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My Vial Passion

By Stephen Sedor

Woodworking is something my father and I always enjoyed doing together. While we
make absolutely zero claims of being good at it, we nevertheless have a lot of fun in
our attempts. One day while poking through a long since closed antique store in down-
town Flemington, New Jersey, I spotted a Stanley #3 level and thought it would make
a great Christmas gift for my dad. Soon after, I saw a lonely #102 on a table at a garage
sale and for $5 couldn’t pass it up. Thus was the start of my level buying. Mind you, I
was about 15 at the time, knew nothing about antique tools, and had not the smallest
inkling that I would someday be given the honor of writing an article about them.

Continued on page 6

Photo 1. Small and short stock levels.
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My Vial Passion

Continued fron page 1

In the early days I thoroughly enjoyed bringing home
tired old levels to spend hours disassembling, cleaning,
polishing and (GASP!) refinishing them, so they once
again looked good enough to be placed in plain view.
However, I soon began to grow into the mindset of col-
lecting levels, and I started looking at and coming home
with nicer things that didn’'t need touching up. My dad
loves to tell the story of how I first (as I believe it was,
and is, for many of us) would only look at and buy
Stanley, which has now progressed to only wanting the
most rare and finest of levels (“wanting” being the key
word, as my wallet doesn’t always allow for all my
heart’s desires).

I believe the first tool collector I came in contact with
was Walter Jacob at an antique tractor show, where he
once set up an annual display of Stanley tools from his
and Charles’ world-renowned collection. I realized that
there is great quality and beauty in old tools, and that
there are other people on the planet who share this fas-
cination with these old hunks of wood and metal, and
who dedicate a great deal of resources in pursuit of this
fascination.

Soon after, Don Rosebrook published the first volume
of his superb book, American Levels and their Makers,
and my eyes were opened to the vast number of level
makers and the various configurations their minds con-
jured up. Don’s book and the Jacob brothers’ collection
made me realize the great importance of including qual-
ity and rarity in my decision making when selecting the
levels that will grace my shelves. I'm thankful this hap-
pened early on, as I believe it saved me from a lot of
junk lying around. Thus began my level collecting, and
my interest in the levels I will gladly share with you in
this article.

J. Mason and F.J. Gouch of Worcester,
Massachusetts

Most will ask, “who were J. Mason and F.J. Gouch?”
Along with that, my question is: what was their relation
in level making? Compared side by side, the shared
characteristics and construction are obvious, but not
always identical. All but one example I am aware of
have sights. Other shared features include side plates
with very fine knurling on the edge, the top plate design,
flat end plates and the use of round-headed brass
screws. This shows me that there was a link between
these two men and their levels. However, certain things
like screws, stock and top plate dimensions, sight con-
struction and raising knobs are not standard from level
to level. Even the size and placement of the top plate
screws differ. This begs the question: why are what
seem like simple features not uniform? It would seem by
this observation that each level was made independent
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Top, marked F.J. Gouch on the top edge in the wood, with sights
and pitch adjustment; middle, marked F.J. Gouch on brass end plate,
with sights and round headed brass screws used for the end plates;
bottom, marked J. Mason on top edge in the wood, with sights.

of the other, and also independent of dies and molds,
and a general stock of parts.

I have not been able to find enough information to
point to which J. Mason should be associated with the
Mason marked levels, so I won't list any of a few “J”
Masons I've come across that could be possibilities.
Gouch, on the other hand, we know was a skilled and
enduring plane maker with working dates from about
1847 through 1868, and the quality of these levels
shows the possibility that all examples were made by
his hands. In an ad found in the 1856 Massachusetts
Business Directory by George Adams, Gouch mentions
Spirit Levels along with planes and gives a location at
Merrifield’s Steam Mills in Worcester, Massachusetts.
I've also found mention of Gouch levels in “A Record of
the First Exhibition of the Metropolitan Mechanics’
Institute” from 1853. These two references are the only
ones I've come across that definitively link one of these
men to these levels.

Left and middle, F.J. Gouch sights; Right, J. Mason sights.

So did one man make levels for the other? Did one
sell remaining stock to the other? I have a suspicion
that the original design was Mason’s. Because of manu-
facturing and start-up costs etc., he went to work for
Gouch (Gouch liking the level design), and the levels
were sold under the Gouch name. I admittedly have no
evidence to support this idea; it’s just my hunch. These
levels, whether marked or not, are uncommon and I



know of fewer than fifteen examples. Of the levels in
this style I am aware of, more are marked by Gouch
than by Mason. There are examples in other collections
that are unmarked, but the style is unmistakable.

