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Introduction
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Choosing just fifty guns that have been significant in the history and development of a nation as vibrant and varied as the United States is a tremendous challenge. It is evident that firearms have played a major role in the evolution of America from the early settlers, the War of Independence, the Civil War, the Wild West, and two World Wars. They are still significant today, mostly for survival and self defense. In many ways, the history of the United Sates parallels the progress of gun technology. Gunsmiths from Europe, especially from France and Germany, brought their skills to the New World and made weapons that were used to free the emerging nation from its Colonial rulers. The American Longrifle type of firearm was crucial in the fight for independence. The firearm skills of American citizens, who were used to owning and handling guns, were also important in the fight for freedom. Firearms had been vital to the survival of the original settlers and had enabled them to civilize their new land. The revolutionary struggle showed how the marksmanship skills of ordinary Americans greatly exceeded those of the British army. The United States constitution recognized the crucial nature of this familiarity with firearms and enshrined the right of the people to hold and bear arms so that they could protect their hard-earned liberty.


Starting from this point, the book considers other guns that were significant in American history. For example, Hall pioneered the first attempts to manufacture the ground-breaking breech-loading firearms. Development of these weapons coincided with the establishment and development of the National Armories at Harpers Ferry and Springfield. These manufacturers began to develop standardized parts and the principles of production-line assembly. These revolutionary methods were adopted by the motor industry at the beginning of the twentieth century.


Although the Civil War was a terrible time in the nation’s history, it served to spur ingenuity on both sides of the conflict. Union and Confederate gunsmiths developed increasingly sophisticated weaponry in their attempt to outgun the opposition. Over this brief period, guns morphed from muzzle-loading single-shot weapons (the Model 1841 Springfield rifle, for example) to breech loading single-shot weapons (such as the Sharps rifle/carbine).These then developed into multiple-shot weapons like the revolvers produced by Smith & Wesson and Colt and the lever-action rifles of Spencer and Henry. The non-industrial South struggled to keep up with Yankee ingenuity. The Southern Armories often made less-sophisticated copies of Northern designs, like the Spiller & Burr revolver. The fearsome Gatling Gun was also a product of this period. But although it was a devastating weapon, it was rejected by the authorities and never made it into the fight.


The Frontier period followed the Civil War, and firearms continued to develop. Many wartime weapons were still in use, but the gun manufacturers became increasingly ingenious. The first revolvers developed into the double-action type that used centerfire cartridges. These were a far cry from the early percussion cap guns of the pre-war years. Briefly, rifles returned to the single-shot type with the introduction of the excellent Remington Rolling Block and Winchester Low and High wall types. These were designed by John M. Browning and built by famous custom gunsmiths such as George C. Schoyen and Carlos Gove. The military also resorted to the single shot Springfield-Allin trapdoor design in this period. It was as if military commanders were afraid of wasting ammunition. But these guns soon became obsolete when Browning introduced semi-automatic and slide-action repeating designs for both rifles. He also designed updates for the Remington Model 12, the M1911, the Auto-5 and Remington Model 11 shotguns. With the First World War looming Browning went on to develop his military machine gun, culminating in the M2 design and the Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR).


Arming the troops was vital in the time of war, and the Springfield M1903 rifle proved itself in the trenches of France.


Firearms continued to develop in the inter-war years. The prohibition period saw the rise of gang violence and organized crime. Criminals often favored the latest guns, including the Thompson submachine gun.


The outbreak of hostilities after the attack on Pearl Harbor resulted in an unprecedented surge in weapons technology. Newly designed guns like the M1 rifle and carbine and the M3A1 “grease gun” meant that the American fighting man was equipped with weapons equal to those in enemy hands.


After World War II, guns became inextricably linked to popular American culture and became the stuff of books and movies. The Colt Detective Special is a particularly famous model, celebrated in many crime thrillers, while the Smith & Wesson Model 29 needs no introduction to anyone who has seen the Dirty Harry movies. The Calico carbine is equally familiar to fans of Robocop.
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In contemporary times, the role of firearms held by civilians has changed substantially. For example, the Mossberg 500 shotgun is primarily sold for home security, as well as having a military role.


