Goodman, W.L. The History of Woodworking Tools. Bell & Hyman Ltd., London, 1964. Traces the history of many types of woodworking tools from earliest times in Britain and Europe. It has been reprinted many times but now out of print but copies can be found in the second-hand market.


Goodman, W.L. British Planemakers from 1700, 3rd ed. revised by Jane & Mark Rees. Roy Arnold, Needham Market, Suffolk, 1993. The third and completely revised edition of the book that no plane collector should be without. One thousand, six hundred and seventy British planemakers are listed together with their marks and biographical details. The text describes the development of the English wooden plane.


Pollak, Emil & Martyl. A Guide to American Wooden Planes and their Makers, 3rd Ed. The Astragal Press, Mendham, New Jersey, U.S.A. 1994. Lists all identified American planemakers with reproductions of their marks and some biographical details where these are known.


Rees, Jane & Mark. Christopher Gabriel and the Tool Trade in 18th Century London. Roy Arnold, Needham Market, Suffolk, 1997. A detailed examination of the business records of Gabriel ledger from 1770 to 1809 which gives an insight into his tool business and connections with the other London tool makers of the period. A companion volume to the Seaton Chest monograph.


Rees, Jane & Mark, ed. The Tool Chest of Benjamin Seaton 1797. The Tool & Trades HistorySociety, Swanley, Kent. 1994. Written by a group of TATHS members, this monograph illustrates, describes and discusses the chest and tools of this 18th century cabinet maker from Chatham, Kent.


Roberts, Kenneth D. Some 19th Century English Woodworking Tools. Ken Roberts Publishing Co., Fitzwilliam, New Hampshire, U.S.A. 1980. This large format book, printed from typescript with signs of rapid production, includes trade advertisements and extracts from catalogues. Its principal interest is in the listings of Sheffield edge and joiners’ toolmakers, extracted from period trade directories, and its citation of brace patents.


Salaman, R.A. Dictionary of Tools used in the Woodworking and Allied Trades c.1700 to 1970. 2nd ed. revised by Philip Walker, The Astragal Press, Mendham, New Jersey, U.S.A. 1975. The most comprehensive and well illustrated listing of British woodworkers’ tools available. The majority of the tools are listed individually but for a few special trades they are described in groups.


Salaman, R.A. Dictionary of Leather-working Tools c. 1700 – 1950. The Astragal Press, Mendham, New Jersey, U.S.A. 1986. A companion volume to the above, covering leather-working tools. It is always worth consulting as many difficult-to-identify tools are from leather-working trades.


Sellens, Alvin. Dictionary of American Hand Tools. Alvin Sellens, Augusta, Kansas, U.S.A. 1990. Illustrates and describes American tools for the widest range of trades. Includes many original and patent tools not illustrated elsewhere.


Walker, Philip, Shire Album No. 50: Woodworking Tools. Shire Publications Ltd., Princes Risborough, 1980. An excellent and factual, if short, introduction to the world of old tools.


Walter, John. Antique and Collectible Stanley Tools – A Guide to Identity and Value, 2nd ed. The Tool Merchant, Akron, Ohio, U.S.A. 1996. A paperback listing of most U.S.A.-made Stanley tools complete with outline descriptions, period of manufacture and a 1996 price guide.


Whelan, John M. The Wooden Plane: Its History Form and Function. The Astragal Press, Morrristown, N.J. U.S.A. 1993. A detailed description of the types and uses of both general and specialised wooden planes worldwide. Includes an extensive classification system of moulding planes by profile.
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Patent adjustable iron quirk router, suitable for both straight and circular work [Preston 1909].





Reprints of trade catalogues


Howarth, James & Sons, Sheffield, 1884. Reprinted 1988 by Roy Arnold, Needham Market, Suffolk. Although principally steel makers, their JH mark is to be found on a wide range of tools, notably chisels. Like many firms they also acted as factors (merchant wholesalers) for other Sheffield toolmakers and their catalogue is therefore a general tool catalogue.