Thomas Coughlin Patent

This is the only known example of either of Thomas
Coughlin’s two level patents. It is marked with the 1911
patent, but follows the design of his 1915 patent. I'll
recommend the reader look up the patents for a proper,
albeit wordy explanation. It seems a very impractical
design, as a partial, and somewhat clumsy, disassembly
is necessary to make adjustments and change the
incline using the “toothed disk.” Oddly, there are no
graduations on this tool to show or indicate degree of
incline. All these add up to likely reasons not many were
produced, therefore making them so scarce today.

Top, Thomas Coughlin, New York, N.Y. Patent No.
1,133,936.
Bottom, Coughlin patent.

C.H. Frech

Another mystery level maker I can’t seem to dig up any
information about is C.H. Frech. Stylistically I would
date his work circa 1850's-1860's. A guess to his loca-
tion would be the Connecticut area, though New York,
New Jersey and Pennsylvania are other possibilities. I
heard one report that he worked on Staten Island. When
I questioned this report’s validity, I was told it was just
a note from a seller, and received no additional informa-
tion. I have found nothing to support this claim, but also
nothing to disprove it.

All Frech levels 1 am aware of are made from
mahogany. Many that I've seen were made with rather
attractive pieces of wood with an almost shimmering
grain. Something else I've noticed is no standardization
in stock size. Clearly Frech was attempting to set his
levels apart from other makers by deliberately choosing
these visually appealing stocks, regardless of dimen-
sions, and taking care in his finishing.

Top, marked Frech; second row, marked C.H. Frech, third row,
marked C.H. Frech; bottom, small stock marked Frech.

Another observation I've made is the occasional
omission of the “C.H.” in the mark that was used to
stamp the brass top plate. At first I thought this was
just a weak stamp or perhaps worn, but I've since
observed a few more like this. I now believe that, for
one reason or another, the “C.H.” was deliberately
removed from the stamp at some point in time. I've seen
enough of these where the rest of the mark is from a
very strong and bold strike that there is no way the
missing “C.H.” was from a weak strike, or that it just so
happens that section of the mark is the only part worn
away. A couple guesses for this is perhaps one family
member took over manufacturing from another, or
maybe C.H. was a typo and instead of making a new
stamp, the letters were simply removed.

My Favorite eBay finds

And now by popular demand, I will acquiesce to
requests to include some of my favorite levels here, but
with a twist of my favorite levels bought from eBay. My
greatest interest in collecting levels is early American
makers with original paper labels. Second to that would
probably be early small and short stock levels.

c. 1847 James McCoskrie Small Stock with Label
While not the finest or the most valuable, this is per-

James McCoskrie & Co., Cambridgeport,
MA, small stock with label.

haps my most favorite level I've had the joy of putting on
the shelf. This is a lucky eBay find that almost got away.
Assumingly, since this little gem ended with no bids, I

Continued on page 8
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My Vial Passion

Continued from page 7

like everyone else at first thought it was cut-down in
size. Even so, I planned to bid on it but was for some
reason preoccupied come auction end. Seeing it had no
bids I contacted the seller with an offer that was thank-
fully accepted. How happy was I to find out it wasn’t cut
down! For me, this one has it all: full top plate with
twelve screws, chamfered side views on both sides, a
diminutive size of 8 3/8” x 1 1/16” x 1 3/32” AND a
label! Instead of making a new, small size label,
McCGoskrie cut down a label that he used on his full size
levels at the very edge of the wording so it would fit the
side of this small stock. It would take A LOT of immor-
talized presidents to pull this one from my fingers.

c. 1850 P. Hodge Tilt Plumb/Level with Label

Perry Hodge of Warsaw, New York is most well known for
his inclinometer that Stanley, it would seem, basically stole
the design of for their #32 inclinometer. This other style of

P Hodge & Co., Warsaw, Wyoming
County, N.Y., tilt plumbl/level with
orginal label.

level by Hodge is far less recognized. I would think that
such a simple, all in one design would have been more pop-
ular, but perhaps its simplicity was its downfall. The level
brilliantly consists of a single vial assembly that pivots 90
degrees on a small metal rod that passes through the level
stock. Level is checked when the vial is in the down posi-
tion, and to check plumb the user simply tilts the vial up. It

P Hodge inclinometer with
original label and original grain painting.
Hodge is the only level maker | know of that
used grain painting to finish his levels.

is because of this simplicity and lack of a means for secur-
ing a position that I feel keeping accuracy became the
major issue with this design. Whatever the reason may be
for the uncommonness of these levels, it is because of its
unique simplicity that this little level is one of my favorites.
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George H. Lambert, East Cambridge, MA, with original label.

