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The American Piano-Supply Industry in the
Nineteenth Century, with Particular Attention
to the Career and Manufacturing Methods
of Joseph P. Hale*

WiLLiaMm E. HETTRICK
Part 1

1 called on an old and reputable piano maker recently and referring to the mystery of
his art I said: “Where do you get the old spruce which you use for sounding boards.”

“Oh!” he said, “we do not make the sounding boards, we buy them up in
Vermont.”

“Well, said I, “where do you get the fine white wood which you use for your
actions.”

“We do not make the actions, we buy them of Roth and Engelhardt,” he answered.

*Some of the material in this article, Parts 1 and 2, was contained in the following
papers presented at meetings of scholarly societies (the American Musical Instrument
Society, hereafter AMIS; the American Musicological Society, hereafter AMS; and the
American Musicological Society-Greater New York Chapter, hereafter AMS-GNY).
“Joseph P. Hale, Manufacturer of Pianos: Fraud or Eminent Benefactor?” AMIS, Las
Vegas, NV, May, 2005. “‘Provided with all the modern improvements’: American Piano
Factories over a Half Century,” AMIS, New Haven, CT, July, 2007. “A Visit to the Piano
Factory of Joseph P. Hale: The Great Industrialist at Work,” AMIS Study Session, AMS,
Quebec City, Canada, November, 2007. “Joseph P. Hale (1819-1883), Piano Manu-
facturer of New York: His Work, Reputation, and Legacy,” AMS-GNY, New York, NY,
May, 2010. “An Ample Supply: American Piano-Parts Manufacturers and Dealers Up to
1900,” AMIS, Phoenix, AZ, May, 2011. “*Movin’ on Up’: The Great Migration of Piano
Manufacturers and Dealers to Harlem and the Bronx, New York, in the Period 1880-
1930,” AMIS, Colonial Williamsburg, VA, May—June, 2013; AMS-GNY, New York, NY,
January, 2014. “The Paradoxical Mr. Swick: A Colorful Episode in the History of
American Piano Manufacturing and Trade Journalism,” AMIS, Huron, OH, May, 2014.
“The Saga of John J. Swick: A Colorful Episode in the History of American Piano
Manufacturing and Music Trade Journalism,” April, 2016, AMS-GNY. In preparing
both parts of this article, I received helpful assistance from the staffs of the following
libraries and archives: the Boston Athenaeum; the Bronx Historical Society Research
Library; the Interlibrary Loan Office of Axinn Library, Hofstra University; the
Manhattan Business Center, New York City Register’s Office; the New York City Depart-
ment of Buildings; the New York City Municipal Archives, Department of Records; the
New York County Surrogate’s Court, Records Department; the New-York Historical
Society; and the New York Public Library, the Stephan A. Schwarzman Building, the
Library for the Performing Arts, and the Science, Industry and Business Library
(SIBL). I especially wish to thank Mr. Bynum Petty, Organ Historical Society Archivist,
Princeton, NJ; Mr. William Schull, Registered Piano Technician, Loma Linda, CA; Ms.
Liana Marie Sive, collector of piano materials, Stratford, CT; and Mr. Laurence Libin,
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“Of course,” I replied, “the action is a mere mechanical contrivance. Where your
art is manifest, I suppose is in the hammers which I am told is one of the most impor-
tant parts of the instrument.”

“It is important of course,” he said, “but we do not make hammers, we buy them of
Dolge.”

“And the keys,” I asked.

“Oh! they come from Pratt, Read & Co.”

“May I ask you if you make the iron frame,” said I.

“Oh! no,” he responded cheerfully, “we buy that from Davenport & Treacy.”

“Well, certainly,” said I, “you make some of the bolts, screws, pedal guards, pins,
etc., do you not?”

“Not at all,” said he, “we buy them of Hammacher, Schlemmer & Co.”

“Then am I to understand,” said I severely, “that of all this wonderful instrument
you make only the outside shell.”

“Hardly that, said he, “for we buy the cases from F. G. Smith.”

“Then in Heaven’s name,” I exclaimed, “what do you make?”

“Well, said he, reflectively scratching his head, “when we sell an instrument, we—
a—make out the bill. "

# ok ok

he foregoing anecdote, delivered by Charles H. Parsons, president

of the Needham Piano & Organ Co. (Washington, NJ), as part of
his speech to the New York Piano Manufacturers’ Association on
February 14, 1899, was a humorous reminder of the large role played by
the piano-supply industry in their business—a fact surely known to all
Association members present, most of whom probably relied to some
extent on the products of those suppliers. By the year 1899, American pi-
ano manufacturers’ use of ready-made parts produced by independent
supply companies had begun to be acknowledged publicly, but still only
to a limited degree and chiefly by the makers of those parts. In fact, be-
fore the 1890s, the very existence of the piano-supply trade had been the
best-kept secret of the piano industry, withheld from public cognizance
by manufacturers and supply houses alike, as if following a strict, unwrit-
ten law of business ethics. This practice no doubt harked back to the

piano historian, Ramsey, NJ. Their assistance (and that of others) will be cited specifi-
cally at the appropriate places in the article. In addition, I am pleased to acknowledge
the receipt of funds, in aid of my research, from the Faculty Research and Develop-
ment Grant of Hofstra College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, Hofstra University. I also
wish to express my gratitude to my wife, Dr. Jane Schatkin Hettrick, for her continuing
counsel and support, and her listening with interest to my stories about piano factories.

