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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*

WiLriaMm E. HETTRICK

Part 2

No study of American piano-parts manufacturers and dealers in the
nineteenth century would be complete without an examination of
the career and manufacturing methods of the most well-known client
of the piano-supply industry of his time, the legendary Joseph P. Hale
of New York (October 24, 1819—October 15, 1883),! shown in his mature
years in an engraving presented here as fig. 1. He was born into a farm-
ing family in Bernardston, Franklin County, in northwest Massachusetts.
The death of his father in 1823 placed considerable hardships on his

* Many of the citations and acknowledgments listed in the first footnote of Part 1 of
this article—this JOURNAL, vol. 43 (2017)—apply also to the present Part 2. I regret my
misspelling of William Shull’s name in that footnote and in footnote 94, p. 82. Part 1
also contains typographical errors (again of my doing) that need correcting.
“Coutade” (p. 73, line 4) should read “Courtade,” and “manufactures” (p. 103, line 9)
should read “manufacturers”; I wish to thank Dr. Barry Wiener, New York, for pointing
these out to me. In addition, in footnote 304, p. 153, “thirt-eight” should read “thirty-
eight.” Also, the spelling of the surname of the first editor of MTR2 in Appendix 1 of
Part 1 has been corrected in the shorter Appendix 1 of the present article. Finally, a
belated reference is due to an article that contains a summary of the items produced
by the piano-supply industry in Britain: Francesca Carnevali and Lucy Newton, “Pianos
for the People: From Producer to Consumer in Britain, 1851-1914,” Enterprise & Society
14, no. 1 (March 2013): 37-70.

Edwin M. Good, in his Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos: A Technological
History from Cristofori to the Modern Concert Grand, 2nd ed. (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2001), briefly summarizes the accomplishments of Joseph P. Hale (footnote, pp.
241-42) and posits the challenge “Someone should do a full study of Hale.” In grati-
tude for Dr. Good’s personal encouragement of my work on this subject, I wish to dedi-
cate the present essay to his memory.

1. The most reliable biographical summaries of Hale’s life and career, especially his
early years, are “Excitement in the Piano Trade (From the Cincinnati Daily Times),”
New York Times (Jan. 23, 1876): 7 [see Appendix 2B]; “Joseph P. Hale,” MTRI 11, no. 12
(July 19, 1879): 19 [see Appendix 1 for identification of periodical sigla]; and “The
Late Joseph P. Hale,” AAJ 39, no. 26 (October 20, 1883): 513.
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FiGURE 1. Engraving of Joseph P. Hale (New York: Virtue & Yorston, 1875). Pos-
session of the author.

mother and had a negative effect on his education. At the age of four-
teen Hale took a job delivering mail and a local newspaper, riding on
horseback seventy-five miles twice a week. On October 12, 1841, he mar-
ried Lucy Ann Fiske, born on May 7, 1819.2 Shortly thereafter, he moved

2. Ellery Bicknell Crane, ed., Historic Homes and Institutions and G logical and
Personal Memoirs of Worcester County Massachusetts with a History of Worcester Society of
Antiquity, vol. 1 (New York: Lewis Publishing Company, 1907), 356. Joseph P. Hale and
Lucy Ann Hale (died Dec. 23, 1906), along with an infant daughter of four months
(1845), are buried in the Center Cemetery, Bernardston, MA. See findagrave.com (ac-
cessed Dec. 12, 2015).
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to the larger city of Worcester, some forty-five miles away, where he pur-
chased a carpentry and painting business and proceeded to erect a2 num-
ber of buildings, learning how to accomplish this with speed, economy,
and profit. In Worcester he was also active in various retail endeavors,
selling shoes, cutlery, household furnishings, and crockery.

A sign of the social position that Hale attained in Worcester is a
printed invitation, dated January 18, 1859, to a “Social Citizens Ball” at
Mechanics Hall, with music provided by Messrs. Arbuckle & Patz’s Full
Quadrille Band. Hale’s name appears among those of other Worcester
businessmen in a list of the organizers.* By this time Hale had amassed a
capital of some $30,000 and had decided to apply his knowledge of busi-
ness by investing his money in a growing industry that offered the prom-
ise of considerable wealth. He clearly reasoned that the best place to re-
alize his dreams of success was New York City, already the largest
manufacturing center on the East Coast. He moved there with his fam-
ily" in 1860. He began by making packing boxes,® but soon chose the
career path that would gain him both wealth and fame: manufacturing
pianos.

