
For over 60 years the Frank J. 
Hess and Sons Cooperage 
of Madison, Wisconsin 
supplied white oak barrels 
for breweries in over 35 
Wisconsin communities and 
in five states. The company 
also manufactured and 
repaired wine and whiskey 
barrels.

Roll Out the Barrels by 
Gary J. Hess delivers 
a thorough and 
fascinating history of barrel 
making and the largest independent 
cooperage in Wisconsin. The author 
shares the story of his family and 
the family business with pride.

Purchase your copy of Roll Out the Barrels from Amazon.com.

A courageous young 
Bohemian cooper 
created a new 
life in America 
and a legendary 
company. Now  
his grandson  
tells the tale.
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Chapter 2 – Working in the Cooper Shop

The first cut trimmed the top ends of the 

staves, the second cut beveled the inside 

edge at the top of the barrel, the third cut 

smoothed the inside of the barrel, while the 

fourth cut created the groove into which the 

head would be fitted. Then the barrel was 

reversed and the same procedure was done 

to the other half. My father also operated the head-

circling machine. Four individual heading 

pieces (with cattail leaves installed) were 

fitted together with double-end steel nails, 

which created a square head assembly. Then 

the square head assembly was placed into 

the head-circling machine. While the square 

head assembly was rotating slowly, a large 

cutter was rotating in the opposite direction, 

machining the top and bottom barrelheads 

½ inch out of round…the larger dimension 

being perpendicular to the wood grain. 

Later the bung bushing and both cooling 

coil fittings were installed, creating the top 

barrelhead. 
Next, the barrel was taken to the truss 

hoop driver a second time where all eight 

arms removed the two bottom truss hoops. I 

watched my uncles install a layer of cattail 

leaves in the head groove, and then install 

the bottom head, and a setup hoop was 

driven into place. The barrel was reversed, 

and the two top truss hoops were removed. 

My uncles installed a layer of cattail leaves 

in the groove, and then installed the top 

head with the cooling coil attached, and the 

second setup hoop was driven into place. 

Now my grandfather, using the 

cooper’s lathe, shaved the outside of the 

barrel removing old, weathered and stained 

wood that had been seasoned outside in the 

open air. 
Most of the white oak scrap wood, 

chips, and sawdust were swept down into 

and held the hot staves until the barrel was completely 

formed. Then a setup hoop was driven down using a 

cooper’s punch and hammer, the barrel was turned over, 

and a second hoop was hammered into place. Then the 

span-irons were knocked out and the staves were tapped 

into alignment. Usually Foots or Eddie operated the powerful truss hoop 

driver. Its eight long arms together removed the top setup 

hoop. I watched my uncles install a layer of cattail leaves 

between each stave on the top half of the barrel, and then the 

setup hoop was reinstalled (see close-up photo, page 14). The 

barrel was reversed, and the same procedure was done to the 

other half. Next, the two setup hoops were removed one at a 

time, and four temporary truss hoops were driven into place 

and the new barrel was roughly but tightly formed. 

My father Joe operated the crozing machine, which 

had a rapidly rotating cutting head in it. The crozing 

machine rotated the barrel slowly while the rapidly rotating 

cutting head machined four cuts to one half of the barrel. 

Foots and Tony operating a truss hoop 

driver, 1952.Photo courtesy of WHS ID: 32272.

Joe operating crozing machine, 1966.

Photo courtesy of Wisconsin Tales and Trails.

Joe operating head circling machine, 1952.

Photo courtesy of WHS ID: 32279.

Tony installing cattail leaves, 1953.

Photo courtesy of Milwaukee Journal.
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Chapter 8 – Father and Founder, Frank J. Hess 

two other firms that are using the same tech-

nolog —one in Philadelphia and the other in 

Detroit.
Frank J. Hess has conducted the busi-

ness of the cooperage in Madison for the 

past 45 years. Now he is responsible for su-

pervision and the overseeing of the main-

tenance of production by his four sons. It 

is truly a surprising family enterprise with 

its shared division of labor. Thousands 

and thousands of barrels have been manu-

factured from this cooperage. If you drink 

tap beer anywhere in America, it has prob-

ably been served from a barrel made in this 

cooperage. Frank J. Hess and his sons are 

convinced that wooden barrels are better for 

preserving the quality of beer than the more 

frequently used aluminum barrels. In spite 

of the reality of increased aluminum barrel 

usage, which is causing a decline of coo-

perages, the demand for wooden barrels and 

big beer tubs continues since some brewers 

claim they will never use metal barrels. Part 3 of this series of articles tells the story 

of Frank J. Hess’s uncle also named Frank 

Hess who lived and farmed in the Prairie du 

Chien area and died in 1925 at the age of 

92. “In the beginning, this uncle could never 

believe in the entrepreneurial spirit exhib-

ited by his nephew. As time passed, he came 

to admire the highly technically developed 

Madison cooperage with its 28 modern ma-

chines. All of Frank J. Hess’s sons are doing 

well. Each lives in a nice debt-free house 

provided by the cooperage business. With 

the help of his able sons, Frank J. Hess is 

able to continue to manage this large enter-

prise and reserves his right as proprietor.”

     Part III     October 23, 1949

My Grandfather – Frank J. Hess 

My grandfather, Frantisek 
Hes, was born in Kardasova 

Recice, Bohemia* on April 
10, 1870 to Jacob and Ma-

ria Wurm Hes, the fourth of 
six children. Starting at age 

12, he served a three-year 
apprenticeship in Pilsen, 

Bohemia to become a jour-
neyman cooper. For the next 

four and a half years, he was 
employed as a cooper man-

ufacturing white oak beer 
barrels at the Striegel Coo-

perage in Vienna.At age 20 he boarded 
the steamship Normannia in 

Hamburg, Germany. He was 
the only one of his siblings 

to immigrate to America. 
Frantisek was assigned to 

compartment C carrying 
one suitcase. The Norman-

nia arrived at the Port of 
New York on Oct. 17, 1890. 

The immigration authorities 
changed his name to Frank 

J. Hess. 
He went to Chicago 

because he had an aunt and 
uncle there. After a brief 

time in Chicago working 
as a cooper, he relocated to 

Prairie du Chien to start his 
own business, manufactur-

ing white oak beer barrels 
for the Silversmith Brew-

*Before 1918, Bohemia was part of the Austria-Hungary Empire. On October 28, 1918, Bohemia became part of Czechoslovakia and on 

January 1, 1993, Czechoslovakia became the Czech Republic, which it is today.

Steamship S.S. Normannia, arrived at the Port of New York on Oct. 17, 1890. Frantisek Hes was assigned to compartment C carrying one suitcase.
Photo courtesy of Bay Photo.

S.S. Normannia passenger manifest list. Frank Hes, passenger #432.

From: Ancestry Library.com – New York, Passenger Lists, 1820–1957.viii
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Frank J. Hess
For his courage to leave Bohemia and create a new life in America,

For his skill as a journeyman cooper and businessman, and

For his dedication to his children, who also became successful coopers and citizens.

Black Photo Service, 1947

This book is dedicated to my Grandfather