Millers Falls Company, Massachusetts, Catalogue No. 35. 1915. Reprinted 1989 by Roger K. Smith, Athol, Mass. U.S.A. A comprehensive illustrated listing of this company’s often ingenious products from the heyday of the American hand tool manufacturers. Other small catalogues from this firm have also been reprinted.


Preston, Edward & Sons, Birmingham, 1909 (with 1912 supplement). Reprinted 1991 by The Astragal Press, Morristown, N.J. U.S.A. Although now principally remembered for their metal spoke-shaves and planes, the firm were also wooden planemakers and rule and level makers. All these products are listed and illustrated in this comprehensive catalogue. The reprint includes an illustrated history of the firm by Mark Rees.


Rabone, John & Sons, Birmingham 1892. Reprinted 1982 by Ken Roberts Publishing Co., Fitzwilliam, N.H. U.S.A. This publication has a nice period feel given by the reproduction of the original simple colour illustrations. The listing of rules and measuring equipment of all types is extensive. There is also an alphabetical list of Birmingham rule makers extracted from trades directories.


Stanley Rule & Level Co. Connecticut, Catalogue No. 34, 1915. Reprinted 1985 by The Stanley Publishing Co. Westborough, Mass. U.S.A. Facsimile of the 1915 catalogue and supplementary list.


Stanley Rule & Level Co. Connecticut, Catalogue No. 139, 1939. Reprinted 1988 by Roger K. Smith, Lancaster, Mass. U.S.A. Facsimile reproduction of the 1939 catalogue. A retailer’s catalogue which includes point-of-sale display stands for Stanley products. Note: A number of other Stanley catalogues have also been reprinted.


Timmins, Richard, Birmingham Pattern Book of Tools, 1845. Reprinted 1994 in reduced size by Studio Editions Ltd., London. A fine example of a Birmingham “toy maker’s” catalogue (see p.34) printed from copper plates which include the original prices. Introduction and commentary by Philip Walker.


The Handsaw Catalogue Collection (1910 – 1919) Makers: Spear & Jackson (Sheffield) 1915, Disston 1918, Atkins (Indianapolis) 1919, Simmonds (Massachusetts) 1910. Printed 1994 by The Astragal Press, Morrristown, N.J. U.S.A. A compendium selection of the handsaw sections of the principal sawmakers of this period.


Scottish and English Metal Planes by Spiers and Norris 2nd ed. printed 1991 by Ken Roberts Publishing Co., Fitzwilliam, N.H. U.S.A. The principle contents are reproductions of catalogues of Stewart Spiers, 1909 and c. 1930 and T. Norris and Son, 1914 and 1928. It includes a short history of both firms.


John Wyke, Liverpool 1758-70. Catalogue of Tools for Watch and Clock Makers. Reprinted 1978 by University Press of Virginia, U.S.A. for Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum. Although now out of print, this finely illustrated catalogue is a notable first, being the earliest illustrated tool catalogue known.


Original trade catalogues


We have not listed original trade catalogues in general as these are now collected in their own right (see Old Books & Catalogues, pp. 230-232) and are often not easy to find. However, catalogues by the following firms can be found quite frequently and purchased for small sums.


Buck & Hickman, London. Their first catalogue was a 32 page paperback published in 1867. The large (approx. 1200 pages) red hardback catalogue was first published in the 1890s and continued to be published intermittently until 1964. Editions are quite easy to find and are excellent value considering the huge range of items illustrated.


Moore & Wright, Sheffield. Paperback catalogue of “British Precision Engineers Tools”. The firm started trading in 1909. Useful reference for British made engineering measuring tools.


The L.S. Starrett Company, Athol, Massachusetts, U.S.A. Paperback catalogue of “Fine Mechanical Tools” from one of America’s leading manufacturers. The catalogue was issued intermittently; No. 13 dates from 1895, No. 24 from 1927 and No. 25 from 1930. The 1895 catalogue has been reprinted. These catalogues illustrate how advanced American manufacture of precision tools was in the early decades of this century.
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Engineers’ nickel plated spirit level, available either 4″ or 6″ long, with patent cat’s eye tube [Preston 1909].