New York City in 1860 contained at least eighty-five active piano mak-
ers,” all of whom could have served in some way as models for Hale’s
enterprise; among them were Robert Nunns (and Nunns & Clark),
Frederick Mathushek, George Steck, Steinway & Sons, and Albert Weber.

3. Worcester Society of Antiquity, Collections of the Worcester Society of Antiquity, vol. 6
(Worcester, MA: The Society, 1885), 123.

4. “Citizens Ball. In Compliance with the Desire of a Great Number of the Resi-
dents of Worcester and Vicinity,” American Broadsides and Ephemera, no. 16338
(Boston Public Library Online).

5. (Bernardston, MA) Nov. 14, 1849-Aug. 26, 1886. See whipple.org (accessed
Dec. 12, 2015), which cites J. Gardner Bartlett, Simon Stone Genealogy (Boston: Stone
Family Association, 1926), 494.

6. “Commercial. Pianos. . ..,” 1876. See Appendix 2A.

7. The given number is a conservative estimate drawn from the listings in Nancy
Groce, Musical Instrument Makers of New York: A Directory of Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-
Century Urban Crafismen, Annotated Reference Tools in Music, no. 4 (Stuyvesant, NY:
Pendragon Press, 1991). A more precise number is hard to determine, as some of the
names are listed more than once in various combinations, reflecting partnerships and
resulting name-changes; in such cases I have counted such multiple listings for the
year 1860 at the same address as representing essentially the same firm. I have also in-
cluded firms listed for years immediately preceding and following 1860, although that
date may be absent. Some of the names may also be those of dealers, not makers,
as both kinds of businesses were commonly listed together without distinction in city
directories.
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In that same year, Steinway opened up a new factory on Fourth Avenue
(later Park Avenue) described as “immense” in the press.® Hale was prac-
tically unique as a piano maker, however, in that he had had no prior ex-
perience in that field, or even as a cabinet maker; but he was guided in
his chosen work by certain general principles, which were later described
in a leading music trade journal:

His experience as a carpenter taught him something of the cost of both ma-
terials and labor. The delicate mechanism of the piano was soon understood
by the man who had been so successful as a mechanic in Worcester, and he
had a farseeing eye. He not only saw that some of the old manufacturers
were either extravagant workmen or loved extravagant profits, but clearly
perceived that their system was stifling the trade in its birth. He saw that, be-
yond the wealthy class who did not care what was paid for a piano provided
it bore a fashionable name, there existed a large and constantly increasing
body of our fellow citizens who cared more for what a thing was than what it
professed to be; he saw that every day music was more the subject of general
attention and was becoming a part of common school education, and that a
certain fortune awaited the enterprising man who first offered to the middle
and industrial classes a good instrument at a cheap rate. He determined on
a democratic revolution, which would make a piano as easily procured as a
cooking-stove or a sewing machine. . . . He resolved to make pianos to rival
the best at one half the cost. His previous life enabled him to supervise all
the details of the business; he knew where to buy, and he bought for cash; he
knew all the new improvements and employed them; he knew what good
work and a fair day’s work was, and could therefore trust men to work by
the piece. His old faculty for organization enabled him personally to con-
duct his vast business, and he never spared his own labor. He made his own
contracts, paid his workmen, superintended the manufacture and kept his
accounts. Finally he determined to do away with the drain of high commis-
sions, discard the elaborate system of agencies, have no costly show rooms,
and not seek to gain an artificial reputation by subsidizing an army of
professors—in fact, to deal directly with the public.1©

In the more succinct words of Alfred Dolge, the important manufacturer
of piano felt and hammers from 1871 to 1898, Hale “inaugurated a sys-

8. “Opening of a Pianoforte Manufactory,” New-York Daily Tribune (August 31,
1860): 8. See also “Opening of Steinway & Sons’ New Piano-Forte Manufactory,” Frank
Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (Sept. 22, 1860): 281-82, and (Sept. 29, 1860): 297-98.