George H. Lambert label.

¢. 1850 George H. Lambert with Label

Whenever I read something along the lines of “no
known examples,” something inside me takes that as a
challenge. When I read this about George Lambert lev-
els, a new goal for myself was born. Many early makers
only used paper labels to identify their work, which
explains why there are levels unique in design and fea-
tures that have yet to be identified. I picked up a lot of
old levels looking for a George Lambert mark, but for
many years came up empty until one day, this level
showed up on the web. I had to look about three to four
times at the description and photo of the label to make
sure this was not a level by the other Lambert, William.
While there is nothing notable about this level's design
or construction (it is about as simple as a plumb and
level can be), this eBay find has earned a place as one
of my favorite levels since it is the only known level
marked by George Lambert.

There are many names I owe thanks and recognition
to for their knowledge, time and friendship, but I'd like
to end by thanking three people by name: my father
Myron, Walter Jacob, and Don Rosebrook. All three men
have shared unfettered time, knowledge and patience
with me in my pursuit of level collecting (and in the case
of my father, money when I was younger).

I am always looking to purchase rare, fine and interest-
ing levels. If you have anything for sale, or just something
interesting to share info and photos of, please don’t hesitate
to contact me. 'm always happy to talk levels. You can
email me at vintagevials@gmail.com. H



My Lucky Chance to Show What I Know

By Bob Garay

an article on The American Saw Company. In that arti-

cle I reported that the founder James E. Emerson had
left California in the early 1860’s to come to New Jersey.
Here he formed the company Emerson & Silver which
made swords for the civil war. It was afterwards that he
formed the American Saw Company. Well recently I was
presenting antique tools at the Warren County Antiques
Festival and one of the attractions was an antiques road
show by Harry Rinker, a well known authority on antiques.
While I was watching his presentation a man brought a
Civil War sword for his inspection. He could make out the
name Silver and judged it to indeed be an authentic civil
war sword worth about $500. I asked to see the sword
and to my surprise I could also make out the name
Emerson and remnants of Trenton, NJ. I was elated. Here
was an artifact from Trenton, my home town as a young-
ster. And not only that but I was able to show off my
knowledge about the maker to this well known antiques
expert. Later after a friendly chat with Harry he invited
me to be a guest speaker on his Sunday syndicated radio
antiques show. Wow! I jumped at the offer and the next
morning he called me at exactly 8:30AM and we discussed
antique tools for about five minutes on his radio show.
Just goes to show that a little knowledge stored up in the
noggin will be useful someday. And the owner of the sword
was delighted to learn what I knew of Silver & Emerson. It
was a rewarding experience for all involved. W

In the September 2010 issue of the Tool Shed I wrote

Here is a photo of the two winners of the Micalizzi Endowment
that is awarded to high school students in CRAFTS member Josh
Kavat's program at Northern Burlington High School.

The 2012 CRAFTS Micalizzi Endowment Award was split
between two of my senior girls. On the left side is Anne Poinsett.
She excelled in the Ag mechanics courses and Wood and
Graphics classes. She assisted me and other students and man-
aged to do more than most of the other students in Wood 1.
Anne is serving this coming year as NJ State FFA Vice President.
She will pursue her career after this year.

On the right is Sara Bastedo. Sara went through the complete
Wood program. This year she completed Wood lll, and spent
two other periods in my class helping with other wood classes.
She was my right hand assistant. Sara is not completely sure
where her life is going, but she has a great start in woodwork-
ing. She was one of the top lathe operators this year.

MICALIZZI ENDOWMENT WINNERS

|
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CRAFTS MEMBERS UNCOMMON TOOLS

Jack Whelan submitted the curved bead
plane above. It is a very uncommon
plane most likely used in coach work.

It measures just 5”long.