CARE & CLEANING



Approach


Collectors often ask “How should I clean tools?” In many cases what they are really asking is “To what extent should I clean these tools?” The choice lies between the two extremes. At the one end, trying to return the tool to the condition when it left the factory or at the other, almost complete inaction. There is some justification for the latter course. After all, if the last working owner was happy to use it in that condition there is probity in leaving it thus – as long as appropriate steps have been taken to stop further deterioration.


It is probable, however, that many tools will have languished in sheds for decades before coming into your hands and are not, therefore, in the same condition as when last used so some cleaning is appropriate. Most collectors will buy and keep an object because they believe it to have some intrinsic artistic merit; it is therefore logical to clean to the extent that the beauty of the object is shown to best advantage.


Good workmen were concerned about their tools and their bosses knew this. Even in my lifetime in the building industry I have seen trade foremen asking to see a man’s carry-box before hiring him.
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Saw grinders at the Sheffield Grinding Mills from “A Day at the Sheffield Cutlery Works”, The Penny Magazine, 27 April 1844. Grinding operations always leave marks and are a clue to the methods of manufacture.







Cleaning tip


➣We think that tools should be cleaned to the state in which they would have been when used regularly by a good tradesman – and no further.





Original finish


All methods of finishing leave marks which both contribute to the overall character and, more importantly, give some indication of how they were made. Cleaning methods should, as much as possible, conserve these marks.


Wooden planes were finished with planes (which didn’t leave much clue) and files (which leave tell-tale marks). Brass work was often finished with files or on sanding machines, leaving a fine grained surface of parallel marks, and was very rarely polished to a glossy finish. Metal planes were finished either on lathes – large radius tool marks are the clue here – or on grinding machines, often with quite coarse wheels. Chisel blades were ground and glazed (a form of fine grinding with abrasive applied to wooden wheels) but the neck and bolster were transversely ground giving an attractive contrast at the shoulder.


Pocket knives and early engineers’ precision tools were ground and polished to high standards which, if perfectly preserved, can to the unknowledgeable seem like a plated finish.


All these different types and qualities of finish are distinct and appropriate to the type and quality of tool. Heavy cleaning, amounting to refinishing may, on occasions, improve the appearance of a tool but something of the original is always lost, so think carefully before you get going with emery paper, paint stripper or other harsh methods. As we shall detail, there are more satisfactory methods.



Rust removal



The electrolytic removal of rust is an effective method that does not damage iron and steel. For this you need a large non-metallic container (such as a plastic washing-up bowl), a 6/12 volt battery charger of minimum 4 amp capacity, a piece of stainless steel, some caustic soda or, preferably, sodium carbonate and a wire brush.


The method is as follows: Make an electrolyte by mixing the caustic soda with the water in the container (approximately two teaspoons to a quart of water). Connect the piece of stainless steel to the positive clip of the charger and suspend it in the water. Connect the tool to be cleaned to the negative clip of the charger and suspend it in the water. The clip must not be immersed in the water, so it may be necessary to clean the two ends of a tool as separate actions.


Select the voltage on the charger to give a reading of approximately 2 amps (this may also involve adjusting the distance between the stainless steel and the tool). At this stage there should be evidence of bubbling around the electrodes – if not, check the electrical connections.


The time that the tool should remain in the water depends on its size and amount of rusting and can be anything between 10 minutes and 3 hours. The exact time is not important as extra time will do little harm.


Wipe the tool to remove the black residue and, if necessary, carefully loosen the rust flakes with a blunt chisel or knife. The tool should finally brushed with a wire brush. If done under water, this obviates any dust. After thorough drying the tool should either be lightly oiled or waxed with restoring wax.


