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GERMAN PLUMB BOBS  
 

In 2007 the entire focus of my Newsletters was on American patented plumb bobs. In this 

issue I would like to direct my attention to my homeland, Germany, and our unique 

contribution to the world of plumb bobs. 

 

The outstanding examples of German plumb bobs is a study in contrasts between 19
th
 and 20

th
 

century examples. In the 1820ôs we have some noted examples from the city of Hamburg that 

proliferated as a distinctive German style, disappearing after the First World War. Within the 

same time frame from 1878 and into the twentieth century we have two German immigrants 

to the state of Missouri in the mid-west United States, Paul Leistner and J. O. Heimbach. 

These early examples speak of the German tradition for training artisans in the highest levels 

of the metal working craft and artistry.  

 

In contrast, we will see in the examples of twentieth century production from WWI on a noted 

shift in emphasis in plumb bob production to the economical mass production of a commodity 

to be marketed in a world wide arena of trade. As you will see, the physical shapes of plumb 

bobs reflects the demands of Germanyôs partners in trade, simple utilitarian tools cast, then 

machined, from lead and iron. Brass appears to disappear as a material of choice in the 

production of bobs, thus simplifying the number for pieces required to make a durable point 

on pointed plumb bobs. 

 

THE ñHAMBURG STYLEò 

 

The ñHamburg Bobsò as I will call them, first came to my attention in 

the famous book, ñDie Werkzeuge des Zimmermanns.ò (Tools of the 

Carpenters) written by the noted tool collector from Hannover, Hans 

Tewes Schadwinkel.  

Fig. 1. Brass from Hamburg with 

engraved year.  

Collection of H. T. Schadwinkel Fig. 2. Signet of Hamburg and mark 
of two plumb bobs. 

Fig. 3. Collection  

H. T. Schadwinkel 
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This published example displays a collectorôs treasure trove of features, a definitive 1825 date 

mark and the sign of the city of Hamburg, a crenellated city gate topped with three fortifying 

towers. (Figures. 1, 2, 3)  

 

(Nelson Denny)ò The first of these bobs that came 

into my hands and been sold through David Stanley 

in England some 13 years ago into the collection of 

the noted tool dealer in Australia, Hans Bruner. 

Then in 2004, the item appeared in a Martin 

Donnelly auction in New Hampshire. In each 

transaction, the auction description text ascribed 

the ñcartoucheò (makerôs mark) as the medieval 

symbol of ñthe holy trinity,ò most often depicted as 

three ñdivine figuresò standing atop a wall, or 

behind a table. If you study the symbol it is not too 

far fetched to see three towers as three human 

figures. However there was no plausible reason why 

such a religious symbol would appear on a plumb 

bob.  To my great benefit, Wolfgang, recognized a 

much more persuasive identification in the 

Schadwinkel text. Since then, I have discovered two 

additional examples.ò 

 

Other excellent examples of this decorated type are 

these three ñHAMBURGò plumb bobs in the 

collection of Nelson Denny that helps to define the 

characteristics of the ñHamburg Style.ò (Figure 4). 

 

1.) All examples share a rather upright shape, 

stacking bands of coves, rims, bulbs and 

drums around a central axis. Note the 

individualized embellishments of shape and 

decoration as interpreted by different 

craftsmen. (Figure 4) 

 

2.) All bear the ñhallmarkò of the Hamburg 
Gate, struck in a variety of styles, yet all 

recognizable as the same symbol. (Figure 5) 

Note also, in this particular example, the 

extraordinary time, creativity and skill 

required to fashion and decorate the tool. 

Fig. 4. From the collection of Nelson Denny. 

Fig. 5. Hallmark.Hamburg from Coll. N.D. 
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3.) They all share the characteristic of having reversible tips. 

This is a refinement in construction that not only saves the 

workerôs pocket or tool apron from damage but also 

preserves the very pointed tip for use in highly precise work. 

(Figure 6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A tradition of this same general form and decoration was to last into 

the early Twentieth Century as illustrated in this Catalogue from 

Berghaus 1913 (Figures 7, 8 + 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6. Screw + 
Reversible tip 

Fig. 8. From catalogue  

BERGHAUS 1913 

Fig. 7. Brass 1913 reversible tip. 
Fig. 9. BERGHAUS 1913 
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Information from Nelson Denny, collector of plumb bobs from Hadlyme CT U.S.A: 
 

LEISTNER AND HEIMBACH  
 

Dear Wolfgang and Fellow Collectors, 
 

Leistner and Heimbach have been an ongoing research project of mine for many years now. 

The following short essay is a synopsis of this work. I would love to communicate with 

anyone with information on this topic. 

Nelson Denny 

 

Two Germans, PAUL LEISTNER and J.O: HEIMBACH immigrated in the late 1870ôs to the 

American Mid-West, St. Charles, Missouri. Wolfgang managed to find confirmation in the 

church book of Falkenstein/ Germany, that this branch of the Leistner family originated there. 

 

Paul Leistnerôs census and immigration 

records show him arriving in St. Charles in 

1879 at the age of 21. Most apparent in his 

almost immediate success in the United 

States is that he came with a high level of 

skills and business sense learned in 

Germany. Paul marries in 1881, Martha 

Berger from Neustadt who immigrated in the 

same year. It is unclear if they met in 

Germany. By 1890 they have five boys, who 

all reside with their mother and father, until 

Paulôs death in 1916. Walter died at the age 

of ten in 1895. The three sons Oscar, Erich 

and Paul J., carry on the family business 

well into the 20
th
 century. After 1917 the 

business becomes, ñPaul Leistner Sons.ò 

 

Paul Leistner and his sons were known as 

ñdecorative ironworkers.ò Paulôs main 

claim to fame was in a patent for a brass 

ñfootwarmerò and a steel framed chair 

known as a ñglider.ò  

 

On some scale of production, during 

Paul Seniors early years, he made and 

marketed plumb bobs in his own mail 

order catalogue, the first plumb bobs to 

be identified with a manufactures name 

in the United States. Most common were 

his ñMillwright, Reversible Plumb 

Bobs.ò (Figure 10) They were made in a 

range of 6 different sizes (Figure 11) 

that can be identified by their distinctive 

caps. (Figure 12)

Fig. 10. From the German emigrant LEISTNER 

48 oz and 17 oz 

Fig. 11. LEISTNER complete set of 6. Collection N. D. 


