Unraveling the Case of the Mystery Rich.Con.R.R. Lock.

by Jane Silvernail

First, a huge thank-you toall of the RCAlmembers Bohannan’s 1901 padlock catalog (and almost cer-
who contactedmewith thoughtsand suggestions about tainlyother places)as a “railroad grade padlock.”
the identity of the lock pictured in the Spring 2011 To digress just a bit, on April 19, 1891, a horren-
edition ofthe Express.1had discovereditamongothers dous collision between two Lake Shore & Michigan
in theestateauctionofarailroad man'scollection.This Southern trains occurred near Cleveland, Ohio. Nine
lock stood out because it isalloriginal,in fineworking people were killed - a major disaster in those days.

condition complete with what must beits original key.
Fromthe general appearance and markings, I believed
it datedfromsometime around 1900, but hadno clue
what the railroad markings on it meant. Sinceit was
suchaneatlock, and afascinating old workingset, it
seemed well worth tryingto unearth moreabout.

Made by the Wilson Bohannan Company of Brook-
lyn, New York, the lock is the familiar heart shape ofa

Investigators determined that, tragically, theaccident
could have been prevented had reliable timekeeping
beenusedto preventthetwotrains frombeingonthe
sameset of tracks at the same time. Apparently, one of
the engineers had relied on a faulty timepiece — his
watch had been stopped for four minutes. To prevent
future similaraccidents, thefederal government deter-
mined that a universal timing standard was
essential, andcreated acommissionto adoptrequire-
mentsfor precisionstandards andareliable timepiece
inspection program, withwhich allrailroadswouldbe
required to comply. The commissiondrafted the Gen-
eral Railroad Timepiece Standards, which by 1893 had
been adopted by almost all American railroads. A
number of watchmaking companies immediatelyleaped
into production of “railroad grade” watches —
models specifically made tomeetthe stringentfeder-
ally-set standards for precision.

Returning to our story, Wilson Bchannan — one of
the greatest lockmaking success stories in America—
also tookadvantageof clevermarketingthatbeyond
selling products designed to meet customers’ needs,
would conjure imagesin their minds. Understanding
the value of the term “railroad grade” — a term that
customerswould associate with precisionandhighest

switchlock. Thekeyhas matchingBohannan stamping, quality of manufacture— Bohannan offered a number
and an incised ring around its slightly tapered of padlock models as “railroad grade” — an implicit
barrel. Thelock is fully stampedonthe shackle withpromise that uers would find them to be sturdier,

Bohannan’s name and a patent date of June 25, 1879.
On the opposite side of the shackle is the familiar large
“W B” initials of its maker stamped into thelock face.
There are no markings on the dust cover over the
keyhole, but on the shackle is stamped RICH.CON.R.R.
in tall serif Roman letters.

Thanks to some extremely helpful and very generous
RCAImembers and antique padlock authorities, and
especially thanks to David J. Heuermann, wediscov-
ered that this particular model was advertised in

tougher, more durable and longer-lasting than more
cheaply made equipment.

Now, which railroad company bought this lockset
from Bohannan? Checking out the RICH.CON.
stamping, thereappear tobe some “almosts” among
the combinations of initials and abbreviations that
were used by railroad lines, but we could not find any
railroad companies that used that exact abbreviation.

Enter the Richards & Conover Hardware Company,
which was founded in 1881 in Kansas City,



Missouri and operated very successfully as a family This picture sent to me by Carroll Harper of Meeker,

run business until it finally closed its doors in 2000. OKwho confirmed that Richards & Conoverwasa large

Richards & Conover —*“Rich-Con,” asthelocalscalled hardwarecompany thatnotonly sold toretail custom-

it—builta lastingreputation thanksinparttoits high ers through their own branches but wholesaled to

sales standards and integrity incustomerservice. smallercompanies.

The company bought a variety of equipment from The photo, dating fromaround 1908, showswhat a

Bohannan, among them this very model of “railroad groupofgentlemen (employees?)showingoffmerchan-

grade” locksets. Richards & Conover took so much diseoutside a general merchandise/hardware store in

pride in offering these that they had them stamped the town of Payson, Oklahoma. Ifyoulookhard, you

RICH.CON.R.R. This marking was a “guarantee” in- can find the name RICH-CON on the side of a child’s

tended to reassure customers that they had wagonthatisapparentlyholding notonebuttwo good

purchased notonlya topqualitylock,but toremind sizebrassbells with yokes.

them where theycould find more. “And now,” as Paul Harvey used to say, “you know
So, asit turns out, thislock is a “railroad grade” lock therest of the story.”

made by the Wilson Bohannan Company and soldtoa

hardware company in Kansas City, Missouri for resale

to customerslooking for the best made, durable, work-

ing padlocks. It may (ormay not) havebeenusedbya

railroadline, but there is no way to document who any

of its previous owners were.




