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Howard Colman with one of his first inventions, a Drawing In machine.
Picture is from the 1890s. From the collection of Midway Village Museum.

FROM THE EDITOR'S DESK
Laura Furman is a new contributor to the Nuggets of History. As the Curator of
Collections at Midway Village, Laura is in a unique position to tell the story of
Howard Colman, his contribution to Rockford Industry, and how Midway Village
came to acquire a large collection of material from the Barber Coleman Co.
archives.
Laura B. Furman has been the Curator of Collections at Midway Village Museum
since 2006. She oversees the Museum's collection of more than 100,000 artifacts
and documents. She also works with members of the public who are interested in
doing research in the collection.
Before working at Midway Village Laura was the Executive Director at Tinker Swiss
Cottage Museum. Although a transplant to Rockford she has been here now for 14
years. Prior to coming to Rockford she received her Master's in Public History from
Indiana University in Indianapolis and worked at a number of historical
organizations in Indianapolis.

NOTICE TO RESEARCHERS
If you have a subject that you have researched, or an idea for an article that you
would like to pursue, give me a call. I would like to encourage original research
into some aspects of local history that have not been adequately pursued. I can be
reached at 986-4867 (evenings) or 987-5724 (day).
Thomas Powers, Editor

UPDATE ON THE ISAACSON IRON WORKS PHOTO
In the last issue of the Nuggets of History, we published a photograph of the
supervisors at the Isaacson Iron Works. The photo was taken in 1948 and was
donated to the Rockford Historical Society. I received a call from Dick Marsh, a
long time member and past President of the Historical Society. It turns out that
Dick worked at Isaacsons during the time that the picture was taken and he knew
many of the people in the picture. Dick worked in the Accounts Receivable and
Payable dept., and later in Personnel. He reports that the company had about 200
employees on two shifts, making accessories for heavy equipment. The Isaacson
brand name was better known on the west coast and the plant did not last much
past 1950.

Saving Barber Colman
By Laura B. Furman, Curator of Collections, Midway Village Museum
In the past several years, Midway Village Museum has worked with the City of
Rockford to document the history of local manufacturer Barber Colman. It has been
a substantial undertaking. The Barber Colman Company was present in Rockford
from 1894 until 1987, employing thousands and selling Rockford-made products
around the globe.
The Museum has received invaluable support in these efforts from the Community
Foundation of Northern Illinois and the Jon Lundin Historic Preservation Fund, and
the Barber Colman Management Fund at the Community Foundation. We are also
greatly indebted to the late Jon Lundin for authoring the definitive history of Barber
Colman's founder, Howard D. Colman, Master Inventor: How Howard Co/man

Created a Multi-National Corporation.
Howard D. Colman was born in 1873 in Wisconsin. He began taking things apart to
see how they worked at an early age and soon was building his own tools. In 1888
the family relocated to Beaver Falls, Wisconsin. The move was an auspicious one
that prompted his fascination with textile manufacturing and led him to the
eventual launch of the Barber Colman Company.
The following year Howard Colman visited the Beaver Dam Cotton Mills. The textile
industry at that time required many complex and labor intensive steps from the
harvesting of the cotton to the production of finished fabric. Most notably, when
warp (or lengthwise threads) on the loom beam ran out, mill workers had to pull
new threads through the reeds and heddles by hand and tie the old ends to the new
ends. This was hugely time intensive. After seeing this first hand, Colman was
determined to improve the efficiency of the process and soon began the design of a
drawing-in machine to replenish the warp.
By 1891 he was having some success with the machine. Around the same time he
met William Barber. Barber had a history of helping out enterprising young men
and he agreed to help underwrite Colman's experiments. The relationship would
continue until Barber's death in 1912.
In 1893 Colman was ready to take his drawing-in machine to the next level. He
took the prototype to Rockford and hired Spengler Brothers in Rockford's Water
Power District to fabricate the machine for him. The following year he moved to
Rockford himself, rented space from Spengler Brothers, and continued his
development work. However, when he tried to patent his machine he found that
another patent claim stood in his way. Unclear how to proceed, Colman mothballed
the drawing-in machine and turned his attention to other projects.