9. An apprenticeship in cabinet making was commonly the early professional train-
ing for piano makers, as illustrated by the careers of Jonas Chickering and—in a less
formal manner—Heinrich Engelhard Steinweg. See Gary J. Kornblith, “The Crafstman
as Industrialist: Jonas Chickering and the Transformation of American Piano Making,”
Business History Review 59, no. 3 (1985): 350; and Richard K. Lieberman, Steinway &
Sons (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 10.

10. “Joseph P. Hale,” MTRI.
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tem of manufacturing and merchandising heretofore unknown to the
American piano trade. ... Unhampered by tradition or prejudice of
any kind, he manufactured pianos as he would have manufactured
bedsteads.”!!

Hale first teamed up with James H. Grovesteen, who had been manu-
facturing pianos in lower Manhattan with several other partners in suc-
cession since 1846. Their company (“Grovesteen & Hale, pianos”) is
listed at 211 Hudson Street in the New York City directory covering the
year 1861, and at 478 Broadway, also in lower Manhattan, in the directo-
ries for 1862-1863. Grovesteen soon withdrew, and Hale (“Joseph P.
Hale and Company, pianos”) remained on Broadway, where he is listed
in the directories covering the years 1864-1865.12 An account published
in 1881 describes one of ways in which he personally engaged in his en-
terprise at this location:

When Mr. Joseph P. Hale was laying the foundation of his now extensive
business he oftentimes was seen to take hold and do some part of the hard
manual labor necessary to make success and profit from its product. In one
instance we see him with a bag under his arm, going through the streets; a
boy by his side similarly equipped. They would stop at [a] furniture factory,
where Mr. Hale then bought his leg pins. After having the bags filled with
pins, one hundred and fifty in each, Mr. Hale taking one and the boy the
other, they would go through Hester street to Baxter, and thence to the
factory.!3

In 1862, Hale ran an advertisement in the American Agriculturist,
beginning:

$150. BEST PIANOS. $150. / J. P. HALE & CO. having removed to their new
ware / rooms / No. 478 BROADWAY, / are now prepared to offer the public
a magnificent NEW / SCALE, full / 7 OCTAVE / ROSEWOOD PIANO, /
containing all improvements known in this country or Eu- / rope. Over
Strung Bass, French Grand Action, Harp pedal, / Full Iron Frame for / $150
CASH. / Warranted for Five Years. / Rich moulding cases / $175 to $200.14

Soon Hale’s expanding business necessitated larger quarters, and in
December, 1865, he purchased five lots at the northeast corner of Tenth

11. Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers, vol. 1 (Colvina, CA: Covina Publishing
Co., 1911; reprint ed., New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1972), 179-80.

12. Directory listings for Grovesteen, Grovesteen & Hale, and Hale are reported by
Groce, Musical Instrument Makers, 65—-66 and 69.

13. AAJ34, no. 15 (Feb. 5, 1881): 292.

14. American Agriculturist, 21 (1862): 351.
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Avenue and West 36th Street,!s a location some two and three-quarters
miles north of his previous factory and convenient to transportation on
the Hudson River and Hudson River Railroad. This uptown area was
mostly undeveloped, and on the eastern-most lot (no. 5), he built a brick
factory of five stories, with a width of 25 feet, extending back 100 feet to
the north, bearing the address of 453 West 36th Street.!s He is listed at
this address (or, alternatively, at the corner of Tenth Avenue and West
36th Street) in the city directories covering 1866-1868; beginning at the
last date, he is identified as “agent Great Union Piano Forte Co.” He evi-
dently left his remaining lots (nos. 1-4) vacant, although he may have
used this space for storage of materials. He testified in 1870 that this
factory “was burned down, and all of the timbers were burnt out, and we
used the old walls intact for rebuilding.”!7 No other information regard-
ing this event has come to light, but it probably took place soon after the
construction of the building. In assigning numbers, in the present arti-
cle, to the factories that Hale built, this one (plus its rebuilt version) will
bear the designation “factory no. 1.” Another account of Hale’s testi-
mony in 1870 presents a basic description of this building: “the first fac-
tory is 26 X 200 feet, has five stories, and is about sixty feet high.” If it

