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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Americans love their guns. Hate them, too.

         They are on our hips, in our bedside drawers, welded to our psyche and our language. Our conversations are peppered with gun metaphors: We set our sights, take a long shot, look for a silver bullet, are straight shooters, shoot from the hip, and go off half-cocked. We ride shotgun, sweat bullets, and keep our powder dry. We stick to our guns.

         They dwell in our soul. Before its founding the United States was a land where individuals owned and used guns, which became badges of civic responsibility and manhood, summoned in defense of self and community. “Gun owning was so common in colonial America,” two legal researchers wrote, “that any claim that eighteenth-century America did not have a ‘gun culture’ is implausible, just as one could not plausibly claim that early Americans did not have a culture of reading or wearing clothes.” In the arms-bearing society of young New England, only the truly poor could not acquire weaponry. And the right to hunt belonged to all, not just to the landed aristocracy; this was not so in old Europe.

         The American Revolution fused fiery notions of liberty with ownership of guns. Enlistment posters designed to entice men into becoming soldiers willing to challenge the world’s greatest empire fed a growing spirit of independence. In the decades after the United States was born, a mix of national pride, historic reality, and abundant myth cemented gun possession as part 2of the American character that remained virtually unchallenged through the years following World War II, when entertainment media celebrated the glamorous, well-armed cowboy and stirred millions of children, mostly boys, to carry toy six-guns in hip-hugging holsters.

         As long as human beings have used tools, weapons have been those of foremost importance. They have provided food and protection since the formation of the earliest social units. For centuries firearms have been the most effective weapons individuals can wield. Guns have implemented both the highest and the basest goals of humanity—to enforce or defy the law, to defend or acquire territory and treasure, and to liberate or enslave.

         Today notions of gun ownership have changed. The frontier is no longer. An armed citizenry is seen by many as not only unnecessary to the nation’s survival but a threat to domestic peace. Now guns are at the root of an increasingly fierce debate over who we are as a country and what we believe. They galvanize and polarize us. While they remain touchstones of freedom to some, to others they are objects of loathing. Some museum curators refused to add modern firearms to their displays. “[T]hey have bad karma,” explained Dorothy Globus, curator at the Museum of Arts and Design in New York. Arthur Drexler, head of the Museum of Modern Art’s Architecture and Design Department, was more explicit. Shortly before his retirement in 1986, he wrote: “Deadly weapons are among the most fascinating and well-designed artifacts of our time, but their beauty can be cherished only by those for whom aesthetic pleasure is divorced from the value of life—a mode of perception the arts are not meant to encourage.”

         Love them or hate them, guns are out there in the United States, perhaps four hundred million of them in private hands. Many bear the names Colt, Winchester, Remington, and Smith & Wesson, which have become synonymous with American guns. But who were the men behind these names? They were more than just keen inventors and wily businessmen. They were among the founding fathers of American industry. They were visionaries, inspired by the pioneering spirit of their young nation, who ushered in an era of rapid-fire weaponry deadlier than the world had ever seen. By creating what some in the twenty-first century might call the 3“assault weapons” of their day, they also helped reunite a country divided while contributing to the bloodshed that reunification required. And they nurtured in the general public the seed of gun devotion—some would say obsession—that would divide the country again more than a century later. They drew on a unique brand of American individualism—part fiction, part reality—that promoted their wares to both soldier and Everyman while forming the foundation of modern gun culture. In the process these larger-than-life individuals who peddled their names as well as their products furthered a legacy of citizens venerating personal weaponry on the altar of their being, with liberty forged into the metal of the guns they possess.

         Unlike their predecessors—gun craftsmen who toiled in small shops for comparatively meager rewards—these men became industrial titans. They were the first Americans whose vast fortunes came from making firearms. Even the innovators whose creations furthered the evolution of firepower—such as John Hall, creator of a breech-loading flintlock rifle, and Simeon North, a pistol maker who designed one of the first milling machines and contributed to the development of machine-made interchangeable parts—are all but forgotten except by firearms historians. Not so with Colt, Winchester, Smith, Wesson, and Remington. Those names resound today, infused with the romance, mystique, and legend of the American gun.

         These gun barons did not rise to prominence alone. Surrounding them were people who abetted their ambitions, financed their ideas, set the stage for their successes, celebrated their inventions, or challenged them for supremacy. Yet many names in this supporting cast have drifted into obscurity. Few today know who Rollin White was, though an idea he patented allowed Smith & Wesson to become dominant gunmakers. Walter Hunt’s concept for a repeating gun was the ancestor of the Winchester lever-action rifle, though he could never put his into production. And while irrepressible Yankee inventor Christopher Miner Spencer’s repeating rifle successfully challenged Winchester’s in the marketplace and contributed to Union victory in the Civil War, the company bearing his name disappeared during peacetime, its name relegated to the past. Without Texas Ranger Samuel H. Walker’s help in improving a revolver enough so that the US government 4bought it for combat service in the Mexican-American War, Samuel Colt might not have risen from the failure he had earned.

         The founding fathers of American gun empires lived at the right time. Free of tyranny and drunk on possibility, the United States barreled into the mid-nineteenth century with a sense of conquest and creativity. On individual farms, in urban alleys, and on fresh trails leading westward, bold streaks of innovation ran through the entire young nation. It was an age of inventors, of tinkerers, of risk-takers. Thanks to Cyrus McCormick’s reaper, agriculture became more efficient and more profitable. In the South, Eli Whitney’s cotton gin enhanced plantation wealth and fed the demand for slaves. Samuel F. B. Morse’s telegraph made possible instant communication over great distance, a precious asset for a country poised to sprawl over a continent. The Erie Canal, by connecting the Great Lakes to the Hudson River, pulled the frontier closer to the Eastern seaboard. And in New England, Charles Goodyear, a hardware merchant who had spent time in jail for debts, created a process to keep rubber from melting in hot weather; his “vulcanized” product would be found in waterproof clothing, shoes, balls, life jackets, and eventually automobile tires, though he would die penniless. Canals and improved roadways and eventually railroads smoothed travel throughout the Northeast, juicing commerce and widening the marketplace. Agriculture remained the country’s economic and moral backbone, yet more and more people abandoned family farms for jobs in cities and factory towns. Their lives were similar to their rapidly evolving nation: youthful, bold, ambitious, full of hubris, on the move. “Can-do” was a cultural trait. American inventiveness surfaced everywhere.

         The American Revolution gave us freedom—most of us, at least. The Industrial Revolution, in the following century, gave us power. Gunmakers, part of that second revolution, changed how Americans fought. Sometimes gunmakers cooperated with each other, but often they competed and occasionally battled in court. War favored them all—including war in Europe. A bewildering assortment of objects, including guns, swamped the US Patent Office in applications for innovative contrivances of all kinds—some marketable, many not, but each submitted in the hope of creating valuable 5technology while enriching its creator. New ideas were the lifeblood of a young republic enthralled with a rising sense of what could be. One patent in particular would help further this revolution, in which American genius imbued a handheld marvel of engineering with fearsome, history-making power.

         
             

         

         Walter Hunt was an intellectually restless man who embodied the quests and contradictions of his time. Born on a valley farm in the foothills of the Adirondack Mountains twenty years after the country declared its independence, he came of age in this era of fervor for invention and moved to New York City at the age of thirty. Hunt stood out in any crowd. He was six foot three and powerfully built, his country-boy face a ruddy hue. What also stood out was his unquenchable thirst for inventing. His vigorous imagination conceived of such diverse devices as a fountain pen, an inkstand, a nail maker, a street sweeper, an iceboat, a flax spinner, a shirt collar, a lamp, a streetcar bell, and a new way of attaching heels to boots. Hunt also invented the first workable cross-stitch sewing machine, which he chose not to patent, supposedly for fear that it might put seamstresses out of work, a forbearance he would later regret. He even concocted an elixir marketed as “Hunt’s Restorative Cordial” to relieve pain, sustain “vital energy,” overcome sleeplessness, calm nerves, cure “Physical Prostration from any cause whatever,” and relieve “Bowel Complaints in their worst forms.” He was among the most prolific patent-seekers of the time.