When he did it was to dabble in a field completely unrelated to textile
manufacturing. In 1896 he received a patent for a check pump. It was the first of
more than one hundred patents that he would receive in his lifetime. The check
pump allowed creameries to measure the flow of skim milk. A man delivering cream
had the right to the skim milk off top; the check pump insured that he took only
what he was entitled to. The pump was an instant commercial success and Colman
quickly sold the rights to the Creamery Package Company of Chicago.
The profits from the check pump allowed him to return in 1899 to his first love,
textile manufacturing, where he once again began trying to streamline America's
textile manufacturing. One inefficiency that caught his eye was the need of textile
workers to tie the threads of old and new bobbins together by hand as they
transferred yarn from bobbins to spools and then onto the loom. This was timeconsuming, and poor knots could mar the finished fabrics. To improve this step of
the process, Colman devised a hand-knotter. Textile workers strapped it to their
hands and, with one squeeze, tied a knot that joined the yarn of the old bobbin with
that of the new. The knotter was patented in 1901 and was met with monumental
demand.
Initially, Colman hired Spengler Brothers to manufacture the knotter for him.
However, orders were so strong that by 1903 he and Barber had built a factory
building on Loomis and River Streets south of downtown Rockford. They purchased
machinery from Spengler, hired employees, and took on their own manufacturing.
The company grew rapidly on the coat tails of the knotter and they soon opened
offices in Boston, Atlanta, England, Germany, and France.
Encouraged by his success, Howard Colman continued to seek ways to revolutionize
the textile industry. In 1903 he introduced the Warp Tying Machine. The machine
mounted the hand-knotter onto a carriage that could travel across the warp bed
tying knots along its length to replenish the warp. By the time Colman received a
patent for the machine, field tests had recorded it tying 12,000 knots an hour.
Barber Colman was making sales of the machine to great fanfare before they had
even intended to start production; the response was overwhelming. To meet the
new operational needs, Colman created the Barber Colman Corporation. 500 shares
of stock were divided amongst Howard Colman, William Barber, and Harry
Severson.
The increase in capital led to a flurry of construction at the Barber Colman site at
Loomis St. between River and Rock Streets. The young company needed space to
fabricate the Warp Tying Machine and its accessories. By 1907 three more buildings
had been built and another was under construction. In the five years following a
power plant was added, as was a sixth building, and additional floors were added to
one of the existing structures to make room for the Experimental Department.
New machines developed by Colman and the Company in the early 1910s included
a portable version of the Warp Tying Machine, an Automatic Spooler for transferring
yarn from multiple bobbins onto large spools in one long length, and a High Speed
Warper for winding the yarn from hundreds of spools onto a single warp beam. By
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1915 the company employed 900 people and was increasingly dominant in the field
of cotton manufacturing.
But as these projects developed, so did the structure of the company. Howard
Colman repeatedly used his textile manufacturing endeavors to branch off into
other types of work. In the process of developing the hand-knotter, Colman had
been unable to find the gears he needed for its fabrication. His solution was to
manufacture his own. In 1908, he added the Machine and Small Tools Division to
the Barber Colman Company. The new division produced the hobs and milling
cutters that he'd developed to make gears for the hand-knotter.

