
TAPING TOOLS: Still a Ways to Go

Despite their demonstrated ability to
improve quality and production, the
expanded use of automatic tools
faces many obstacles

In 1973 . . . a banner year . . .
U.S. manufacturers shipped some
fifteen billion square feet of gyp-
sum wallboard. That amounts to
about 535 square miles of surface
which was then hauled, handled
and applied. Most of it was taped,
finished and decorated.

The miles and miles of paper
tape and the long trainloads of joint
and finish compounds used in this
work can be calculated in different
ways. However it is estimated, the
resulting numbers boggle the mind.

Almost certainly, the members
of the international association of
Wall & Ceiling Contractors/Gyp-
sum Drywall Contractors Interna-
tional did most of this work, as part
of their overall operations.

Such construction and materials
are used increasingly in most of the
developed nations, but probably
more than 90% of all the gypsum
wallboard in the world is made and
used in the United States.

One of the most time-consuming
parts of this wallboard process—
and the most difficult to control—
has been the taping and finishing
phase. This is the point where
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finished appearance first becomes
an essential consideration in the
dai ly  resu l t  turned in  by each
workman. Some raw muscle-power
plus a certain level of developed
skill is necessary, and this may be
difficult to achieve where, when,
and as needed.

Uniformity of f inished result
must be produced, despite the var-
ying skill and motivation of thou-
sands of workmen.

Any way it is done, finishing is
work for willing, husky young men.
At first, it was done with existing
tools from other trades, but men
ski l led with a trowel tended to
overwork the joint compounds.
The broadest “hand-blade” gener-
ally available was a four-inch putty
knife. I t  was slow and inexact.
Finished appearance varied mark-
edly, even within a single room.

In time, special tools were made
up such as the mudpan, the six-inch
“broad-kn i fe”  and o thers .  F in-
ished appearance slowly improved
and the work went somewhat more
smoothly, but further advancement
obviously was in order.

I n  C a l i f o r n i a ,  t h e  b r o t h e r s

Robert and Stanley Ames, painting
contractors, had been studying this
problem for years. Shortly after
World War II, they introduced the
first truly automatic taping tools.
The tools were revolutionary, but
except in the immediate geographic
area, their impact was practically
unrecognized in the industry for
quite a while.

Not ‘Machines’

The tools are sometimes mistak-
enly  ca l led “machines” ,  which
they definitely are not.  Motive
power is still the workman’s mus-
cles. Nor does he necessarily move
any faster or more evenly than be-
fore. The significance lies in the
equipment  which,  l i ke  a  lawn
seeder, precisely meters the rate of
f low of the compound and tape
with the speed at which the work-
man moves, and almost regardless
of anything else he does.

Further, the tools also control
the disposition of the material over
the joint, laying it out in exactly the
right width and with the proper
“crown” down the middle.
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In addition, various length han-
dles on the tools make it possible
for the vast majority of work to be
done from the floor, reaching up to
ceilings as much as ten feet high. It
is no longer necessary for skilled
workmen, drawing premium rates
of pay, to spend time struggling
with boxes and planks or scaffold
or other staging. They need work
no harder or faster, but where paid
by piecework rates, they generally
earn more money. For the contrac-
tor, the job goes more evenly and
faster.

It is difficult to define and mea-
sure the benefits, but consider the
fol lowing example. Imagine ten
men, thoroughly trained and ex-
perienced in taping and finishing by
hand, lined up facing a wall which
is ready to receive such treatment.
Each man has a mudpan and his
own broadkn i fe  or  t rowel ,  and
tapes and fills the joint in front of

him. When finished, every one of
those joints should be completely
acceptable, but no two of them will
be exactly alike in width, feather
and crown, and probably no uni-
form finish wil l  “hide” each of
them exactly alike.

Now, before an identical wall,
line up ten men who have never
done any taping or finishing work.
Hand the first one an automatic
finishing box, properly adjusted
and filled. Tell him to do the joint
before him and pass the tool along
to the other men in turn.

It may take a while, and much of
the compound may end up on the
floor, but when the duffers have
finished, each of the joints should
be done perfectly, and more impor-
tantly, alike in every physical way.
Whatever decorative finish is then
applied will cover each one of them
in the same way and degree.

If the duffers continue to use the

The Full Benefit Comes With
Effective Management Controls

The advantages in production
and consistent quality drywall
applications that automatic tap-
ing tools can provide are obvious
to many wall and ceiling contrac-
tors.

What isn’t so readily obvious,
though, is the equally strong
need for effective tool manage-
ment controls and planning, the
lack of which may offset much of
the gains. For a small contrac-
tor, the absence of tool control
could be quite serious.

Because automatic taping
tools are leased, any contractor
now using, or planning to use,
such tools should immediately
establish and follow through on a
management control program to
minimize the possibility of un-
planned expenses involved in
lost or stolen tools.

With effective controls and
knowledge of the whereabouts
of these tools, the contractor will
escape the financial experience
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of making lease payments for a
tool that is not being used—and
then make restitution for the tool
to the leasing company when it
finally is reported stolen or lost.

As an example, one contrac-
tor has the superintendent on
each project distribute a com-
plete set of automatic taping
tools to the tapers each Monday.
The name of the taper and the
serial numbers of each tool are
entered on a pre-printed office
form. At the end of the week. on
Friday, the tapers turn the tools
back in, with the superintendent
checking each tool and serial
number against the form.