         Hunt had one problem: a habit of selling his patents to support his wife and four children, leaving the real profits to those who acquired the rights to his more useful inventions. One day, perhaps in agitation over a debt he owed a draftsman for patent drawings, Hunt took to fiddling idly with a piece of resilient wire. After coiling it in the middle, he squeezed the two ends together and let them spring out again. Then he fashioned a small clasp at one end to hold the other end, so that the wire would remain bent. Finally, he placed a metal shroud over the ends to keep their points from poking out and injuring people. This simplest of devices, completed in just three hours, led to US Patent No. 6,281. Hunt called his invention a “dress-pin,” ideal for fastening clothing. We know it today as the safety 6pin. Hunt paid his obligation to the draftsman—there would be more debts to come—and eventually sold the revolutionary pin patent for $400, the equivalent of more than $14,000 today.

         The safety pin is one of Walter Hunt’s legacies, his clearest contribution to the simple technologies that keep modern life together. But he had an equally profound (though less apparent) effect when he channeled his imagination toward firearms. Guns were raw technology, tools of power and independence that inventors spent the nineteenth century altering and perfecting, increasing their accuracy, efficiency, and killing power. Traditionally a gunman had one shot. In 1847 Hunt conceived of a weapon capable of firing many times without reloading, a recurring goal of gun designers for centuries. If it worked right, he stood to reap great wealth, or at least enough money to take care of his family. War with Mexico was under way, and armies always needed the best guns available; the more a soldier could shoot, the more effective he would be in combat.

         The genius of Hunt’s safety pin was its simplicity. Creating a weapons system capable of shooting multiple times in quick succession, however, was a far greater challenge and an unlikely pursuit for a man from a family of peace-loving Quakers. Standard guns at the time required a shooter to pour gunpowder down the barrel, follow that with a lead ball, and then place a priming cap on a metal nipple near the other end of the barrel for each shot. When struck by a hammer, the primer would send burning fulminate into the powder, which would ignite and then propel the ball out the muzzle. By eliminating these steps, Hunt created a self-contained “Rocket Ball.” The gun he invented to shoot this ammunition—Hunt dubbed it the “Volition Repeater”—is an odd-looking weapon. Two ringed levers beneath the long, skinny action allowed the would-be shooter to seat Rocket Balls one at a time into the chamber from a tube under the barrel. A shooter could theoretically repeat this process until all dozen cartridges in the tube are discharged, as long as its cluster of parts moved in concert as intended.

         With this would-be firearm, Walter Hunt had made the nation’s future but not his own. The Volition Repeater never worked quite right. His model was beset by kinks. Its mechanism was complex, its parts delicate. 7Hunt didn’t have the money to finance further development, so he followed his old habit. He sold the patent rights to the repeating rifle, leaving others to transform his inspired design into highly marketable arms. Among those who benefited from Walter Hunt’s genius were Oliver Winchester, Horace Smith, and Daniel Baird Wesson. None of these gun barons possessed the broadly inventive mind of Walter Hunt, yet all would eclipse Hunt while taking advantage of his pioneering work in weaponry. Their main quest was the same as Hunt’s: mass-produced, handheld weapons that an individual could keep shooting without stopping to reload, guns that justified the name “repeaters.” It was not a new objective, but its fruition in metal and wood had eluded the most dedicated machinists.

         In achieving their goal, the gun barons had a major advantage. Mass production had already begun in the United States, and the country’s biggest, most modern mechanical enterprise in the 1840s was a huge gun-making complex in southwestern Massachusetts. There, public and private innovation flourished together. Technique was reproduced at scale. This place of communion was called the Springfield Armory.

         
             

         

         The Armory had been erected on an elevated plain near the confluence of three rivers a half mile from the village of Springfield, whose residents feared that unruly, drunken laborers would disrupt their bucolic community after work if they were too close to town. Springfield Armory was born from war, thanks in part to George Washington, who lamented the emerging country’s dependence on foreign gunmakers. As commanding general, Washington pushed for the establishment of two domestic government armories, one in New England and the other in Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Springfield—the first deep-inland non-native settlement in the broad, long Connecticut River Valley—was chosen in part because it lay too far upriver to be attacked by the Royal Navy. That region would eventually be nicknamed Gun Valley.

         Originally what would become the Springfield Armory was the Continental Arsenal, little more than a storage facility for gunpowder and various military supplies, where workers repaired small arms and made paper musket 8cartridges and vehicles to carry cannons. In 1794 legislation authorizing musket production transformed the Arsenal into the Armory. There, individual gunsmithing gave way to workers performing specific, limited duties. Private gunmakers and inventors came to take advantage of a public enterprise, where the sharing of ideas, including patents, was the order of the day, all for the common good of arming the nation. Skilled workmen in the region had at their core a Yankee inclination for inventiveness. Creativity abounded.

         Springfield Armory brought the United States into a new era. It met the nation’s growing needs by turning out guns with somewhat interchangeable parts. It was a product of a new America, where tourists flocked to watch mammoth machines make weapons at an astonishing pace. The spirit of cooperation between the federal government and private Yankee entrepreneurs yielded profound changes in what was manufactured and how. This vibrant productivity with mechanized production and interchangeable parts was tied to the United States to such an extent that the English dubbed it the American System of Manufactures, a system that would flourish in factories along the Connecticut River corridor, making Gun Valley home to the world’s first machine-tool industries, the Silicon Valley of its time. Machinery and technology from there spread all over the globe. Because the transformation began with guns, the American System was also known as the Armory Practice.

         Springfield Armory heralded a new age for the United States, in which the nation’s growing military and industrial power was buoyed by the mass production of weapons. When the railroad came to Springfield in the early 1840s, it brought streams of tourists, who marveled at modern gunmaking in the largest metalworking establishment in the country. After visitors were shown how the manufacturing process worked, they gawked at displays of guns abundant enough to supply any army on earth. This was exactly the impression ordnance officer and engineer Major William Wade had in mind when he designed the armory’s displays:

         
            The general arrangement of the interior pleases me much. It is something new, and I think well adapted to its destined purpose. The spectacle of a room containing twenty thousand arms, so 9arranged that every one would be visible; that any one could be taken hold of, examined, and replaced; at pleasure; with abundance of light, and of space for passages; the absence of any visible means by which they, or the floor above, are supported; the order, simplicity, neatness, and magnitude of the whole; would together, form a scene worth a journey of some miles to enjoy.

         

         Partly because the machine age was in its infancy, the sight of massive, complex mechanisms inspired rhapsodies. “The whole scene appears more beautiful than warlike,” wrote one visitor, “and it hardly seems possible, that an exhibition which fills the mind with such pleasurable emotions, can be made up of the instruments of death.” Swooning over the armory, The Springfield Republican gushed, “The machinery here is absolutely poetical, both in structure and operation. It is pregnant with intelligence, rolls out its rhymes in beautiful measure, and sings of human ingenuity and the almost unlimited control of the human intellect over brute matter and the natural forces, with an eloquence which none but a clod of humanity can listen to without emotion.”

         Not every American felt at ease with Springfield’s massive displays of weaponry—or the warlike impulses they reflected. In the summer of 1843, poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was on his honeymoon traveling through New England to visit his bride Fanny’s relatives, when the couple decided to stop at the Armory along the way. Fanny was not only an elegant beauty and heiress, whom the Romantic poet had loved for years, but also a smart, artistic, and cultured aesthete who often suggested subjects for her husband to write about. Longfellow deeply respected her judgment. They both found a different kind of inspiration at the Springfield Armory.