An alternative method can be followed that does not require the item to be immersed in the electrolyte, although it is more time consuming. A cloth, soaked in the chosen electrolyte is laid on the part of the tool to be cleaned and a strip of sacrificial metal laid on top of the cloth. The negative clip should be connected to the work and the positive clip to the stainless steel. It is important that the current passes only through the electrolyte-soaked cloth.




Warning


Chemicals, water and electricity are a potent combination so take great care when using this method of cleaning. Rubber gloves and eye goggles should be worn at all times. Fumes will be given off; therefore the process should always be carried out in a well-ventilated location. Any accidental splashes should be washed in plenty of water.
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Barnes’ improved grinding and polishing machine [Harding 1903]. Buffing machines are nothing new!





The buffing machine


Dismissively known by this name amongst tool buffs (no connection – or is there?) this is more correctly described as a mop head metal polishing machine. Of recent years, these have been much used by dealers to clean both metal and wood. No machine has a greater potential to cause irreversible damage to tools than these ferocious beasts and they will also savage the hand that feeds them unless proper precautions are taken. The mops rotate at very high speed and are fed with buffing soap – actually an abrasive compound in a wax carrier. Brass, even when completely black, can be speedily brought to a high polish but corners and edges are worn down and original finish and even lettering disappears in a trice. Applied to wood, buffing machines will rip away the patination and then drive black waxy dirt into the grain of the wood. I have seen literally hundreds of boxwood carpenters’ folding rules that have been buffed – the brass fittings gleam unnaturally bright whilst a black tidemark is left on the boxwood and any traces of the original shellac polish have been removed so the brass will quickly become black.


If there is a proper place for buffing machines in the world of tool collecting, it is on those items that were originally sold in a highly burnished state or on bright steel items such as chisel blades that were “glazed” to a high finish. They can be of use to clean items that are almost impossible by hand. But don’t use them where inappropriate, and this means on anything that is small, soft (brass or nickel silver), relies on sharp well-finished arises for appeal or has an original finish that will be removed by buffing.




Cleaning tip


➣Cover any areas that you don’t want to buff with masking tape.


➣Apply wax polish to wooden areas adjacent to metal before you buff. This will reduce penetration of the dirt into the wood.
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Thirty-six-tool presentation case of carving tools [Ward & Payne, 1911]. These tools are amateur pattern.





Shock! Horror!


A word of warning – I number amongst my tool buff friends several who have been savaged by buffing machines and rather than type the usual boring safety injunction I thought that you should know about the friend who told me how he had two fingers left literally dangling by shreds – it was quite difficult to get the fingers out of the glove. It didn’t look too bad when I visited him in hospital – at least a bandage covered the injury – but it suddenly seemed essential to sit down. If you use a buffing machine – do read and follow the safety instructions.


Woodworm


Although various theories have been advanced from time to time about destroying woodworm by freezing or by cooking, the only effective method that we would recommend is a proprietary woodworm fluid. This should be used following the manufacturer’s instructions and always in a well-ventilated space.


Once the woodworm has been treated the holes should be filled. There are a number of reasons for this, not least because if more holes appear, you will know to repeat the treatment. It also prevents loose powder falling out of the holes which is unsightly and also can lead to uncertainty about the success of the treatment. It also prevents breaking up of the wood between holes if the tool has been badly infected. Wood that has been so eaten that it becomes “spongy” can be treated either with linseed oil or, in very severe cases, with thinned PVA, both of which will harden and protect damaged wood.


Recording your collection


What records you keep about when and where you acquired your tools and what they cost is a matter of personal preference. My only plea is that, if you collect tools from known sources, do record this in some way. A collection of tools from a known boat builder or cabinet maker may, in the future, be of huge significance to trade or local historians. Most tools will be devoid of provenance by the time you get them, so this makes those that do have a background even more significant. Write it down: from where, from whom and what date – otherwise you will forget and when you are dead your relatives won’t know!