1. MTR2 [see the list of sigla for music trade journals, Appendix 1] 28, no. 7
(Feb. 18, 1899): 9, 11. Quoted verbatim.
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storied time when pianos were hand-crafted to order, piece by piece, in
shops—a process that was evidently considered preferable, in the mind
of the public, to the mass-production method of factory manufacturing
employed in the second half of the nineteenth century. Following this
perception, piano manufacturers who made all or most of their own
parts during this time? were looked upon with the greatest favor, in spite
of the reasonable argument that a supply company that specializes in the
making of a certain piano part over a long time is most able to produce
the finest and most consistent examples of that part.

Already in 1890, in his monumental History of the American Pianoforte
Daniel Spillane had revealed the piano-supply trade to the general pub-
lic in two chapters entitled “Kindred Branches,” an account of thirty
makers of actions, hammers, keys, felt (and hammer covering), iron
plates,* and varnish.> Twenty-one years later, in the first volume of his
equally informative Pianos and Their Makers (1911),% Alfred Dolge—
himself having been a leading supplier of felts, cases, soundboards, and
lumber—discussed wood used in piano construction, soundboards, pi-
ano cases, piano felt, piano hammers, piano wire, piano actions, iron
plates, pins and other hardware, glue, varnish, and tools; and in his ap-
pendix he listed sixty-nine current American companies supplying such

2. The best-known examples were Chickering & Sons and Steinway & Sons.

3. Daniel Spilane, History of the American Pianoforte: Its Technical Development and the
Trade (New York: D. Spillane, 1890), 311-43.

4. While the word “frame,” as found in the opening quotation in the present arti-
cle, perhaps describes the function of this vital cast-iron part in the construction of
nineteenth-century square, grand, and upright pianos better than “plate,” which de-
scribes the object itself, it was the latter term that was most used during the period,
and therefore it is preferred here. Another term was “harp,” but it was most often (and
has continued to be) used by non-specialists.

5. These are the following, in order and form of presentation. Forms and spellings
of piano parts given here also follow the standard of the nineteenth century. Actions:
Andrew Brunet, Francis Bonneau, Andrew Orlander, C. Rogers, Jesse Davis,
[Frederick] Koth, [Martin] Herter, [L.] Westlund, [George] Bothner, Abbott Brothers,
Strauch Bros., F. Frickinger. Felt making and piano supplies: Alfred Dolge, [A. K.] Smith,
[E.] Chapuis. Sounding boards: Alfred Dolge. Actions: Wessell, Nickel & Gross, [George]
Howe, George L. Darracott, Sylvester Tower. Keys and actions: Comstock, Cheney &
Company, G. Seaverns & Son. Hammer covering: Schmidt & Company, Charles Pfriemer,
Crane & Chapuis. Plates: T. Shriver & Company, Davenport & Treacy. Plate finishing and
hardware: W. A. Conant. Varnish: P. B. Smith, Tilden & Hulburt, Hottop and Company.
Particular attention is given to the firms Strauch Bros., Alfred Dolge, Wessell, Nickel &
Gross, T. Shriver & Company, Davenport & Treacy, and Hottop & Company.

6. Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers, vol. 1 (Covina, CA: Covina Publishing Co.,
1911; reprint ed., New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1972), 115-28, 464-66.
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products, fiftysix of which had been active during the nineteenth cen-
tury. Thus, Dolge expanded Spillane’s account, adding several additional
categories and almost twice the number of companies in the nineteenth
century. In spite of these auspicious first steps, however, subsequent
writings on the history of the American piano either barely mention the
piano-supply industry at all or, if they acknowledge it, they give only lim-
ited information.” Nonetheless, in the nineteenth century, every reader