         In front of them were more than a hundred thousand new muskets made in the Armory, accompanied by scores made elsewhere, their muzzles pointed skyward in rigid formation through a series of rooms. Each barrel was cradled in an oiled walnut half-sleeve, like a uniform, that flared at the bottom. All were arrayed with exactitude, only an inch or so between them, in dozens of double-decked wooden frames painted gold. Forming tunnels in 10their lineups, tens of thousands of metal loops dubbed trigger guards gaped, ready for men’s forefingers to summon the guns into service. But now the weapons, too new to have been blooded in battle, were silent.

         Fanny, a pacifist, looked at the motionless parade of silent firepower and had an idea for her husband. Maybe, she urged, he could use the experience to write a peace poem. This place of nascent violence was the perfect inspiration. And so, Longfellow wrote:

         
            
               This is the Arsenal. From floor to ceiling,

               Like a huge organ, rise the burnished arms;

               But from their silent pipes no anthem pealing

               Startles the villages with strange alarms.

               …..

               Were half the power, that fills the world with terror,

               Were half the wealth bestowed on camps and courts,

               Given to redeem the human mind from error,

               There were no need of arsenals or forts:

            

            
               The warrior’s name would be a name abhorrèd!

               And every nation, that should lift again

               Its hand against a brother, on its forehead

               Would wear forevermore the curse of Cain!

            

            
               Down the dark future, through long generations,

               The echoing sounds grow fainter and then cease;

               And like a bell, with solemn, sweet vibrations,

               I hear once more the voice of Christ say, “Peace!”

            

         

         By the time Longfellow’s ode for a peaceful world was published, two years after his visit to Springfield, American inventiveness—“Yankee ingenuity”—was in high gear far outside the Armory’s walls. Entrepreneurs, smiths, speculators, dreamers, and machine-lovers throughout Gun Valley and beyond vied to make their marks and their fortunes, stoking the fires 11of America’s Industrial Revolution as it gathered speed. The weapons these men developed would have far more power than the lethal force lying dormant in the rows of muskets that so awed the Longfellows and their fellow tourists. In the decades ahead there would be a terrible abundance of opportunities to use them.

         Pivotal moments in the evolution of rapid firepower are many, Walter Hunt’s inventions among them. So, too, are locations where firearms made the difference when it counted: not at orderly rifle ranges or peaceful test facilities or in Springfield Armory’s vast machine shops, but on chaotic battlefields of the American West and the Civil War’s many conflagrations. One key event took place alongside a slim flow of water two thousand miles to the south and west of Gun Valley on an early June day less than a year after the Longfellows visited Springfield.12
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            1

            DEVIL YACK

         

         Yellow Wolf knew the Pinta Trail well, as had his ancestors and the Spanish and the Lipan Apaches and other tribes. Now at least some Anglos who had come to the Texas Hill Country knew it too. From a wooded hill above, he could see a group of about fifteen riders who had stopped where the trail crossed the Guadalupe River. The whites below were no match for his several dozen Comanches of the Penateka band. He would take them.

         His warriors were armed, as they usually were, with lances and arrows, which they could launch repeatedly and with precision. Also, as usual, the whites had guns, fearsome weapons that roared and struck with power even at a distance, but each had to be painstakingly reloaded after a single shot. Comanches knew about guns; more than a few had them. They also knew that what the gun boasted in mightiness it lacked in versatility. At this moment in American history, a gun was not that great a threat when matched against flocks of incoming arrows.

         What the Comanches could not know was that on this early June day in 1844, warfare on the plains would change forever. The Industrial Revolution had arrived in Texas in the form of a small piece of handheld weaponry born from the genius of Samuel Colt just a few years before. This gun would not exhaust itself after one shot. It would fire again in a second. And again. 14And again. And again. Each of the fifteen white riders had at least one of Colt’s inventions, probably two, tucked into his belt.

         
             

         

         More than a century before, the Comanches had swept into Texas Hill Country from the north and the west, bringing their adaptable culture with them, on horses introduced onto the continent by imperial Spain. Now, thanks to these fleet and strong animals as well as their adaptive, resilient culture, Comanches were lords of the plains, having pushed aside the Spanish and other Indian nations to set up an empire of their own.

         At first the vast domain called Comanchería had little problem with Anglos arriving from the East at the invitation of Spanish-speakers in now independent Mexico, for the fair-skinned newcomers brought trade that could enrich the Comanche empire’s powerful reach. Now things were different. The new Republic of Texas granted land to an influx of settlers who took over territory the Comanches thought Texas had no right to claim. Surveyors cut the plains into parcels on maps that would define whose property was whose, ready to be transformed from “wilderness” to “civilization” by newcomers’ willing hands.

         For Yellow Wolf and his people, these surveyors and settlers had become the enemy. His and other Comanche raiding parties attacked white homesteads hard, killing many, taking captives, and generally making life on the Texas plains a risky undertaking for alien families intent on taking root in or near Comanchería. No Hill Country settler felt secure. All knew of homesteads raided by Comanches, who treated harshly many of those they encountered. Even though they may not have known her personally, Texians were familiar with the story of Matilda Lockhart.

         In the autumn of 1838, thirteen-year-old Matilda and four children from the neighboring Putnam family had just finished gathering pecans in the bottomland near the Lockharts’ homestead on the Guadalupe River when Comanche raiders grabbed them, lashed them with rawhide thongs to Indian horses, and whisked them away to the Guadalupe Mountains. Two rescue expeditions into Indian country ended in failure. More than a 15year would pass before Matilda was reunited with her family. By then she was unrecognizable.

         Matilda arrived in San Antonio in March of 1840 with a delegation of Penateka chiefs and warriors interested in negotiating a treaty with the Texians. Setbacks suffered in their domain made the Comanches see this as a time to make peace. Cheyenne and Arapaho parties had threatened Comanchería’s northern frontier, and Rangers had successfully harassed Comanches elsewhere, preferring to catch the Indians by surprise in their villages, as the Indians were doing to white settlements. And then there were cholera and smallpox, several recent epidemics having ripped through the Penateka community. The Comanches were ready for calmer relations with the Texians.

         Return of captives was among the demands made by the Texians two months before, so Matilda Lockhart was with the Comanche peace delegation led by a chieftain named Muk-wah-ruh. A woman who helped bathe and dress the now-sixteen-year-old Matilda on her return found her “utterly degraded,” a girl who “could never hold her head up again.” It was not just what Matilda told them that enraged the Texians. It was what they saw.

         “Her head, arms and face were full of bruises, and sores, and her nose actually burnt off to the bone—all the fleshy end gone, and a great scab formed on the end of the bone,” wrote Mary Ann Maverick, who cared for the newly released captive. “Both nostrils were wide open and denuded of flesh. She told a piteous tale of how dreadfully the Indians had beaten her, and how they would wake her from sleep by sticking a chunk of fire to her flesh, especially to her nose, and how they would shout and laugh like fiends when she cried.”

         Matilda told the Texas commissioners negotiating with the Penatekas about a dozen or more additional white captives, whom the Comanches planned to offer up, one at a time, in exchange for various supplies. That was not part of the deal, the Texians told Muk-wah-ruh in the Council House, a one-story, flat-roofed stone building with an earthen floor, which was the usual place in San Antonio for serious talks between whites and 16Indians; he was supposed to have brought all prisoners at once. This was impossible, Muk-wah-ruh explained. Those captives were held by other Comanche bands—not the Penateka—over whom he had no authority. The commissioners, enraged by Matilda’s treatment and fearful that other children were being tortured, were not going to renegotiate. On their order soldiers entered the Council House to hold the Indian negotiators hostage until all white captives had been freed. The Comanches inside tried to escape, calling on tribesmen outside to help. Gunfighting erupted, killing most of the Indians inside the Council House, including Muk-wah-ruh. In the end the Texians seized more than two dozen Comanches, whom they offered to return once the white captives came safely home. Penateka leaders ignored the offer, and most of the Indians held by the Texians eventually managed to escape. There was no more talk of peace.

