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Q I occasionally see dry-

wall fire tests, specifi-

cally those published

in the Uniform Build-

ing Code, that require the use of a cool-

er nail. What in the world is a cooler

nail? —EM., Oregon

A Chapter 7 of the URC

does list tests that man-

date the use of cooler

nails for the attach-

ment of gypsum board in fire-rated

applications. Most all of the same tests

also allow other fasteners, specifically

wallboard nails, co be used for the

attachment of gypsum board in rated

assemblies. The code leaves the specific

definition of what constitutes a wall-

board nail up to the investigator by say-

ing that the fastener has to comply with

“approved nationally recognized stan-

dards.”

Cooler nails were developed and initial-

ly used to fasten together wooden ice-

cooled railroad car boxes, commonly

called coolers, that were used to trans-

port produce. From their inception in

the 1800s, rail ice-boxes had been fas-

tened together with box nails, a nail

similar in shape to a common nail but

with a somewhat slimmer shank. How-

ever, in the very early 20th century, rail

car manufacturers began to use lighter

and thinner woods to make their cars.

To their dismay, they found that the

box nails they were using tended to

split the newer types of wood, thus

increasing the cost of maintaining the

box cars.

Into the breach stepped the United

States Steel Corporation and a gentle-

man named Pearson. Working with the

rail industry, they created a nail with a

slimmer shank than the box nail—

making it less likely to split the box car

wood-and patented the technique of

cement-coating nails. Coating the nails

was necessary because while a cooler

nail was comparatively less likely to

split wood than a box nail, its thinner

shank made it more susceptible to

pulling out. Pearson solved that prob-

lem by coating the nail with a thin layer

of glue or resin.The coating would

melt from the friction caused by the

fastener embedding itself into the sub-

strate, then harden to help secure the

nail.

According to a 1984 Building Stan-

dards article, cooler nails made their

introduction into drywall tests during

the 1940s when an anonymous gyp-

sum wallboard organization was having

trouble getting its board to pass a fire

test. According to the legend, the test-

ing agency ran out of nails with which

to conduct the test and sent an employ-

ee to the store to purchase more.

Whether it was the nails the person

bought or just dumb luck, the board

passed the fire test on the next try. The

acceptable nails turned out to be cooler

nails, and the industry adopted the fas-

tener as its standard.

While cooler nails are still manufac-

tured, in the modern marketplace most

nail-on drywall attachment is done

using a drywall nail. They feature a spe-

cial beveled and hollowed head to make

them easier to sink below the surface of

the wallboard and are usually ring-

shanked to give them additional hold-

ing power.
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