Storing your tools


Wooden tools are best kept in a dry shed or garage of heavyweight construction where the temperature will vary only slowly. Highly unsuitable are light-construction wooden sheds where the temperature goes up and down quickly causing condensation on metal surfaces. Centrally heated homes can be too drying for wooden tools and will lead to shrinkage. Provided a shed is dry, metal tools will not rust. Allowing metal parts to rust will not only present you with a difficult cleaning job but can also lead to permanent damage – rust staining, irons jammed into planes, wooden parts blown apart by rust expansion. The traditional tool chest is a good option – they tend to even out environmental changes. However, bright polished metal items are best in the house as they do need to be kept warm and dry.




Patent Tool Sharpener.


This reverses the usual order – as will be readily seen by the Illustration. The Tool is rigidly held in the hand while motion of Stone sharpens the Tool.
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No. 328.


Price, 12/6 each.
Washita Oilstones extra from 2/- each.


Weclaim for this method of sharpening Tools that it will preserve the bevel of Plane Irons, etc., and enable one to sharpen the tools more effectively form any workmen, and quicker than the regular method.


Arrange the length of strap by means of the slip buckle, so that the foot placed in the loop nearly touches the floor at the end of each stroke.


Hold the tool to be sharpened against this upper surface of the rest with the left hand, and with the right press it gently down on the stone.


For ordinary work the Machine needs no fixing to the bench, but if it is desired to do so, there are two holes in the framework through which screws can be inserted into the bench.




[image: chpt_fig_018]


Patent tool sharpener [Melhuish, 1899]. Patent but in some way impractical devices are a feature of the history of tools. Such contrivances, made in very small quantities, often pass unidentified.
















CLEANING MATERIALS



Wire wool


The best general purpose abrasive for cleaning wood as it doesn’t leave scratch marks. “Double O” (OO), fine, and “Triple O” (OOO), very fine, are the most useful grades; some manufacturers make “Quadruple O” (OOOO) which is even finer. However, the thickness of grades varies from one manufacturer to another.


Some wire wool sold for domestic purposes is treated with mineral oil so buy trade material from a polish house – their material isn’t.




Warning


The finer grades of wire wool are combustible, particularly when impregnated with solvents – some authorities say spontaneous combustion is possible – so dispose of waste safely.





Emery cloth


Emery cloth needs to be used with considerable care or bright scratches will be made in the metal surface. Not, therefore, an advised or necessary part of the tool restorers’ armoury. See Sandpaper.


Sandpaper


Used on wood, it will remove any patina there is. Occasionally you may come across the odd rough patch where sandpaper may be of some use but on oiled or polished surfaces it clogs quickly – see Wet and dry paper. For the restorer of tools, sandpaper, either medium or medium fine grade, is more useful in cleaning iron and steel. Unless applied with the utmost vigour, it will not scratch these surfaces but will remove dirt and rust.


Wet and dry paper


Made with a fine emery abrasive bonded to a paper backing, it is available in a range of grits from 120 which is similar to a fine grade of sandpaper to 600 which is so fine that the surface has a floury feel. Used over-enthusiastically, wet and dry paper has the same capability as emery paper to leave scratch marks on the surface of metals although these will be smaller. However, used with discretion as to grade and application it can be an effective remover of that mixture of rust, oil, paint, resins etc. that often seems to coat metal surfaces.


Because of the fine abrasive size, wet and dry paper will clog up very quickly if what is being removed is at all “gummy” – so a lubricant is essential. As implied by the name, these papers can be used with water but on tools this is really not a good idea as any residue left on metal will promote rust and on wood, will swell the surface. When cleaning tools you will often be working on metal and wood in close proximity, so a hydrocarbon (oil or spirit) lubricant is preferable. Paraffin (in US, kerosene) is probably the best. It is cheap, has a high flash point – important for safety – and dries quickly but not too quickly. Most importantly, it is not so solvent of dry linseed oil, shellac or wax polishes that it will strip away that all-important surface patina that we seek to retain but it is volatile enough to dry quickly from a surface or, at the worst, overnight from a wooden object that has become saturated.