         Broken by her ordeals, Matilda Lockhart never recovered. She died before she turned twenty. Texians would remember.

         The Penateka would also remember. For them, the slaughter of peace ambassadors was unforgivable. They believed that the treacherous Texians’ plan all along was to hold Muk-wah-ruh and his negotiators at gunpoint until every white captive was freed. The ones who had done this evil and those who benefitted from it would pay. There would be no suspension of raids into Texas—another of the demands Texians made at the beginning of the failed peace negotiations. Instead violence would escalate, as Comanchería clashed with the new Anglo empire taking hold in what the Indians considered their domain.

         
             

         

         Wildflowers and greenery roused from a Hill Country winter had given way to early summer, June warming the tough terrain eighty miles northwest of San Antonio, a land of limestone and clear streams over which many battles had already been fought. The white men Yellow Wolf watched on the Pinta Trail by the Guadalupe River wore no uniforms, carried no flags, but the Penateka veteran of many skirmishes recognized them as Texas Rangers, a loosely bound collection of stalwarts deserving of Comanche respect, something the Indians did not give freely. The respect was for the Rangers’ 17hardiness in combat, not for their role in protecting or avenging those the Comanches saw as intruders.

         Despite the Rangers’ fighting abilities and horsemanship skill that rivaled the Comanches’, Yellow Wolf knew that numbers gave him the edge. He and a handful of his men would make their presence known. The rest would lie in wait above the river, obscured from view by live oaks, hardy trees that held most of their leaves through the harshest of prairie winters and were now bursting with foliage perfect for concealment. Tricked into thinking they faced only a few Comanches, the Rangers would go after Yellow Wolf, only to be slaughtered when they reached the oaks. It was a common tactic; if played right, it would work.

         The fighting on the Pinta Trail would likely be fierce. The Texas Rangers knew that Comanches gave no quarter. But neither did the Rangers, who understood that surrender was never an option for them, because it only meant death often preceded by something worse.

         
             

         

         Captain John Coffee “Jack” Hays and the fourteen Rangers Yellow Wolf was watching had left San Antonio a week before to scout for Indian bands—possibly Mexicans, too—who had been raiding white settlements. Now, after no Indians had been found, they headed back.

         A slender, five-foot-eight, naturally pale fellow with a boyishly smooth face and gaunt cheeks weathered by the frontier, Hays did not look like a man to lead Texas Rangers—and lead was the right word, for they couldn’t be commanded. Nor did he sound the part, with a quiet voice fitting his gentlemanly Tennessee upbringing. He tended not to talk much anyway. His clothing style was as modest as his demeanor—often a black leather cap with a blue roundabout jacket and black trousers—yet another contrast to the brawny Rangers and their broad-brimmed hats, which protected them from the Texas sun. It was said that his restless hazel eyes often looked sad. On foot Captain Jack walked slightly stooped, a tendency some thought made him look nervous, though losing nerve was not among his traits.

         Orphaned at fifteen, Hays had headed west to Texas four years later in 1836, the year the Alamo fell and Texians rose in righteous fervor to wrest 18their independence from Mexico. He worked first as a surveyor and soon joined the Rangers, where he rose quickly to the rank of captain. By then Hays had proven his ability as well as any man to withstand the terror of battle and the hardship of long sojourns over the plains and show no strain for his trouble. At one with the terrain, Hays could divine the presence of passing Indians from the tiny pebbles displaced by their horses, even reading there the direction in which they rode. According to a Ranger who had served with him from the early days, “no officer ever possessed more completely the esteem, the confidence, and the love of his men.”

         Indians agreed that Hays was a man of substance. The Lipan Apaches, who were no friends of the Comanches and often allied themselves with the Rangers, called him bravo-too-much. “Me and Red Wing not afraid to go to hell together,” explained Lipan chief Flacco, who sometimes fought alongside Hays. “Captain Jack heap brave, not afraid to go to hell by himself.” The Comanches also had a name for him: Devil Yack.

         
             

         

         On their journey back to San Antonio, Jack Hays and his men crossed the Guadalupe River near a smaller flow of water later called Walker’s Creek. When the Rangers saw a beehive hanging from a tree at the crossing, they decided to take advantage of their good fortune. Honey was a delicious luxury. Its sweetness would complement nicely the meager rations each man had brought with him and the venison the plains provided.

         The day was still fresh, and so were the Texas Rangers. Rangers traveled light, as they had to, even though their sturdy, mixed-breed mounts could support weight over long rides. They tended to be big men and brought no more than they needed, so their horses could be agile in battle. The Rangers were armed, of course, mostly with pistols and long knives but also with rifles. But on this mission each man had a new weapon: a different kind of pistol, one with a nine-inch barrel leading to a revolving cylinder just above and in front of the grip. Aside from the barrel and the method of holding the weapon, this handgun—a ballet of rods, screws, plates, and a couple of curved projections flowing into an elegant handle of American walnut—was unlike any used before in combat.19

         Its inventor was the flamboyantly driven Samuel Colt, who claimed he got the idea as a teenager by watching a ship’s wheel or windlass turn and be locked into place by a wooden stave. In Colt’s imagination, so he said, the spaces between the spokes became five hollow chambers, each closed at one end. The stave became a ratchet holding the cylinder firm at precise intervals as it turned. Fill each chamber with gunpowder and a lead ball a bit over a third of an inch thick and line up the chambers one by one with a long tube as you cocked the hammer, and you had a gun whose trigger would pop out beneath the cylinder. This was a gun that could shoot five times without reloading, its cylinder revolving after each shot—provided it worked as intended. Colt’s creation did tend to be finicky compared with the less complicated mechanism of a single-shot pistol. Sometimes the mechanism failed. Or all five chambers would go off at once in a conflagration that endangered the man who pulled the trigger.

         Whether Colt’s idea came to him aboard ship or, more likely, from seeing a flintlock pistol with a hand-turned cylinder containing chambers, the truth is elusive. Whatever the inspiration, Colt started making his “revolver” in 1837 at a factory in Paterson, New Jersey, a hub of early industrialization where he had family contacts, but he could not entice the United States government, his target market, into buying it in bulk. Less than a year after production began, he personally took ninety of his “Paterson” rifles to Florida to convince the Army that they would help defeat Indians in the Second Seminole War. Colt sold more than half his supply, but although they performed well enough, he got no serious contracts. His efforts included giving personal “inducements” to powerful individuals, including the Army’s chief of ordnance in 1839. This led the Colt firm’s treasurer—Sam’s cousin and a major shareholder—to declare in writing, “I will not become a party to a negotiation with a public officer to allow him compensation for aid in securing a contract with Govet.” Colt paid him no mind and continued to offer inducements. He would do anything for success.

         Colt did persuade one government to buy three hundred sixty of his revolving carbines and handguns: the Republic of Texas. When the Texian Navy was decommissioned in 1843, a number of Colt’s small 20industrial masterpieces came into the hands of the republic’s Rangers, though never as standard equipment for an entire company until Jack Hays found them appealing. Now, on their June 1844 mission in Indian country, every Ranger with Hays on the Pinta Trail had at least one, plus a loaded second cylinder that could be swapped for an expended one even in battle, if the gunman had the calm fortitude to do the necessary tinkering while under fire. Reloading a spent cylinder, however, was a task that needed quiet time. And a revolver without a loaded cylinder was no better than a club.