Draftsmen in the Experimental Department c: 1917. The engineers in this
department were some of those working closest with Howard Colman on
product development. From the collection of Midway Village Museum.
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In the 1920s the Small Motors Division had a similar start. Colman, newly intrigued
by the potential of radio signaling and codes, developed a garage door opener that
operated when a radio signal was sent from the car to the opener. The door was a
strong seller and the small synchronous motor within it soon found its way into
other projects. The Small Motors Division emerged, applying the motor to other
small appliances such as electric fans. Not long after came the introduction of the
Environmental Controls Division which inserted the motor into electrical
temperature controls and furnace regulators. The 1930s brought the opening of the
Molded Products and Aircraft Products Divisions.
Unfortunately, in 1942 Howard Colman died unexpectedly in a car accident. He left
behind a very diverse, international company. The company continued to thrive for
another 40 years before the decision was made to sell the company in the 1980s.
Remnants of Barber Colman still exist in Rockford. In 1985 Bourne and Koch bought
the Hobbing Division. Two years later the Controls Division was sold to Siebe (today
it is Schneider Electric). Gleason Cutting Tools acquired the Cutting Tools Division
and Smith Aerospace purchased the Aircraft Products. In 1984 the Textile Division,
the oldest part of the company, was sold to Reed Chatwood. They were the last
ones to occupy the plant at Rock and Loomis Streets. After their departure in the
late 1990s, the property sat vacant.
Around 2002 the City of Rockford acquired the Barber Colman site in hopes of
redeveloping the property. About a dozen buildings still remain on the site. Not long
after City took ownership, they called Midway Village Museum. They had found
twelve cabinets of documents in Building Five, on the fifth floor where the
Experimental Department was housed. This was the group of engineers that worked
most closely with Howard Colman. The cabinets contained binders with daily notes
on development efforts, going back as early as 1906 and continuing into the 1960s.
Additional files contained engineering drawings related to the notebooks. Although
some of the documented projects were from the Environmental Controls, Cutting
Tools, and Small Motors Divisions, the majority were created by the Textile
Division.
The City offered the collection to the Museum; however the offer came with
challenges. The condition of the buildings was rough after several years of vacancy.
More troubling was the absence of power to the buildings. A main power cable had
been accidentally cut and was too expensive to restore. Thus there were no lights,
heat, or operating elevators, and thousands of documents were stuck on the fifth
floor.
The Museum was fortunate to have lots of community support for the retrieval of
the documents. The City of Rockford was immensely helpful at every turn. In 2007
the Chamber of Commerce Leadership Rockford program adopted the Museum as
one of their service projects. They helped organize a workday and provided
volunteers and supplies. Additional volunteers came from the Rockford Historical
Society and the Museum. Many former Barber Colman employees, some retired,
others working at what is today Schneider Electric, assisted as well. In the course
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of one morning in April 2008 all of the documents from Building Five were relocated
to the Museum.
Several months later, additional materials—photographs, ledgers, catalogs and
brochures, early engineering drawings, parts lists, development records and
memorandum, and even machines—surfaced in Buildings Ten and Thirteen on the
site. Again, many of them were stored on upper floors of one of the building. With
the assistance of the City of Rockford the Museum was able to work with a
contractor who removed the machines and documents with a crane and transported
them to the Museum in December 2008.

Buildings Two, Three and Four at the Barber Colman complex. The
structures were built between 1903 and 1907. From the collection of the
Midway Village Museum.

Many of the boxes removed from the Barber Colman buildings contained
engineering drawings and records. Museum staff, with the assistance of volunteers
and interns, has spent the last two years sorting, evaluating and cataloguing the
retrieved materials. Former Barber Colman employees have helped us better
understand the machines that the company manufactured.
Documents are each being assigned an accession number, catalogued and entered
into our computerized collections database. Consequently we are now able to
search the records for documents related to a particular engineer, project, or date.
Some of the most interesting finds included ten hand-written notebooks kept by
Howard Colman in the 1890s and early 1900s. In them he records calculations and
tests of his drawing-in machine, marketing ideas for the check pump, and records
of tests of a winder experiment he undertook in 1903. There are pen and ink
engineering drawings bearing Colman's signature from the same time period. Some
offer details of the drawing-in machine. Others record new ideas, such as the
Glycerin Resistant Fire Escape that he experimented with in 1894.
Daily log books kept by dozens of engineers retrieved from Building Five reveal the
evolution of machines over the years. For instance, many reports show that Colman
continued to work on his original drawing-in machine for years, despite the fact that
it never was introduced commercially. Even though he had put the machine in
storage in the late 1890s, the Experimental Department log books record that in
1917 Colman resurrected the machine and began improving its speed and design.
On March 4, 1919 Colman writes: "I witnessed today the operation of the warp
drawing machine shown in my application for patent, dated October [4], 1894 .
The elapsed time was 13 minute 15 seconds from the beginning of the first selvage
to the end of the last selvage. I took this time myself by stop watch. . . There were
five broken threads and no other errors. The speed of the machine . . . was
between 108 and 110 threads per minute."
The Warp Tying Machine also appears throughout many years of records. The
machine went through many different models over the years and was still a strong
product for the company in the 1940s. Engineers frequently reported
troubleshooting for clients. They also tested different specialty yarns to see how
well they were picked up and tied. Experiments included rayon, wool, glass yarn,
and even a Saran plastic yarn. One of the machines the Museum acquired from
Building Thirteen is a portable version of the Warp Tying Machine.
There are also records related to the Hobbing Division. The logs reveal efforts to
produce gears for the automotive industry as early as the 1910s. In 1947 engineers
wrote of testing gears and hobs for Oldsmobile, Chevrolet and Buick. Soon after,
the company was making a hobbing machine for John Deere.
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A map shows the Barber Coleman site as it was around 1910.
From the collection of the Midway Village Museum.