The second half of the twentieth century saw America involved in several conflicts, such as Korea and Vietnam, and it was important that American forces continued to have the most up-to-date equipment. In this century’s conflicts in the Middle East and Afghanistan, American forces have been armed with guns like the M14, M16 and the Mac-10. These firearms have served the forces well and have maintained America’s proud reputation for innovative arms manufacture.


The fifty different firearms featured in this volume represent a chain of firearms innovation that threads its way through America’s history.




The American Longrifle




Type: American Longrifle


Origin: H.E. Leman Conestoga Rifle Works, Lancaster, Pennsylvania


Caliber: .38
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An example of the curly maple used for stocking, which was the most popular wood for this type of rifle.
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A Pensylvania Longrifle of the Federal Period 1775-1830. The rifle has a 39.5-inch octagonal barrel of .38 caliber and elegant brass American Eagle inlay and patch box on a tiger stripe maple stock.


This weapon grew to prominence in the early to mid 1700s on the American Frontier as it was then, the Appalachian mountain regions of Southeastern Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky, Ohio, and North Carolina. The gun was known as the Pennsylvania (and later as the Kentucky) Longrifle. It was named for its long-rifled barrel, which was often in excess of 48 inches, but for practical reasons never any higher than the chin of the shooter. You had to see down the end of the barrel to load it properly. This style of gun was very unlike the smooth-bore trade and military muskets of the colonizing powers. It sprang from the experience of immigrant Swiss and German gunsmiths, who used their skills to design weapons that would work well in the “New World.” The long-rifled barrel both gave added accuracy and allowed more time for the slow-burning black powder to build up its maximum muzzle velocity. Smaller caliber bullets ranging from .32 to .45 could be used to greater effect and make more economical use of both lead and powder on a protracted hunting expedition or military campaign. In the right hands the gun was effective up to 250 yards. Marksmen like David Crockett and Daniel Boone made it the stuff of legends. Crockett named his gun “ole Betsy” after a favored elder sister. An accredited shot by Boone put a bullet through the forehead of a British officer at a measured distance of 250 yards, at the 1778 siege of Boonesborough, in Kentucky, when the officer unwisely stuck his head out from behind a tree.


The US military armory at Harpers Ferry began to copy features of the longrifle in their 1792 Contract Rifle.


These guns were often quite ornate, depending somewhat on the affluence of the owner, but fancy carved stocks, silver patch box covers, and engraved locks were much in demand. Curly maple was the favored wood, with elaborately scrolled trigger guards and other stock furniture, reminiscent of the Germanic “Jaeger” style. One of the earliest recorded exponents of the art of Pennsylvania longrifle production is the Swiss-German Mennonite gunsmith Martin Meylin, whose gunshop was established in 1719 in Willow Street, Pennsylvania on the very appropriately named Long Rifle Road.


Other rifle makers sprung up along the Great Wagon Road, a thoroughfare which gave access from the Eastern Seaboard to the interior of the continent and to the South.
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A plaque commemorating the site of Martin Meylin’s gunshop in Willow Street, Pennsylvania.
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A metal can is for gunpowder and bears the picture of an Indian standing with a rifle; it was probably handed over at the same time as the treaty rifles.
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The small workshop where Martin Meylin plied his trade still survives 300 year later.


The road wound from Philadelphia, eastern Pennsylvania, through the Shenandoah Valley, into the Cumberland Gap to Kentucky and the Yadkin Valley of North Carolina; it eventually finished in Augusta, Georgia. It was a vital artery, supplying goods and stimulating the growth of the original states.


The design of the gun altered little from its first arrival around 1719 to the 1860s; in this time the ignition system had changed from flintlock to percussion cap. Many guns were converted to percussion and some were changed back again.


Our first featured gun is a plain rifle that appears to have seen much use but which has been treated with care. The simple patch box served its purpose and was easier to open and close than its more elaborate counterparts. The rifled barrel was the most expensive part of any longrifle; the gunsmith spent a lot of time straightening, finishing, and rifling a barrel blank. The original owner probably could not afford the extra time it took to create a 4-piece patch box, elaborate carving, or silver inlays. Later, the owner had the rifle converted to percussion ignition and had the more expensive double set triggers installed. Clearly, the man who owned this rifle was not well-to-do. It is a working man’s rifle.