         
             

         

         Yellow Wolf could see the Rangers in the distance but not the pistols stuck in their belts. Even if he had been able to make them out, it wouldn’t have made any difference. A gun was a gun: one shot and done. When it went off, it had to be reloaded, and that required time and attention, which a warrior would exploit. As the white men fiddled, the Comanches would launch their arrows. Yellow Wolf ordered a contingent to ride ahead and bait the white men into an ambush.

         
             

         

         On Hays’s orders, two Rangers had lagged behind to see if their group was being followed—a standard Indian practice Hays had adopted. While Ranger Noah Cherry was mining the beehive atop the tree, the pair came galloping back to camp to report that there were, indeed, Comanches on their way. Then Cherry saw them too.

         “Jerusalem!” he shouted from his perch. “Captain, yonder comes a thousand Indians!”

         Cherry exaggerated; there were only about ten. Hays ordered his men to mount. The Rangers turned toward the Indians, who pivoted for the nearby hill thick with oak. Hays, familiar with Comanche tactics, knew this was a trap.

         When he saw the Rangers holding to a slow walk, Yellow Wolf and the entire seventy-five-man Penateka band emerged from the hilltop oaks. Neither retreating nor charging, Hays and his men continued moving slowly forward, in no apparent hurry to engage the warriors. Seeing no assault 21coming, the Indians taunted the Rangers with shouts of “Charge! Charge!” in both English and Spanish, with a few epithets thrown in.

         The Rangers then wheeled and launched into full gallop—not in reverse, but splitting into two groups across a shallow ravine out of sight of the Indians. The groups took opposite sides of the hill, circling behind their enemy and, despite a five-to-one disadvantage in manpower, broke cover and charged into the Comanches’ midst.

         After receiving several bullets from the Rangers’ single-shot rifles, the warriors counterattacked. But by that time, the highly disciplined Rangers had regathered, circled their horses rump to rump, and begun firing their five-shot Colts at the charging Comanches, as the Indians shot arrows and thrust lances on the gallop. Rangers Robert Addison “Ad” Gillespie, a Tennessean like Hays, and Samuel H. Walker, a transplanted Marylander a month younger than the captain, were lanced but kept fighting.

         In mid-battle, the Rangers replaced their spent cylinders with loaded ones. Some men who had fired all their ten shots even maintained enough composure between Comanche charges to reload cylinders still warm from having fired themselves empty. Yellow Wolf’s band now realized that the Rangers were more dangerous than before. One Penateka later complained that their white adversaries “had a shot for every finger on the hand.”

         The Comanches regrouped at a distance. They didn’t panic, but they had to plan quickly. Twenty of their men lay dead. Others were wounded. While the cluster of Rangers appeared to be intact with few casualties, Yellow Wolf’s warriors still outnumbered them. The Comanches would not yield, but they also could not gauge how many shots the Texians had left in their newfound weaponry.

         Hays knew, or at least he could make a good guess: The Rangers’ ammunition was about gone. No matter how valiantly, how cleverly they fought, they could not withstand another charge. The Comanches were arrayed beyond the effective reach of whatever loads remained in Colt’s revolvers. But it was not too far for a long-barreled rifle.

         “Any man who has a load, kill that chief!” shouted Hays. One predictable thing about the Comanche he knew: Take out the leader, and there was 22a good chance they’d be done for the day. At this point it was the Rangers’ only chance. Yellow Wolf sat erect on his horse, a shield covering his chest.

         “I’ll do it,” said Gillespie, who cradled a still-loaded rifle. He got down from his horse to make sure he had a steady hold on his weapon, for steadiness was required when shooting precisely at even modest distance. One shot was all Gillespie had, and he hoped it was all he needed. Despite the lance wound through his side, he aimed calmly down the barrel, nestling the front sight above the muzzle into the V-shaped notch close to his eye. The figure of the large mounted man he targeted was blurry, but the post was in focus; that’s what mattered. Gillespie squeezed the trigger.

         
             

         

         The Penateka were studying the bunched-up Rangers out in the open, weighing their next move, when Gillespie’s bullet found its mark. Yellow Wolf reeled in his saddle before tumbling to the ground.

         Seeing their chief fatally shot, the remaining Penatekas broke. Within minutes they were gone, leaving twenty-three dead warriors behind. Thirty Indians had been wounded. One Ranger, a German immigrant named Peter Fohr, had been mortally wounded by an arrow through his body; several other Rangers were crippled. Despite grave wounds Gillespie and Walker would recover. Though the chief was toppled by a single-shot rifle, it was Colt’s five-round weapon that won the day for the Rangers. They were smaller in number, but better endowed—and faster—in ammunition.

         The Paterson revolvers “did good execution,” Hays wrote in a report to the Texas Secretary of War and Marine. “Had it not been for them, I [do not] doubt what the consequences would have been. I cannot recommend these arms too highly.”

         Samuel Colt could not have imagined a better endorsement of his revolver, but it came too late. His gunmaking venture in Paterson, New Jersey, had gone bankrupt two years before. Thanks to Colt’s revolver, Samuel Walker survived the battle with Yellow Wolf’s Comanches. Thanks to Walker, Samuel Colt would resurrect his gun business three years later.

         
            NOTES

            1 Yellow Wolf knew the Pinta Trail well: Yellow Wolf is not identified in reports at the time, but some later secondary sources give that name for the Comanche chief killed at the Battle of Walker’s Creek.

            2 From a wooded hill above: There has been much mythmaking about the Battle of Walker’s Creek over the decades. And while the fighting was the revolver’s first combat trial when everyone on one side had a five-shooter, at least one Comanche had seen a demonstration of it in 1839. See Thomas W. Kavanagh, The Comanches: A History 1706–1875 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), 268–69.

            3 Texians were familiar with: “Texian” was a term applied to people, particularly Anglos, who lived in independent Texas before it became a state.

            4 A woman who helped bathe: The quotes by Mary Maverick come from Memoirs of Mary A. Maverick, Rena Maverick Green, ed. (San Antonio, TX: Alamo, 1921), 44.

            5 “Her head, arms and face”: Whether Matilda Lockhart was in the terrible condition Maverick claimed has been debated. Official reports and family correspondence don’t mention her appearance. See Stephen Harrigan, Big Wonderful Thing: A History of Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2019), 212.

            6 On their order soldiers Conflicting reports about the Council House fight 287and Matilda Lockhart have been circulating since it took place. For a recent discussion see Cristen Paige Copeland, “What Went Wrong? How Arrogant Ignorance and Cultural Misconceptions Turned Deadly at the San Antonio Courthouse, March 19, 1840” (master’s thesis, University of North Texas, Denton, 2008).

            7 Captain John Coffee “Jack” Hays: Descriptions of Jack Hays can be found in Samuel C. Reid, Jr., The Scouting Expeditions of McCulloch’s Texas Rangers (Philadelphia: G. B. Zieber, 1847), 108–9.

            8 “no officer ever possessed more completely”: John Salmon Ford, Rip Ford’s Texas, ed. Stephen B. Oates (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987), 64–65.

            9 The Lipan Apaches, who were no friends: For a discussion of intertribal conflict and a critique of white historians’ “ethnocentric viewpoint” that the Indian wars of the American West meant only Indian-white conflict, see John C. Ewers, “Intertribal Warfare as the Precursor of Indian-White Warfare on the Northern Great Plains,” Western Historical Quarterly 6, no. 4 (October 1975): 397–410.

            10 “Captain Jack heap brave”: Walter Prescott Webb, The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense, 2nd ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1965), 65. The quote sounds like something an Indian in an ancient Hollywood Western might say, but it’s included here, because Webb is an early source for it.

            11 “I will not become a party to a negotiation”: excerpt from a letter written by Dudley Selden to Samuel Colt, quoted in William B. Edwards, The Story of Colt’s Revolver: The Biography of Col. Samuel Colt (New York: Castle Books, 1957), 82.

