












From the Mailbag 
[In KN #38 I had a bit of trivia about the Brass 
Monkey supposedly carried aboard ships of 
war in the 1700' s and 1800' s. There was also 
some discussion about these BM' s by Bob 
Solon and Louis Bartos. I received further 
comments in the mail to continue the debate:] 

Dan Peisker of Redding, California wrote: 
"My theory on the Brass Monkey, this 
business of 'freezing off' is the only thing that 
sounds unlikely to me. Cannon and 
especially their munitions (powder and halls) 
had to be stowed as dry as possible. They 
were never on deck until needed. Salt air and 
spray are murder on iron. The halls, the 
powder and even the bore of the cannon were 
as protected as possible. When it carne time 
to fight, the placements were ready for 
cannon, for powder and for halls in the form 
of a 'Brass Monkey' attached to the deck. 
Does this mean we are so short of historica! 
records that we don' t know? A search of 
naval history might be in order on one of 
those super-high-powered, extra-special, 
heavy-duty computers!" 

Roy Chapman of Marblemount, Washington 
also wrote: "Mr. Bartos is quite right right, 
the coefficients of expansion don' t differ 
enough to make the halls climb off the 
'Monkey'. And Solon is right ... who fights in 
sub-zero? Maybe the French? 
I'll put my oar in now and row a bit: I love 

artifacts. I found an arrowhead while 
plowing. There are Roman coins in the dirt of 
England. I have owned expended bullets 
from battlefields of the American Civil War. 
And I had a cartridge case from the Little Big 
Horn (although I may have misplaced it two 
or three divorces ago ). They even found some 
fiber and clothing on the remains of an early 
European man, recently found frozen in the 
Alps. Pretty simply put: I have seen 
hundreds of cannon made between 1600 and 
1800 and thousands of cannon halls but not 
one 'Brass Monkey'. Although I believe in 
many things that I haven' t personally seen or 
handles ( careful. . . don' t let your mind 

wand er too far on that one) but I don' t believe 
in 'Brass Monkeys' because I ain't seen one!" 
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n ABOK, Chapter 9, CWA says "The
strands of Multi-Strand Buttons are almost 

always canvas-covered before the knots are 
tied. After they are tied the canvas covering is 
generally filled (hardwood filler) and 
painted." I have tried about everything to fill 
canvas and cord from shellac, to thinned 
varnish, thinned glue and boiled linseed oil. I 
even tried egg white (notice I didn' t say 
everything worked well.) Right now I am 
trying to 'fill' some cotton cord, preparatory 
to having some knots cast in brass. The whole 
idea of filling is to remove some of the texture, 
to get rid of the 'fuzzy' look. It was during 
this project that I remembered using stuff 
called 'Water Glass' when re-canvassing a 
canoe. I then used the leftover filler doing 
some covered knots. For a guy who can't 
remember breakfast, I was happy to dredge 
up something useful from 45 years ago. 
Shortly I happened into my not so local, local 
marine supply store. Sure enough, they had 
'Water Glass', or as the label says: "Sodium 
Silicate Solution, 33.5 degree Baume". The 
gallon cost me $3.95. It is a liquid product 
( don' t ask me what the solvent is, probably 
makes your toes fall off). You can brush, dip 
or swab it on. At first it sort of beads up or 
just lies there and doesn' t seem to soak in ( or 
even level out), but then it is 'gone' and in a 
few hours it is dry. The cotton cord or canvas 
covering is then hard, semi-rigid, with most of 
the threads fused and smooth. Ready for 
paint. Or in my present case ready for the 
molding agent. Water Glass isn't the only 
filler to use on knot work. However it is 
cheap, has awesome shelf life (unopened or 
well sealed it will keep for decades ... unlike 
shellac, which is dated) and it dries to a glassy 
finish. It is actually quite brittle and can 
shatter, but that makes picking and <ligging it 
out where it filled in too much at least 
possible ... not a bad thing, I guess. 