15. These were lots 1-5 in block 734, ward 20. Lots 1-4, numbered from south to
north, measure nominally 25 by 100 feet, the former dimension fronting on the east-
ern side of Tenth Avenue and the latter dimension being the eastward extension; ac-
cordingly, these four lots cover an area of 100 by 100 feet, whose northern boundary is
the division between the southern (36th Street) and the northern (37th Street) halves
of the block. Lot 5, also nominally 25 by 100 feet, is directly adjacent to this area to the
east, fronting on the northern side of 36th Street. All such information on real-estate
transactions reported in this section of the present article is found in documents at the
Manhattan Business Center, New York City Register’s Office, as well as in maps that will
be cited.

16. In the absence of any record of this building’s design and date of construction
in the pertinent archives of New York City, this information must be gleaned from
other sources. The factory is shown on the Plan of New York City, from the Battery to
Spuyten Duyvil Creek (New York: Matthew Dripps, 1867), marked “Pianos Fact.” The
building seems to cover the entire area of the lot. The material of construction and the
number of stories are indicated in the Insurance Maps of the City of New York (New York:
Perris & Browne, 1871), vol. 5. Another building of exactly the same size, adjoining the
north end of Hale’s factory and fronting on West 37th Street to the north, is marked
“Billiard Fact.” in the Plan of New York City. This factory, situated on lot 65 of block 734,
was owned by the firm of Phelan & Collender, which had purchased lots 65-69 (in
block 734 at the southeast corner of Tenth Avenue and West 37th Street, representing
a mirror image of the property owned by Hale to the south) on August 4, 1866. Phelan
& Collender manufactured “Standard American” billiard tables and accessories, ac-
cording to advertisements in the New York City directories.

17. New York Times (Dec. 29, 1870): 6.
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had actually extended to 200 feet in depth, the additional 100 feet to the
north would have been on land he did not own, and in the absence of
further information, this statement must remain a mystery.!® At any rate,
Hale owned this property on 36th Street for little more than thirteen
months, selling it on February 15, 1867.19

On July 31, 1867, Hale purchased two adjacent lots fronting on the
west side of Tenth Avenue, beginning some fifty feet south of the corner
with West 37th Street and extending further south for fifty feet; the east-
to-west depth is 100 feet.2’ His new land, across the avenue and a bit to
the north of his previous property, measured 5,000 square feet—consid-
erably smaller than his earlier property, at 12,500 square feet.2! Here he
erected a brick building (his factory no. 2), one lot wide (25 feet) and
100 feet deep, bearing the address of 479 Tenth Avenue.?? Still as “agent

18. The land in question was owned by Phelan & Collender, as shown above. The
possibility that Hale rented their building seems to be negated by its identification as
“Billiard Fact.” in the Plan of New York City, and also by the fact that the building’s ad-
dress, 456 West 37th Street, is given as one of the locations of Phelan & Collender’s
business in the city directory covering the year 1867. It is possible, however, that Hale
rented one or more floors (but not all) of the building, in which case his principal ad-
dress would still have been on 36th Street.

19. The purchaser was Phelan & Collender, which thus doubled its factory space in
this location. The 1871 Insurance Maps of the City of New York, vol. 5, shows the two build-
ings, extending a total of 200 feet from 453 West 36th Street to 456 West 37th Street
(perhaps their common wall was opened up to allow the two buildings to communicate
at their juncture)—with a small one-story, brick addition to the northern end, contain-
ing a steam boiler—all marked “Billiard Table Factory.” An inscription in ink written
above this marking in the copy of this document owned by the New-York Historical
Society, scribbled in a foreign hand, can be deciphered as “Phelan.”

20. The lots are nos. 35 and 36 (numbering from south to north) in block 708,
ward 20.

21. Why Hale chose not to remain permanently at his previous location, gaining
needed manufacturing space by extending his factory onto his four additional lots on
this block (1-4), must remain a mystery. Documents at the Manhattan Business Center,
City Register’s Office, give some indication that he made money on the real-estate
deal, although the fact that his lot no. 5 now included a building would account for at
least a portion of the higher amount he received in the sale of that property.