            12 “Any man who has a load, kill that chief!”: Robert M. Utley, Lone Star Justice (New York: Berkley, 2002), 12.

            13 The Paterson revolvers “did good execution”: Hays’s report on the battle comes from the Journals of the Ninth Congress of the Republic of Texas, Appendix (Washington, DC: Miller & Cushney, 1845), 32–33, Texas State Library, Texas Congress House Journals, Box no. 1791.6, J826 9th.
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            RISE OF THE SHOWMAN

         

         What excited Samuel Colt ever since he was a boy was getting attention and making things explode, often achieving both at the same moment. Now, in 1844, he had another chance to do just that. While Jack Hays’s Rangers battled Comanches in Texas, Colt was back East, pitching his latest project: blowing up ships. With his revolver business defunct and the United States concerned about protecting its shoreline from potential invaders, profits from underwater mines seemed promising to the cash-strapped inventor.

         “To all whom it may concern,” he wrote to the US Patent Office on June 8, 1844, “be it known that I Samuel Colt … have invented a new and useful mode of using ammunition for Military purposes, and more particularly for the using of gunpowder to make submarine explosions in such manner as to destroy vessels when under sail in harbors or channels….” The idea of deploying remotely controlled underwater explosives for harbor defense had been with Colt a long time, even before he launched his revolver company. In fact his attraction to exploding things floating peacefully on water went back at least to Independence Day two weeks before he turned fifteen.

         “Sam’ l Colt Will Blow a Raft Sky-High on Ware Pond, July 4, 1829”—so proclaimed a handbill Colt distributed throughout the Massachusetts community where his father, Christopher, ran a textile mill. With that, the boy’s passion for showmanship burst forth. Like all good self-promoters, 24he had put his name up front, so that spectators would remember who had dazzled them that day.

         And dazzle them he would, Colt knew, because he had devoured the lessons in Compendium of Knowledge, a volume filled with scientific wisdom of the day, and had experimented with dyes and liquids and assorted materials in his father’s mill. He had also tinkered with electricity and gunpowder and discovered a way to produce an explosion by sending electricity through wires beneath a pond’s surface to a batch of gunpowder. To make the event spectacular, something had to blow up. That’s where the raft would come in. When the hapless vessel was over the explosive, Colt would flip a switch from shore, and with much spray, thunder, and smoke, the raft would be gloriously sent aloft in splinters. This must be done in front of a crowd. Applause would follow, and the boy could take a bow. That was the plan. It would be grand!

         July 4 was on a Saturday that year, which added to the festive nature of the holiday the hope that more people would be free to attend Samuel Colt’s debut in the world of public explosions. Dressed in their Independence Day finery, ladies and gentlemen gathered at one end of the four-acre pond near the town of Ware to enjoy the show they had been promised. Colt, secreted in trees at the pond’s edge away from the crowd, sent an electric charge speeding to the underwater mine. The surface erupted, the ground shook, and pond water doused the well-attired spectators. Colt, it seemed, had used too much gunpowder. To make matters worse, the raft had drifted away from the mine, leaving the eruption unchecked. The unamused crowd took after Colt, who managed to escape with the help of Elisha Root, a young mechanic who would later play a major role in Colt’s business.

         He was not done with pyrotechnics; the next July 4 Colt was back at it. While at Amherst Academy learning about navigation, the “young wild fellow,” as a professor described him, joined a bunch of students in setting off a cannon on school grounds. According to the professor, this is what happened next:

         
            Some of the officers of College interfered & tried to stop the noise. Colt, as Prof. Fisk[e] ordered him not to fire again, and placing 25himself, as the story was told, the next day near the mouth of the gun, swung his match, & cried out “a gun for Prof. Fiske.” & touched it off—The Prof. Enquired his name—& he replied, “his name was Colt, & he could Kick like Hell”—He soon left town, for good.

         

         Expelled from Amherst, Colt signed on as a crewman aboard the merchant ship Corvo, sailing from Boston to Calcutta. It was during this voyage that Colt supposedly came up with his idea of a gun with a revolving cylinder that made it a multi-shot weapon. Whether the legend is fact or fiction, after returning from his eleven-month sea voyage, Colt embarked on a crusade to turn his idea into a moneymaking reality. The best way to scare up cash, Colt decided, was to blend his penchant for performance with his knowledge of chemicals. The perfect vehicle for that was nitrous oxide, otherwise known as laughing gas. Selling himself as the “celebrated Dr. Coult,” he began touring the country, putting on exhibitions with willing patrons who breathed in the gas and delighted audiences with the results. He announced his presence in local newspapers:

         
            The public are respectfully informed that on THIS EVENING at half past eight o’clock, the EXHILER ATING [sic] GAS, will be administered to visiters [sic]; these [sic] who are desirous of taking it will do well to apply early as the gas was exhausted at an early hour on the last evening of the exhibition. N. B. An evening will be set apart for ladies of which due notice will be given.

         

         When inhaled, an advertisement in the Albany Journal told people, the gas produced “the most astonishing effects on the nervous system; that some individuals were disposed to laugh, sing and dance; others to recitation and declamation, and that the greater number had an irresistable [sic] propensity to muscular exertion, such as wrestling, boxing, &c. with innumerable fantastic feats.” Because “Dr. C.” was “a practiced Chemist,” no one needed to fear inhaling something “impure.” As for ladies interested in seeing the 26demonstrations, the advertisement assured “that the house enables every accommodation for their comfort, and that not a shadow of impropriety attends the exhibition.”

         Not every reaction to inhaling Colt’s gas was harmless exhilaration. Sometimes, as this report from The Pittsburg Manufacturer suggests, the effect was just the opposite:

         
            During four evenings of this week, a gentleman called Dr. Coult, exhibited at the old Museum the effects of Nitrous Oxide Gas on the human system. The scenes that ensued from inhaling it during the exhibition, beggars all description. Some danced and jumped, others cut up singularly fantastic tricks, but the greater portion of those who inhaled it became extremely pugnacious. Some of these, though placed within a strong enclosure, managed to escape from it, and attack and beat unmercifully the audience. One strong fellow, who became on taking it as furious as an enraged lion, sprang over the enclosure, and drove every soul out of the room into the street, beating two or three very severely.

         

         Colt found receptive audiences for his laughing-gas shows up and down the East Coast, while he perfected his hawking skills and harvested cash. Ever the glad-hander, he had become friends with the director of an ersatz museum in Baltimore, who gave him access to its lecture hall for his shows. Colt decided to stay there for a while, adopting the town as his base of operations. Perhaps he could find a local gunsmith skilled enough to make patent models for his revolver. Like most towns, Baltimore had its share of craftsmen who made things that shot, including rifles, pistols, and “every article for the Sportsman’s use,” as gunsmith Arthur T. Baxter promised would be available at his shop near a busy downtown wharf. “Captains of vessels bringing work, are requested to leave it as soon as they arrive, so as to give as much time as possible. This will prevent disappointment.”

         Baxter was a good bet. He was doing well enough to hire several assistants to handle the workload. One of those gunsmiths, English-born John 27Pearson, who had started his career as a watchmaker, was assigned to work with Colt and was eventually left alone to make whatever independent arrangements he wanted. For Pearson this was a mistake, despite the contract the two had signed, which guaranteed that Colt would pay him ten dollars each week for a year.

         Colt had a habit of being loose with money, especially when it belonged to others, which continually put Pearson in a squeeze. The inventor would promise to pay the bills and sometimes did, but not enough to keep the hapless gunsmith solvent. “I am out of money,” Pearson wrote to Colt, “and the rent is due today and I want some more wood for fire so you must send some money immediately or I shall be lost.” Eventually Pearson was paid. Colt got his patent models and left Baltimore for good.