Don Stark submitted this saw
which is by an unlisted maker.
CO-OPERATIVE SAW
WORKS, PHILADA, CAST
STEEL, WARRANTED - a "
mark unlisted in the EAIA, ”Dlrec’rory of
American Toolmakers.” Or Erwin
Schaffer “Hand Saw Makers of North
America.” The features of the 14" back-
saw include two shields on the blued
back, early chamfered applewood han-
dle with a forward hook, flat split nuts,
early eagle warranted Superior medal-
lion, and W.H. Geiger branded on both
handle sides.
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My Serendipitous Trip

to Allentown
By Joe Hauck

ack in 1982 when local newspapers still had
Breporters, the man covering my town decided that a
local interest story on my plane collection would be,

well, interesting. He came to my shop and I showed him
what I thought were some of my best planes. To my surprise
he was most impressed by a rather homely unsigned 18th
century rabbet that had a huge knot in the side. That
became the key picture of a full
page article. I received my 15
minutes of local fame, mom
was proud and I put a copy of
the article away (somewhere),
and life and collecting went on.
About three years later I
received a call one evening
that started with the words “I
hope you are the Joe Hauck
who collects molding planes”. 1
answered, “why yes I am”. I
asked the woman on the line
how she found me, and she
explained that she had seen
the article in her dentist’s wait-

would have to stop somewhere for directions and the
antique center seemed like a better choice than most,
plus the sign even had a directional arrow.

I found the antique center easily and it was quite large.
Not far from the entrance, I found a dealer with a large dis-
play case with at least two dozen planes including an inter-
esting plow by John Bell. I asked the dealer if I could see it
and he unlocked the case and
handed it to me. It was made of
boxwood with a figure that I
had only seen before in satin-
wood, the arms were satin-
wood, it was a striking exam-
ple, and it had a full set of
blades. When I asked the deal-
er his price he replied, “it is
part of a set” and all the planes
in the case were to be sold
together for $530. Not wanting
the other planes and not want-
ing to spend that much money
I tried to explain to him that
the planes were not a set. They

ing room. I didn't ask whether
she wrote down my name three years ago or if her dentist
kept three year old newspapers for reading material, as 1
was happy to have the opportunity to acquire some planes.
The lady explained that she had around twenty New Jersey
planes and she wanted to sell them to me. Since my poor
sense of direction is a source of family amusement I asked
for detailed directions to her home in Allentown, Pa. and we
set a date and time for my visit.

I found her modest apartment with no problem and she
brought out twenty-one molding planes that were very
clean and in fine condition. Most were rather common
makers and profiles but there were three narrow complex
molders. I gave her my assessment of them and explained
that I could only pay ten dollars apiece since only three
were of interest to me. I thought she could use the money
8o I suggested that she should be able to get around fif-
teen each at auction, as they were very presentable. Well
to my surprise she would have none of that. She wanted
these planes to go to me, so after a cup of coffee and a
piece of cake I gave her $210 for the planes, put them in
my trunk and began the trip home. I neglected however to
get detailed instructions to at least get back to Route 22
East and soon found myself lost in Allentown. As I drove
down a main road I saw a large billboard announcing the
opening of an antique center at the OId Silk Mill. I knew 1

were from different states and
were made over the course of 75 years and had different
owners’ stamps, therefore they were not really a set but, to
no avail. Realizing that I had to buy them all to get the prize,
I opened my wallet and found I only had $300 in cash left.
I offered that and a check for the remaining $230. Not only
would he not take the check, he would not take a deposit
either, he wanted $530 cash that was it. He was really
starting to annoy me but, I got an idea.

I started on a tour of the rest of the center and soon on
the opposite end found what I was looking for, another deal-
er with planes. I looked at several and asked if he bought
planes. He was of better humor than the other dealer and
replied, “well you have to buy them or steal them”. I told
him I had some planes [ wanted to sell, and he replied, bring
them around sometime. I replied I have them right outside.
I went to the car took out eighteen of the planes leaving the
three complex molders there and went to the dealers booth.
He commented that they were in really nice condition and
asked how much I wanted. I replied that I needed to get
$230 in cash and not a penny less. He was happy to oblige
and I quickly went back to see “grumpy” and bought the
entire lot. Over the next year I sold off the other common
planes and recouped most of my purchase price. The John
Bell tiger striped boxwood plow plane and the story behind
acquiring it remain one of my favorites. W
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