22. Hale described this factory later in the New York Times (Dec. 29, 1870): 6. It is
shown in the 1871 Insurance Maps of the City of New York, vol. 5, placed on his northern-
most lot (no. 36), with an adjoining wooden frame structure to the south. Five stories
are indicated in this latter source, while Hale’s testimony, recorded in the former
source, indicates six stories (perhaps he included a basement in the numbering). As
with his earlier factory, documentary information about this building is lacking in the
archives of New York City, and it cannot be known exactly when it was built. He may
have remained temporarily at his previous building on 36th Street, renting it from the
new owners, until his new building was completed.
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Great Union Piano Forte Co.,” Hale is listed at this address in the city
directory covering 1869, and without this affiliation (listed simply as
“pianos”) at this address in the directories for 1870-1873.

Already in 1869, Hale advertised that he was turning out “some 2,000
pianos for the trade” (presumably per year).2 In that same year, his firm
attained the seventh-highest position among the twenty-five highest-
ranking piano manufacturers in the United States in terms of the dollar
amounts of gross sales for the year, as reported in the New York Daily
Tribune2* Although Hale’s receipts of $207,355 in 1869 amounted to
only four percent of the total of $5,248,577 for all twenty-five companies,
the six companies ahead of his in the list received a total of $3,152,650
(sixty percent), and his method of combining high volume with low
prices yielded a result in which the numbers did not indicate the extent
of his production, in comparison with the other six companies. For ex-
ample, Steinway & Sons received $1,205,563 during the year in question,

23. Advertisements were placed, for example, in the New York Daily Tribune during
March 1869.

24. The article containing this information has proved to be most elusive. It is cited
by Nancy Groce in “Musical Instrument Making in New York City during the
Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan,
1982, pp. 69-70 and 75, and a number of times in her Musical Instrument Makers of New
York City as appearing in the issue of the New York Tribune for March 15, 1869. In fact, it
was published, with the title “The Growth of the American Piano Trade,” in the New
York Daily Tribune on March 15, 1870 (p. 5). Hale is identified here by his own name
and not “The Great Union Piano-Forte Co.” The same newspaper followed this on
March 19, 1870 (p. 7), with a short article with the same title in which the percentages
of growth of ten of these manufacturers (not including Hale) from 1866 to 1869 are
given. Both articles were reprinted with minor alterations and incomplete source cita-
tions in The Trade Circular Annual for 1871 (New York: Office of the Trade Circular and
Literary Bulletin, 1871), 150. The complete list of companies and their annual earn-
ings for 1869 is reproduced in the dissertation cited above, but this source may not be
readily available, and therefore it is reproduced here, as follows (starting with the high-
est dollar amount): Steinway & Sons, New York, $1,205,463; Chickering & Sons,
Boston, $822,402; Wm. Knabe & Co., Baltimore, $383,511; Haines Brothers, New York,
$287,051; Wm. P. Emerson, Boston, $232,779; Albert Weber, New York, $221,444;
Joseph P. Hale, New York, $207,355; Hallet, Davis & Co., Boston, $178,049; C. F. Lighte
& Co., New York, $151,000; Ernest Gabler, New York, $149,484; H. F. Miller, Boston,
$148,359; George Steck & Co., New York, $145,500; Hallet & Cumston, Boston,
$131,908; J. W. Vose, Boston, $118,413; Decker Brothers, New York, $118,000; Hazelton
Brothers, New York, $104,661; Grovesteen, Fuller & Co., New York, $96,825; Stieff
Brothers, Baltimore, $87,470; Marshall & Mittauer, New York, $80,172; J. & C. Fischer,
New York, $69,308; Lindemann & Sons, New York, $62,980; Raven, Bacon & Co., New
York, $57, 387; Gaehle & Co., Baltimore, $44,903; Central Piano Company, New York,
$44,000; and Kranich, Bach & Co., New York, $42,622.



























































































































































































































