         When the company making his first revolvers—rifles and handguns—went bankrupt, Colt still held the patent and dreams of returning to the gun business. There had been other guns with revolving cylinders, but they required manual turning in order to line up chambers with the barrel. Colt’s forward step was revolving the cylinder while the gun was being cocked and then locking it in place for shooting. The idea was sound, he thought, though it needed work. In the meantime, he had other ideas that, of course, involved explosives. He invented waterproof tinfoil cartridges for guns, which were making him some money. And then there was his idea for protecting the East Coast with underwater mines in case of invasion.

         
             

         

         Exploding subsurface mines to sink ships was not a new idea. Steamboat pioneer Robert Fulton had worked on them. So had others, to the dismay of some, including British politician and military figure Sir Howard Douglass, who called mines an “inhuman system prepared for naval warfare in an age of enlightened humanity, … a merciless, barbarous idea.” Now it was Samuel Colt’s turn, despite the objections of congressman and former president John Quincy Adams, who agreed with Douglass and lambasted the use of mines as “cowardly, and no fair or honest warfare.” Colt’s contribution was a way to blow up a mine at the moment a ship passed over it. How he did that he kept a secret from everyone except people who could get him money 28and political support. Colt eventually got enough of both to demonstrate what he could do with a steamer chosen for the occasion off Washington in late August 1842 before an eager throng that included a host of dignitaries, including the president of the United States. When Colt detonated the device from shore, “a magnificent and astonishing spectacle was presented to us,” exulted a journalist on the scene.

         
            The water around the vessel was upheaved, and rose in a vast and majestic column, to an astonishing height—a gigantic jet d’core—a marine volcano. No comparison can give an adequate idea of its grandeur. As to the vessel, she was not visible in the mass of foam and water; but the thousands of small, dark splinters into which she was shredded, were seen raising with the upper mass of the column, into the air.

         

         Colt blew up more ships, including a schooner in New York on a lovely October day. After that ship was destroyed, souvenir hunters in boats floating nearby dashed in to pick up fragments. And on the Potomac River near the Washington Navy Yard in April 1844, Colt destroyed a five-hundred-ton three-masted ship under full sail, the stars and stripes waving from its masthead, a vessel “doomed to be offered up [as] a sacrifice for the improvement of science and the extension of human knowledge.” The House of Representatives had adjourned early that day to enjoy the spectacle.

         But Colt was not making headway in getting the contracts he wanted. For one thing, his mania for secrecy undercut him. He also overspent money the government had given him. Making his case even more difficult was that a number of people he had enlisted on his side were either no longer players or were dead. He kept pushing anyway. If love of country drove him forward, there’s little evidence of it. What propelled Colt was a desire for success. His Hartford-based family had had financial ups and downs, and with those fluctuations, respect in society for Colt and his close kin also shifted up and down beyond his control. Colt yearned not for heroism 29in battle, though sometimes he claimed he did, but for riches and respect wherever he could get them. In the early 1840s he certainly received lots of attention, but as 1844 ended, his efforts to convince the government to buy his underwater mine system continued to lose ground. Eventually interest in what Colt had to sell evaporated.

         Interest in another Colt product, however, would be rekindled. As 1844 wound down, the expansionist mood in the country would find its champion in a new president and the mounting prospect of war, this time with Mexico. Word of the Texas Rangers’ success with Colt’s revolver against Comanches was spreading. One Ranger would soon reach out to Colt with ideas for how to make the gun better. Colt’s fortunes were set to rise.

         
            NOTES

            1 “To all whom it may concern”: excerpt from Colt’s patent petition for a submarine battery, Samuel Colt Papers, Box 6, Connecticut Historical Society (CHS), Hartford, CT.

            2 “Sam’ l Colt Will Blow a Raft Sky-High”: William B. Edwards, The Story of Colt’s Revolver: The Biography of Col. Samuel Colt (New York: Castle Books, 1957), 18.

            3 And dazzle them he would: A recent and comprehensive biography of Colt is Jim Rasenberger’s Revolver: Sam Colt and the Six-Shooter That Changed America (New York: Scribner, 2020).288

            4 While at Amherst Academy: The account of Colt shooting off a cannon at Amherst Academy comes from Herbert G. Houze, Samuel Colt: Arms, Art, and Invention (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 37, quoting a letter from Edward Dickinson (Emily’s father) to Henry Barnard, July 22, 1864, Samuel Colt Correspondence, Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT.

            5 It was during this voyage: Accounts of how Samuel Colt came up with his revolver idea are many, some put out by the inventor himself, such as the one that has him inspired by the turning of a ship’s wheel or perhaps its windlass. He also could have seen a flintlock pistol with a many-chambered cylinder that had been patented by Boston-born but London-based Elisha Collier in 1818.

            6 “The public are respectfully informed”: Baltimore Patriot & Mercantile Advertiser 35, no. 109 (May 7, 1830): 3.

            7 The advertisement about the gas’s “most astonishing effects”: Albany (NY) Journal, October 11, 1833.

            8 “During four evenings of this week”: “Exhilarating Gas,” Fayetteville (NC) Observer, October 8, 1833, quoting the Pittsburgh Manufacturer.

            9 “every article for the Sportsman’s use”: Matchett’s Baltimore Director for 1837 (Baltimore, MD: printed by the author, 1837): 32.

            10 For Pearson this was a mistake: Samuel Colt’s dealings with Baxter and Pearson can be found in Edwards, The Story of Colt’s Revolver, 31–38. Additional information on Pearson comes from Robert Pershing, “John Pearson: Gunsmith for Sam Colt,” American Society of Arms Collectors Bulletin 103 (Spring 2011): 24–32.

            11 “I am out of money”: Edwards, The Story of Colt’s Revolver, 36.

            12 Exploding subsurface mines: A report on Colt’s venture into exploding mines is in Philip K. Lundeberg, Samuel Colt’s Submarine Battery: The Secret and the Enigma (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1974). A chapter on Colt and his mines is in Alex Roland, Underwater Warfare in the Age of Sail (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), 134–149.

            13 “inhuman system”: The quotes of General Sir Howard Douglass and John Quincy Adams attacking the use of mines as unjust come from John S. Barnes, Submarine Warfare, Offensive and Defensive (New York: Van Nostrand, 1869), 52, 56.

            14 “a magnificent and astonishing spectacle was presented to us”: “Colt’s Submarine Battery,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, August 23, 1842.

            15 And on the Potomac River: Reports of the April 1844 ship explosion come from “Correspondence of the Courier,” Charleston (SC) Courier, April 17, 1844; and “Explosive Experiment,” Alexandria (VA) Gazette, April 17, 1844.
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            MASTER OF STEEL

         

         According to the tale of the Remingtons that has come down through the decades, fact and fantasy, company founder Eliphalet Remington II had a poet’s heart. When news arrived that the War of 1812 had ended—meaning that his family’s home in New York State’s Mohawk Valley was now safe from British invasion—the elated twenty-one-year-old Remington burst into verse:

         
            
               Hale sacred peace, thy gentle reign

               Is now restored to us again,

               Thy radiant smiles and gentle voice,

               Bid every virtuous heart rejoice.

            

            
               But can thy smiles disperse the gloom

               That reigns within the warrior’s tomb,

               Can it assuage the widow’s grief

               Or to the orphan speak relief?

            

         

         Despite poetical flourishes, the Remingtons were serious, solid folk—some might call them dour—not much given to flights of fancy or casual humor, though “Lite,” as he was called, had been a romantic youth with pacifist leanings. His mother, Elizabeth, saw great potential in Lite’s daydreaming 31and versifying; perhaps he could be a celebrated author. What others may have considered a frivolous waste of time, she encouraged. What farmer, carpenter, toolmaker, blacksmith, agricultural equipment–forger Eliphalet I thought of his son’s literary potential can only be guessed at. Work and devotion to God’s plan on earth, as well as a thirst for success, compelled the Remingtons onward. A love of the written word also ran through the family; Lite devoured John Milton’s Paradise Lost at least three times and never stopped writing poetry. Although his lifelong passion, if not his skill, for rhyme and cadence was strong, Lite’s true talent would always be in metal.