Rottenstone and pumice powders


Rottenstone is a very fine grey powder and pumice a somewhat coarser white powder. Both are useful for reducing the shine on newly applied French polish which may look far too bright. Wetted with a drop or two of paraffin or water they make a mild abrasive paste. Jewellers’ rouge, available in stick or powder form, is also a fine, abrasive polishing agent that can be of use when cleaning fine items such as drawing instruments.
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Polishing compounds from Isaac [Isaac, c. 1900].





Linseed oil


Available raw or boiled. Raw linseed oil is more penetrative than boiled but it takes much longer to dry. We have considerable reservations about the advisability of using linseed oil on wooden planes that already have a surface finish of old oil (see Cleaning planes, pp. 28–29). One of the drawbacks of linseed oil is that, when applied to tools kept in anything but the best of environments, it provides a nutritious feed for mould growths. A light application of raw linseed oil will however work wonders on dry, neglected-looking wood by bringing out colour. For a lighter application, thin the oil with turpentine or paraffin. This will make a more penetrative mixture which, once dry, will leave little evidence on the surface.
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The Wellington Works of John Oakley & Sons Ltd. in Westminster Road, London from a billhead dated 1876. Oakleys were leading manufacturers of every kind of abrasive papers, powders and compounds.





It may surprise many of our readers to learn that we consider linseed oil to be more useful as a finish to iron and steel more than wood. Applied to iron or steel objects it forms a varnish, protecting against rust, and any remaining particles of red rust are darkened to an almost black colour, so becoming much less obtrusive. Importantly, even dry linseed oil remains soluble or at least softenable in methylated spirits, so it is reasonably easy to remove any coating.


Petroleum grease and oils


Many new tools were greased up before leaving the manufacturer; the military were particularly keen on this, though in recent years wax-based protective coatings have become more usual in both the civil and military fields. Grease and oil are fine for preserving engineering tools which don’t have wooden parts but for any tools that do, petroleum-based oils or greases should be avoided like the plague as they permeate the wood, turning it black and uninteresting and making it impossible to develop a decent polish. There must be tools of some trades where the appropriate look is black and oily but for the woodworking trades this is to be avoided.


“Unembalming fluid”


We don’t use this ourselves but it has received so much commendation from good tool fiends – who are also friends – that we must include it here. Usually passing under the name of restorers’ mixture, its purpose is to clean, feed and provide a finish all together. Mix in equal proportions linseed oil, white spirit or turpentine and vinegar in a bottle and shake well. This mixture can be applied by rag or with wire wool which speeds the removal of heavy grime. After a while apply a final burnish with a rag. If you use real turpentine in the mixture your workshop will be filled with one of the finest and most evocative of aromas but white spirit is more economical.


Wax polishes


All wax polishes intended for wood have two basic constituents: wax, which can be of various sorts, and a solvent to soften the wax and make it easier to spread. The solvent evaporates, the wax hardens and you can burnish it with a cloth giving a beautiful and, hopefully, much admired shine. By repeated applications a fine polish is built up. The most traditional and expensive polishes are formulated with beeswax.


The restorer of antique tools is usually faced with a different problem. The surface is likely to be coated with a layer of grime held together with the residues of oils and greases. If the beauty of the wood is to be revealed, this needs to be removed.


Restorers’ wax polish, applied with fine wire wool, is the best method to achieve this in a controlled manner. These polishes are available in a wide range of colours but the real significance to the tool restorer is that they are compounded with an active solvent and the tool grime is softened by these polishes. Apply with fine wire wool and continue to rub until the required amount of the dirt has been removed by the action of the wire wool on the softened grime. The value in this method is that it is completely controllable, the action is not too fast and as soon as the required colour is achieved, the item can be aside to allow the wax to harden – half an hour is adequate but overnight is better – and then polished off with a soft rag.
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