All the brass mounts are original, including the trigger guard, which has been moved an inch to the rear to accommodate the double set triggers that were added later. The barrel was shortened about 4.5 inches from the muzzle to its present length 38.5 inches. The name “H Bayers” stamped on the barrel near the breech is that of the Allegheny County barrel maker. A forend cap is absent as well as a rear ramrod pipe. A poorly fitted percussion lock, used to replace the original when it was converted in the 1830s, was recently replaced using a flintlock with the exact dimensions of the original. A piece of wood is missing at the muzzle and at the toe near the butt plate.
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Legendary Frontiersman Davy Crocket with his longrifle, which he nicknamed “Ole Betsy,” painted by William Henry Huddle in 1889.
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Shown here is a full-stock rifle, with a .45 caliber, 39.25-inch octagonal barrel, walnut stock, and brass furniture.
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This one is altogether more fancy and carries Leman’s name, whereas the others are simply marked “Conestoga Iron Works.”
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A poster for the 1955 movie celebrating the Kentucky rifle starring Chill Wills.


We also show two examples by Henry E. Leman, who set up his business in Lancaster, Pennsylvania in 1834 as the Conestoga Rifle Works. His rifles were popular with trappers and explorers. In 1837 he received a government contract to supply 1,000 rifles per year, which was then reviewed annually until 1860, giving him a useful income. He also worked on a government contract from the Department of Indian Affairs to supply guns for the Indian Trade.


The settlers in this frontier territory were extremely proficient with their longrifles; they had to be in order to survive. These skills gave the colonial forces an edge against the British during the American Revolution. Bands of elite marksmen like Morgan’s Riflemen struck terror into the British at the revolutionary battles of Saratoga and Cowpens and the War of 1812. The longrifle’s nickname, the “Kentucky” rifle, stemmed from a popular song “The Hunters of Kentucky” that chronicled Andrew Jackson’s victory at the Battle of New Orleans during that war. It can truly be said that the longrifle helped to throw off colonial oppression and gave the United States the freedom it deserved.
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A fine example of a workaday Kentucky Rifle with a massive 48-inch barrel. It is .56 caliber with the traditional carved curly maple stock. The gun has been reconverted to flintlock from Percussion cap using old lock parts.The brass patch box is mostly original.




Browning Automatic Rifle




Type: Light machine gun


Origin: Various U.S. arsenals


Caliber: 0.30


Barrel length: 24 inches





John M. Browning first demonstrated his automatic rifle in February 1917. The new weapon weighed just under sixteen pounds. It was perfectly correct to describe it as a rifle, as its general appearance and handling qualities were of this type. The first models had no bipod. In modern terminology, the gun would be described as a squad automatic weapon, as the gun was too light to be a true machine gun and too heavy to be a rifle. Browning did a lot of the initial work on the gas and piston operation of the gun at the Colt factory, but Winchester wase also involved in the later development of the weapon. Manufacture began in 1918, and production totalled 50,000 units. The Allies received the BAR with great enthusiasm, as the weapon was quite unique. They ordered the gun in large quantities, with France ordering 15,000 units. But it was developed too late for extensive service in World War I. The gun was able to fire in bursts or single rounds as required, and later models were equipped with a bipod. Another variation was introduced in 1940, the Model 1918A2, which had a light bipod attached to the tubular flash hider. Although this model fired only in bursts, it also incorporated a selector that allowed two cyclic rates: the higher one was 600; the lower fired 350 rounds per minute. The BAR came to be used in many countries and was also manufactured at Belgium’s Herstal factory. A number of the guns were sold to Britain in 1940 and were used to arm the Home Guard, where they gave good service but caused some problems over caliber. The BAR Model 1922 was used by the U.S. Cavalry and had a heavier, finned barrel, a bipod, and a butt rest. It fired automatic rounds only. The gun was also made in special versions for the civilian market and the FBI. The gun was a favored weapon of Clyde Barrow of Bonnie and Clyde fame. Its fearsome firepower kept the federal officers, who were lightly armed with revolvers, at bay.
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Clyde Barrow perches on the front fender of his Ford V8, clutching a brace of high powered guns.
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