         
             

         

         Eliphalet I and Elizabeth Remington with their son and three daughters had come to the Mohawk River Valley from Suffield, Connecticut around 1800. Both parents traced their roots to Puritan ancestors who had left to cross the Atlantic in the Great Migration of the 1630s, settling in Massachusetts and Connecticut, where the families stayed for the next century and a half. The Remingtons, along with other Connecticut families, decided that a move northwest to the newly surveyed but sparsely settled wooded hills of central New York would improve their prospects. Eliphalet had been doing well as a part-time farmer, but the rocky New England soil was always a challenge. So, as the eighteenth century wound down, he, Elizabeth, and their children (Lite was seven) piled into oxcarts for the rough overland ride toward new country. Their trek ended about 170 hard miles later in high, rolling terrain at a tiny village called Litchfield in Herkimer County. They were now on the frontier.

         The Remingtons were hardly poor when they arrived in New York State. Eliphalet was able to buy a fifty-acre plot of land, a holding that he eventually expanded to three hundred acres. It was not all usable for farming, but that was fine with Eliphalet. He wanted to take advantage of a creek flowing swiftly northward at the bottom of a steep, rock-walled gorge, on its way to join the Mohawk River several miles away. The creek’s propulsive flow was a perfect power source for Eliphalet’s business plans. Ten years after the Remingtons arrived in New York, Eliphalet built a forge from fieldstone, where he turned cast or pig iron into wrought iron to fashion a variety of tools for the 32growing community, including plows, crowbars, and axes. The business was a success, the forge running steadily, closing only when the water that drove its machinery froze during the bitterest stretches of winter.

         If 1814 was a good year for the father, it was an even better one for the son. On May 12, Lite married Abigail Paddock, another Connecticut emigrant nearly three years his senior who lived with her parents a quarter mile away from the solid, two-story stone house Eliphalet had built for his family. Abigail was a relative latecomer to the area, her parents having remained in Connecticut during her early years. That meant she received more schooling than Lite did, since formal teaching was rare on the frontier. No matter. Lite had always been drawn to books, which made him both self-educated and interesting to her. He also had all the makings of a good provider. The young couple lived in the elder Remington’s home until two years after they started a family of their own, which they did in 1816. They named the first of their five children Philo. That same year, Lite started another kind of family when he made his first rifle barrel. The Remington firearms company was born.

         The origin story goes like this: Lite wanted a rifle, but his father refused to give him money to buy one.

         “Eliphalet Jr. closed his firm jaws tightly, and began collecting scrap iron on his own account,” according to one old history. “This he welded skilfully into a gun-barrel, walked fifteen miles to Utica to have it rifled, and finally had a weapon of which he might well be proud.” The gun was so good, according to legend, that the people of Litchfield loved it. Such workmanship! Such accuracy! “[S]oon the neighbors ordered others like it, and before long the Remington forge found itself hard at work to meet the increasing demand. Several times each week the stalwart young manufacturer packed a load of gun-barrels upon his back, and tramped all the way to Utica where a gunsmith rifled and finished them.”

         It’s a nice story, but it’s largely untrue. The company itself promoted this frontier legend, which hinged on the romantic ideals of individual achievement. The year was right—1816—and Lite did make a barrel. But what he is better credited with doing after that was not shepherding guns 33into the hands of eager neighbors but coming up with a way to make barrels less expensively and, more important, stronger.

         Remington barrels were making their mark. Increasingly gunsmiths ordered them for their accuracy and quality. While the little factory in the gorge could handle orders for the variety of implements the Remingtons had been turning out, the barrel business threatened to outgrow the place. The land between the looming rock walls on either side was too narrow for the forge to grow. The Remingtons had to find a new location, and the timing could not have been better. Just twenty-eight miles away New York State was about to break ground for the Erie Canal, an engineering marvel that would open up the frontier, boost the Remingtons’ fortunes, and change the country.

         
             

         

         On Independence Day 1817, the year after Lite made his first gun barrel, a spadeful of earth was turned just outside Rome, New York, northwest of the Remington forge. The moment was celebrated with grand ceremonies attended by dignitaries, including newly elected New York governor DeWitt Clinton, who reveled in the occasion he had so longed to see. Digging for the Erie Canal had begun.

         Canals had been dug elsewhere, especially in industrializing Europe, to speed goods to market inexpensively, so the idea wasn’t new. It wasn’t new in the United States, either. George Washington, for one, had urged the creation of a great canal reaching westward to the Ohio Valley, but he envisioned it beginning near his Virginia property. The Erie route between Buffalo at the Great Lakes and the Hudson River near Albany made sense, because it would link the interior to the Atlantic Coast and, of course, to New York City. President James Madison vetoed a bill that would have provided federal funds for the canal, but Clinton persuaded his state to support the project. There were fears of a north-south “dismemberment of the Union,” Clinton said, and while they were genuine, a more pressing danger was the threat of a division between states on the coast and those in the interior. A grand canal linking East to West “will form an imperishable cement of connection, and an indissoluble bond of union.” 34

         Clinton believed the canal would benefit the entire country, not just his home state. Others agreed. No longer would inland producers—farmers and metal makers alike—be forced to lug their goods at great expense over rough roads like the ones traveled by the Remingtons on their way to New York. More markets, and bigger ones, would be within reach. While the challenge was enormous and the geological obstacles daunting, engineers did have one advantage in cutting through the landscape: A Delaware chemical company, E. I. Du Pont de Nemours, had come up with a new kind of blasting powder with much more explosive force than the black gunpowder used to date.

         The formal opening of the Erie Canal in 1825—all 363 miles of it, 40 feet wide and four feet deep, with 83 locks to ease boats down from the hills to the Hudson—was attended by even greater celebration than its groundbreaking eight years earlier. A hope of rising prosperity filled everyone, including Eliphalet I and Lite Remington.

         On New Year’s Day 1828 Eliphalet bought a hundred acres of land fronting the Erie Canal and built a new forge. The canal was not quite three years old, and the settlement where Remington put down roots amounted to only seven homes, two storehouses, and a school. He built a low, single-story building so close to the man-made waterway that one side of its foundation formed a berm against the canal wall. Along the other side ran Main Street. The Remingtons were positioned perfectly to take advantage of the canal’s potential. And freed from the cramped confines of the gorge, they had plenty of room to expand their business.

         Lite had been gradually taking over running the company. His father still tended to making agricultural implements, but the barrel business was Lite’s. As it grew, so did the younger Remington’s role. Lite’s increased duties required him to spend more time at the canal-side building, so he and his father decided that a structure should be raised nearby to accommodate his needs. Building was among Eliphalet’s skills, so he took on the task.

         Lumber for the new building came in twenty-foot planks from large trees that grew near the gorge. These Eliphalet I loaded onto drays—flatbed wagons without sides used for heavy loads. Thick straps and wooden 35holding stakes kept the lumber from falling off on its way to the building site. On the morning of June 22, 1828, five months after the move to the canal began, Eliphalet I climbed atop a load of lumber, while a young employee grabbed the reins of the four-horse wagon team. Along the way they started down a steep hill, and the driver leaned hard on the long brake to keep the wagon under control. Then they hit a sinkhole, and the load lurched, throwing Eliphalet I forward and under the rolling wagon. The driver pulled the reins as hard as he could and jammed his foot on the brake, but the wagon kept moving, one of its metal-rimmed wheels rolling over Eliphalet I. Remington was taken back to the stone house he had built in the gorge, the one in which he had raised his family and cultivated his business, and there, five days later, he died of his injuries.
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