
                                  Rounder by Summers Varvill  

                                                                 By Neil Searle 

Varvill Summers, (Planes & edge tool manufacturers) Ebor Works, York.  

I recently acquired a large rounder made by Summers Varvill.  These would produce a straight rounding 

cut which, if one so desires, can be tapered over a long section by manipulating the threaded arms. A 

tool of this type could be used to cut ladder rungs, rakes etc. and also used by wheelwrights. 

 

Fig.1.  Iron is original 2 ¾ “ wide with “S. VARVILL,  YORK”  On one end of the Rounder is “SOMMERS 
VARVILL, YORK” (Incuse and in copper plate script) 
 
The Varvill family were a major player in the plane and tool making industry of 19th century England. 
The company was established in 1793 in York by Michael Varvill as a woodworking tools business. By 
1829 the firm was known as M. Varvill & Sons. In 1840 Michael's son, Summers Varvill, took control of 
the family business and moved it to the Ebor Works, North Street, York. Summers was born in 1797 and 
died in 1862 and his brother Robert Varvill took over the running of the firm. At this time the company 
was described as a manufacturer of planes, files, joiner's tools, gimblets and a wholesale dealer in 
ironmongery. The tools made by the Varvills are still for sale today, albeit in antique rather than joinery 
shops. 
 
NOTICE is hereby given, that the Co-partnership lately subsisting between us the undersigned, Michael 

Varvill, Summers Varvill, and Fraser Varvill, as Plane-Makers and Joiners' Tool-Makers, at the city of York, 

trading under  the firm of M. Varvill and Sons, has been dissolved by mutual consent, as far as regards 

Michael Varvill; and that all debts due or owing by the said co-partnership will be received and paid by 

the said Summers Varvill and Fraser Varvill, by whom the said business will in future be carried on, at 

their warehouses in Saint Martin's-lane, York; As witness our Hands this 11th day of June 1838. 

Michael Varvill. 
Summers Farvill. 
Fraser Varvill               June, 1838. 



 
 At various times, this tool has been called an adjustable rounding plane, a pole shave, a trapping plane, 
a stail engine, a turning head, a forkstaff rounder, a trenail rounder (sometimes known as a moot, a 
nogg or a nugg, also known as a rock band from the Channel Islands), a thole plane and, finally, the 
North American name of witchet. The word witchet is said to be American in origin and first appears in 
Henry C. Mercer's book Ancient Carpenters' Tools, originally published in 1929. 
A Stail engine because the handle of a rake is called the stail  eg. Hay rakes.  British. : a long straight 

wooden handle for a tool (such as a hoe) 

 

 

Fig.2.  Advertisment in 1841 and again in 1842. 

In Fig.2. The address  “Without North- Street Postern”   (York Directory of Trades and Professions for 
1840) A postern is a secondary door or gate in a fortification such as a city wall or castle curtain wall. 
Posterns were often located in a concealed location which allowed the occupants to come and go 
inconspicuously. The premises were on the river Ouse and without direct North Street access. 
“EBOR WORKS” was so named because Ebor is the abbreviation of the Latin Eboracum, the early name 
of York in Britain. 
It is possible that once Sommers  advert Fig.2. is printed in the magazine that it will be illegible. I have 

replicated this below.  

 

 

 



                                                 SUMMERS VARVILL, 

Manufacturer of Planes, Edge Tools, Joiners’ Tools, Files, Rasps &c., respectfully thanks his friends for 
the extensive support conferred upon him in the Manufacture of Planes, Joiners’ Tools, &c., and also for 
the general preference given to him wherever they have been introduced.  In consequence of the many 
complaints made by workmen of the Sheffield Tools, they being of no utility owing to the inferiority of 
material, S.V. begs to inform his Friends that, for some time past, he has been making Edge Tools, Brace 
Bits, Augers, and C.S. Gimblets, &c., from the best of steel, and employing superior workmen, and from 
the particular care in the Manufacturing Department, combined with a judicious selection of material, 
he will furnish these Articles so as to meet a preference in point of temper and quality, and give every 
satisfaction to his friends as to price. 
          S.V. has commenced the File Cutting Business.-Old Files re-cut and made as good as new. 
                                            Ivory, Bone and Wood turned in all their varieties. 
 

 
 

Fig.3.  Sommers  brother,  Robert Varvill overprint on a stamp. 

Private overprints on stamps were added by companies, 
charities and similar bodies, to prevent petty theft of the stocks 
(ie performing a familiar function to perfins, perforations to 
discourage theft) which they needed to stock to put on receipts 
and other items on which there was excise tax to be paid. 
 
The major impetus for overprinting stamps for receipt purposes 
came with The Customs and Inland Revenue Act, 1881 which 
provided that " on and after the first day of June one thousand 
eight hundred and eighty one duties of one penny...may be 
denoted by adhesive penny postage stamps". It led to the issue 

on the 12th July 1881 of the 1d lilac inscribed "POSTAGE AND INLAND REVENUE". 
 

 

 

Fig.4. Advertisement in 1855.   

Summers Varvill’s warehouse (Built in 1873, Ebor Works) still remains 
today with a Grade ll listing, now hemmed in by similar residential 
buildings along this stretch of the river Ouse.  An 1847 advert states that 
Michael Varvill  (A family member and not Sommers father, Michael)  
had premisis close by at 88 Micklegate that sold various goods, it was  
named “York Lead and Glass Warehouse”  which also included the sale 
of gas fittings. 
 
Taken as a whole, the Varvill family were the largest of all the York 
planemakers and nationally must rank amongst the most prolific 
makers. By 1904 the business was in receivership and later still the 
planemaking business was acquired by E.A. & W. Greenslade. 



 

Fig.5.   A very old adjustable rounder, Blacksmith /craftsman made. 

 

Fig. 6.    Large 18th Century Rounder Plane, Europe, fruitwood and iron body with stamped decorated 

stars surrounding the carved "1773" date, iron blade with shooting star decorated pattern. 

Ref:   Lee Valley.     Ashem Crafts.     York Directory of Trades and Professions.     COSGB.     JISC.       

British Planemakers, Goodman. 