7. The list of subsequent twentieth-century publications that offer commentary on
separately produced piano parts, their makers, and their users, includes the following,
presented here in chronological order. (1) Arthur Loesser, Men, Women and Pianos:
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1954), in his short chapter 14 (“A Whole Is Made up of
Parts,” 520-25) identifies actions as the piano-supply specialty that was the first to be
made in separate factories and purchased by piano manufacturers. He limits his cita-
tion of action producers to Schwander of Paris and the American companies Strauch
Bros. and Wessell, Nickel & Gross. Relying largely on Spillane, he goes on to identify
five additional categories of supply products and to cite five manufacturers of these
products. In the category of legs and cases, B. N. Smith and Behr & Peck are cited; and
for plates (“frames”), Thomas Shriver and Davenport & Treacy. Ivory for keys is men-
tioned, supplied by “not more than half a dozen manufacturers,” although they are not
named. A summary of the career of Alfred Dolge is given, crediting him with supplying
felt and sounding boards ready for seasoning, and in chapter 15 (“Pianos—and
Stencils—for the People,” 525-31) the career of Joseph P. Hale is evaluated at some
length. (2) William Leslie Sumner, The Pianoforte, revised (3rd) edition (London:
Macdonald, 1971), mentions only a few European wire manufacturers (p. 74). (3)
Craig H. Roell, The Piano in America, 1890-1940 (Chapel Hill and London: The Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press, 1989), summarizes the contributions of Spillane and
Dolge on the subject of the piano-supply industry (pp. 72-74) and goes on to chroni-
cle the issue of the stencil piano (pp. 74-79). (4) Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano, rev. ed.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), in the chapter on the American piano (pp. 128-42),
states in passing that many firms produced piano actions, and that “Wessel, Nichel and
Gross” was the largest. Likewise, among the several branches of the supply industry,
only plates, felts (and hammer covering), and soundboards are identified, with
“Davenport Treacy” (again getting a company’s name wrong) representing the first
product and Alfred Dolge the last two. (5) Nancy Groce’s very useful Musical Instru-
ment Makers of New York: A Directory of Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Urban Craftsmen,
Annotated Reference Tools in Music, no. 4 (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1991)
lists a dozen members of the piano-supply trade, but only because these companies
were also piano manufacturers. Otherwise, no New York manufacturers of piano parts
are identified. (6) D. W. Fostle’s comprehensive The Steinway Saga: An American Dynasty
(New York: Scribner, 1995) covers the issue of piano stenciling and the production of
piano parts and evaluates the career of Joseph P. Hale. (7) Cynthia Adams Hoover, in
her fine essays on the American piano industry included in the anthology Piano Roles:
Three Hundred Years of Life with the Piano, by James Parakilas et al. (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1999), mentions the supply industry in two sections. In
“The Factory,” she states that by 1852, Jonas Chickering “was obtaining his keyboards,
wire, and iron frames from others” (p. 44). In “Promoting the Piano,” she outlines the
story of Joseph P. Hale, who “bought piano cases, keys, actions, and other parts from
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of music trade journals would have been aware of this industry, for it was
amply documented by a wealth of advertisements and articles contained
in these publications. In addition, most directories of American cities of
the time contained business registers, many of which listed manufactur-
ers and dealers of piano parts under specific classified headings.

The present Part 1 of this article attempts to redress the lack of de-
tailed knowledge of the American piano-supply industry in the nine-
teenth century by identifying the hundreds of such firms doing business
at that time, by outlining the histories of significant companies, and
by documenting individual relationships between suppliers and their
customers. Part 2, which will appear in this JOURNAL, vol. 44 (2018),
will present an extensive evaluation of the career and manufacturing
methods of the most famous nineteenth-century client of this industry,
Joseph P. Hale of New York.

The checklist in Appendix 2 extends considerably beyond Spillane
and Dolge to identify more than 900 American piano-supply companies
of the nineteenth century. These entries include both makers and deal-
ers, since many primary sources of information do not distinguish be-
tween these two types of businesses. Their known periods of activity
range from c. 1815 through the end of the century (1900), and there-
fore some eighty-five years are covered. A number of these firms pro-
duced or provided products in two or more categories, and these are
indicated by cross-references, raising the total number of entries in the
check-list to 1,177. The sources of the presented information are so nu-
merous that individual citation is not feasible. They include general and
commercial directories both national and local, advertisements and arti-
cles in music trade journals and other publications, and individual books

specialists at low prices for cash and had pianos assembled in his large New York fac-
tory” (p. 60). Alfred Dolge is mentioned primarily as a historian of the American piano
trade and only in passing as a maker of hammers and soundboards (p. 61). (8) Edwin M.
Good, in his insightful Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos: A Technological History
Sfrom Cristofori to the Modern Concert Grand, 2nd ed. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2001), views the emergence of the supply industry from the standpoint of tech-
nology: “[Als the piano industry grew, some companies came to specialize in making
frames or soundboards or actions for sale to firms that assembled the complete instru-
ments. The supply industry fostered designs involving interchangeable parts, another
aspect of the economy of scale, which lowered costs to purchasing manufacturers”
(p. 27).