Such a simple procedure—
which incidentally is also fol-
lowed on other valuable tools
and pieces of equipment—is al-
most totally effective in enabling
the cont rac tor  to  main ta in  a
close, responsive monitor on
company property.

automatic tools, they will soon de-
velop “feel” and will be turning out
professional quality work of more
dependable uniformity than the ex-
perienced, hand-skill group.

Great Advantage

This can be a tremendous advan-
tage, both for the workmen and for
their employers. As just one exam-
ple, if the automatic tool is cor-
rectly set, the duffer’s work will
have practically no excess mate-
rial, and very little finish-sanding
will be necessary. The joints by the
first group, done by hand, neces-
sar i ly  wi l l  vary  and th is  var i -
ance . . . however slight . . . rep-
resents excess material which must
be removed by sanding, with result-
ing higher dust levels in the air.

Who cares if there is a little more
airborne dust on a construct ion
job? A horde of Federal inspectors
administering the Occupational
Safety & Health Act, that’s who.
They care very much and are pre-
pared to express their concern very
forcibly indeed.

Such concern was given fresh
impetus recently when a group at
Mt. Sinai Hospital examined 59
professional tapers in New York
and found consistently high asbes-
tos fiber counts in their lungs. One
long-t ime veteran of the group
showed recognizable signs of lung
fibrosis.

This led to field studies by other
groups in various parts of the coun-
try. Job results analyzed in Florida
with very low “dusting” levels and
fiber counts were attributed to the
use of automatic taping tools and
the minimal sanding necessary—
rather than the hand application

(Continued on Page 23)
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(Continued from Page 21)
which is universally prevalent in
New York and some other places.

Many confirming tests have been
made; more in New York as a kind
of baseline, plus additional ones in
Texas, Michigan and Minnesota.
O the r  f ac to r s  en te r  i n t o  i t  o f
course, but one consistent thread
that seems to run through the re-
ports so far is that prohibitively
high dust levels are usually on,
hand-appl ied jobs, and that low
permissable levels generally are on
jobs done with automatic taping
tools.

In this and in many other ways,
the use of automatic taping tools
makes such good sense that they
are now used by many thousands of
contractors, and the benefits are
known in most markets around the
world where wallboard is used in
sufficient quantity.

The tools are sturdy and rela-
t ively simple; they rent for just
pennies per day, and they make
much more efficient use of semi-
ski l led labor. In markets where
labor is the major item of construc-
t ion cost ( just about every de-
ve loped nat ion)  they are t ime-
savers and money-makers for the
workmen as well as the builders
and investors.

Tools Not Used

In the largest single construction
market in the world—metropolitan
New York City—automatic taping
tools are not used. In other large
parts of the U.S., such tools are
rare ly  found,  and many square
miles of wallboard are still taped
and finished laboriously, foot-by-
foot with only the most elementary
tools. Skilled workmen still drag
around boxes and planks, wrestle
staging into place, and climb up and
down ladders much of their work-
ing day.

Some of the reasons are under-
standable at least, and not without
a certain vir tue. Other reasons,
from one point of view or another,
are somewhat less than virtuous.

Even in such a relatively new in-
dustry, there is in some quarters an

(Continued on Page 24)
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a d m i r a b l e  o l d - w o r l d  p r i d e  o f
hand-cra f tmanship  which leads
many to disdain and resist “gadgets
in place of honest work and real
skill.”

First Try Fails

Another factor is that some con-
tractors think they have given au-
tomatic taping tools a true test that
fai led when the fai lure actually
could be traced to workmen of in-
sufficient skill with specific tools.

Even automatic taping tools re-
quire learning. And it is possible to
turn out shoddy work with any kind
of tool, just as there are people who
can get hurt peeling a banana.

Then, too, some projects require
specific planning for automatic op-
erations of any kind. Four houses
side by side might be taped out eas-
ily in one day with automatic tools.
But to do the same four houses,
scattered all over town, means a
different approach, specif ical ly
planned.

The most widespread and effec-
tive deterrent to the use of auto-

matic tools of many kinds appears
to be restrictions imposed by some
union locals, who apparently tend
to view such equipment as
“speed-up” devices, designed to
blot up all the available work with
fewer bodies. Such union leader-
ship sees its interests best served
b y  k e e p i n g  a s  m a n y  m e n  a s
possible working, thus spreading
and stretching the available work
over thinner.

In a way this appears as a com-
m e n d a b l e  o b j e c t i v e ,  b u t  a s  a
method, if carried too far, can be
destructive to the ultimate base of
available work itself, even when no
actual wage increases are involved.

Sometimes restrictions are main-
tained openly and frankly, while in
other cases a certain amount of
subterfuge is used. The latter case
occurs when, for various tactical
purposes, there is reluctance to
admit that it is a local’s official pol-
icy to prohibit the “use of ma-
chines, automatic tools and similar
devices not specifically approved
. . .”

Whether openly or not, some
locals enforce such prohibitions
continuously and unremittingly—
with  harmfu l  economic conse-
quences to the local construction
market.

Regardless of the kind of re-
strictions on expanded use of au-
tomat ic  too ls  they represent  a
mutual problem which has grown
up as part of a rapidly developing
new industry. Everyone shares the
need and responsibility for resolv-
ing these challenges as construc-
tively and as effectively as pos-
sible. o
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