Other projects found in the engineer log books include Colman's garage door
opener. In 1924 Ben Alexander writes that Colman has been explaining to him how
the selective lock mechanism for opening the garage door "can only be actuated by
a car having its unlocking mechanism tuned in the same combination with the
garage door unlocking mechanism." Later in the year Alexander gleefully records
that they had successfully raised and lowered a two-panel door in the Experimental
Room. Three-panel doors were still causing problems.
Most recently, the Museum staff discovered a group of boxes related to Colman's
investigation into multiple telegraphy. The endeavor was just one way that Howard
Colman led the Barber Colman Company into the realm of the computer industry at
a time when it was in its infancy. In the 1920s Colman began using coded electrical
signals (just like those used for his garage door) in a device that would record and
send telegraph messages. The goal was to eliminate the many relays that a
telegram had to go through to find its delivery point and to speed up the delivery
process. Colman used an endless storage chain with pins and a storage transmitter
that was powered by the small motor developed for the garage door. He also
developed a high speed dot matrix receiving printer to go with the device. It was
technology ahead of its time and had many elements in common with early
computers.
Despite Howard Colman's death in 1942, his multiple telegraphy work continued to
have an impact and was used by the company as a foundation for other efforts. In
1946 Barber Colman joined forces with George Stibitz, one of the fathers of modern
computers. Stibitz had worked with Barber Colman during the World War II and had
been aware of Howard Colman's work with multiple telegraphy. Consequently
Stibitz requested Barber Colman's assistance in producing a small computer with a
wide commercial appeal.
Between 1946 and 1954 Stibitz and Barber Colman built two prototype computers,
each about the size of a phone booth. In the process they experimented with
Howard Colman's high speed dot matrix printer. Stibitz had planned to devise one
until he learned that Colman already had one. Eventually, however, Barber Colman
decided that launching a new project so different from its other products was not
where they wanted to put their resources and so they abandoned the computer
work. To date Museum staff has found several files of engineering drawings related
to this project as well as reports in the log books.
Today Midway Village Museum has completed the cataloguing of more than half of
the drawings, photos and development logs retrieved from the Barber Colman site.
Those are now available to researchers interested in seeing them. In the meantime
Museum staff and volunteers continue to research and catalog the remaining
documents from Building Thirteen. We hope to have those available to the public by
early 2012. Anyone interested in knowing more is encouraged to call Laura Furman,
Curator of Collections at 815-397-9112 or email at laura©midwayvillage.com.
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Sources:
Lundin, Jon. Master Inventor: How Howard Co/man Created a Multi-National
Corporation
The Barber Colman Collection (2006.9 & 2009.3), Midway Village Museum,
Rockford, Illinois.
The John Nelson Collection (2001.31), Midway Village Museum, Rockford, Illinois.
All photos come from this collection.

Captions for photos:
Draftsmen in Barber Colman's Experimental Department, c. 1917. The
engineers in this department were some of those working closest with
Howard Colman on product development. From the collection of Midway
Village Museum.

Howard D. Colman demonstrating his Drawing-In Machine, c. 1890s. From
the collection of Midway Village Museum.

Buildings Two, Three and Four at the Barber Colman complex. The structures
were built between 1903 and 1907. From the collection of Midway Village
Museum.

A map from shows the Barber Colman site as it was around 1910. From the
collection of Midway Village Museum.
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