THE AMERICAN PIANO-SUPPLY INDUSTRY IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 63

and studies. It should come as no surprise that New York firms represent
almost two-thirds of the listings, for that city became the undisputed
center of American piano manufacturing in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Other manufacturing areas in the Northeast specialized
to some degree in making specific products, such as Cambridgeport (ac-
tions) and Leominster (cases), both in Massachusetts. As the customer
base increased in the Midwest in the latter part of the century, and new
piano manufacturing firms sprang up in the largest cities in that wide
geographical area, representatives of the supply industry also became
established there.

As a supplement to Appendix 2, Appendix 3 lists 149 American piano
and piano-parts manufacturers and documents their relationships with
(other) members of the piano-supply industry. Also shown, where possi-
ble, are examples in which this relationship was nonexistent—that is,
when piano manufacturers are known to have made their own parts. In
interpreting the sources of this information (considerably harder to lo-
cate than those on which Appendix 2 is based), it has been necessary to
make certain presumptions with regard to the manufacturing of piano
parts: for example, when the sources show that a company had a steam
engine and/or a supply of raw lumber, it has been assumed that the firm
in question made its own cases and other large wooden parts. In
Appendix 3, piano-supply firms are identified by name and the category
designations found in Appendix 2.

The firms listed in Appendix 2 are presented in alphabetical order
within each of nineteen categories of products, lettered A to S. The
following is a summary of these categories.

&k k3K

Pride of place, both alphabetically (category A) and topically, goes to
actions, the most intricate and delicate part of the piano—the mecha-
nism, in each case, that transfers motion and energy from the key to the
hammer. The many procedures that went into making English and
French actions for square pianos are detailed in The New-York Book of
Prices, first issued in 1835.8 Among the 131 firms listed in category A, a
few stand out. The longest surviving action firm under the same name

8. The New-York Book of Prices for Manufacturing Piano-fortes by the Society of Journeymen
Piano-forte Makers. New York, 1835, Foreword by Henry Z. Steinway, Preface and Intro-
duction by Laurence Libin (Malden, MA: The American Musical Instrument Society,
2009).



64 JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY

was that of Frederick Frickinger, a German who learned the action trade
in New York City before settling in 1837 in Nassau, NY, near Albany. He
seems to have made entire (square) pianos at first, but he was especially
known for his fine actions and later limited his operation to that spe-
cialty. He hired young men who served as apprentices, Peter Strauch,
William Gorgen, Jacob Grubb, and later the Kosegarten brothers
Albrecht, Otto, and Charles. Strauch arrived in 1551, and after serving
his apprenticeship he worked as a journeyman. Later he was made a
partner with Frickinger, but he subsequently moved to New York City.?
After Frickinger’s death in 1889, his business was carried on by Gorgen
and Grubb under their own names. Gorgen went his own way in 1899,
while Grubb teamed up briefly with a Mr. Meyer and then continued
with Albrecht Kosegarten, who had bought Meyer’s interest.1?

The next-oldest action house that continued into the twentieth cen-
tury was the George W. Seaverns Piano Action Co. (also known at times
as the George W. Seaverns & Son Co.) of Cambridgeport, MA. When the
company was founded in 1851,

nearly every firm made their own mechanism, and square pianos were the
favorites. That was long before action making as a special branch was known
in New York, and the difficulties and prejudices the Seaverns people had to
encounter and overcome can hardly be realized. But they did overcome
these difficulties, and proved to manufacturers that a Seaverns action was in
every particular a safer and more reliable mechanism to use than those
made in piano shops with limited facilities.!!

Seaverns’s two sons, Walter G. and Frank H. Seaverns, were later active in
the firm. Born in Brookline, MA, in 1819, George W. Seaverns died in
1899, after which the company was directed by his son Walter.!2 Other
early action suppliers were in New York: Andrew Brunet (1842-56),
Jesse J. Davis (1854-77), and the firm of the Bonneau family (1855-78),
starting with Francis, Jr., and continued by Francis Bonneau & Brother,
and then by Joseph J. Bonneau. Except for the Piano and Organ Supply
Co. of Chicago (1871, very early for the Midwest), the other longest-

9. Spillane, History of the American Pianoforte, 312-13.

10. MTR2 28, no. 6 (Feb. 11, 1899): 23; Mary Kosegarten, “Early Piano Makers in
the Townships of Nassau and Schodack,” www.uhls.org/niche/NaPianomakers.htm
(accessed January 1, 2009); Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers, vol. 1, 127.

11. MTR218, no. 9 (Sept. 23, 1893): 5.

12. MTR229, no. 15 (Oct. 7, 1899): 37; ibid., 29, no. 16 (Oct. 14, 1899): 15; ibid.,
29, no. 17 (Oct. 21, 1899): 5.






























































































































































































































































