
[image: Cover: Revolver, by Jim Rasenberger]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






        Praise for Revolver

        Selected as the Best Business Narrative of 2020 by
            strategy+business

        “Jim Rasenberger’s Revolver, a lively biography of Samuel Colt, the
            inventor of the eponymous six-shooter, is an exemplary piece of research. . . . Colt may
            have lived only forty-seven years, but he managed to pack in multiple lives during that
            brief span. . . . Few will get much closer than Mr. Rasenberger has to this singular
            character. . . . Revolver, written with a journalist’s sense of color and a historian’s
            eye for the revealing detail, is an exceptional biography of an archetypal
            nineteenth-century American inventor and businessman.”

        —Alexander Rose, The Wall Street Journal

        “[Colt’s] missteps are as fascinating as his accomplishments. . . .
            Clear-eyed and honest, Rasenberger portrays a complicated figure who combined real
            mechanical insight with a talent for hucksterism. . . . Revolver is rewarding biography,
            highlighting Colt’s place in the history of industrialization.”

        —T. J. Stiles, The New York Times Book Review

        “Lively and balanced . . . Rasenberger’s narrative is, to a surprising
            degree, the story of America in the first half of the nineteenth century. It overflows
            with relentless ambition, energy, entrepreneurship, ingenuity, and wealth, and with
            deceit, fraud, jingoism, and murder.”

        —Matthew C. Simpson, The Washington Post

        “The great gift of Revolver is that this story about a man who invented a gun
            is also a story about entrepreneurship, how America came to be, the dark side of
            innovation, and of course, why history matters.”

        —Bethany McLean, strategy+business

        “Offering a panoramic view of American culture during Colt’s life,
            Rasenberger covers everything from bad poetry and cholera epidemics to the politics of
            slavery and Western expansion. . . . Like most technologies, Colt’s revolving firearms
            did not take off until they found users, and it’s here that Rasenberger’s account most
            excels. . . . Revolver helps us see . . . how Colt’s story and the story of his methods
            fit within the United States’ own imperial ambitions.”

        —LA Review of Books

        “Rasenberger deftly brings to life the man and his times in this gripping
            biography that does admirable work updating scholarship about Colt. . . . The result is
            a very lively and informative book for every reader interested in American history and
            all of the nation’s flaws and virtues.”

        —Booklist

        “This rollicking and informative account will delight American history
            buffs.”

        —Publishers Weekly

        “Vigorous . . . With Colt’s invention, by popular historian and journalist
            Rasenberger’s account, two great forces met, one economic and the other demographic.
            Here was an invention more important than the mechanical reaper or cotton gin, one that,
            with all its murderous possibilities, gave specific force to Manifest Destiny and the
            conquest of the continent. . . . A solid blend of technological, economic, social, and
            popular history.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “The legendary Colt revolver played an outsized role in the violent conquest
            of the American West, and it lives on in the national psyche. But the remarkable story
            of its creator, Samuel Colt, one of the wealthiest and most influential figures of the
            nineteenth-century United States, has been all but lost to history. Author Jim
            Rasenberger masterfully restores Sam Colt to his rightful place among the titans of
            American industry and drivers of American destiny in this rousing and riveting
            biography. A hard-drinking, prodigious womanizer, Colt suborned politicians and
            brutalized competitors to establish his place as a visionary creator of the American gun
            culture. Revolver brilliantly re-creates Colt’s life and the tumultuous era in our
            nation’s history that he helped shape.”

        —Peter Cozzens, author of The Earth Is Weeping and Shenandoah 1862

        “The extraordinary story of an extraordinary man in an extraordinary country.
            Sam Colt may not have made all men equal, but Jim Rasenberger’s Revolver leaves us all
            knowing so much more about our past. A well-researched, brilliantly written
            history.”

        —Kevin Baker, author of America the Ingenious

        “Nothing screams ‘America!’ like the Colt revolver—the legendary six-shooter
            is as closely woven into the national fabric as baseball, apple pie, and immigration.
            This gobsmacking true story brings to life the rollicking tale of brash and muscular Sam
            Colt. The ‘revolver man’ was filled with contradictions—just like the young republic his
            six-shooters came to represent. A heartfelt western hat tip to Jim Rasenberger for
            bringing us the definitive tale.”

        —Gregory Crouch, author of The Bonanza King

        “Sam Colt, quirky entrepreneur and era-defining tycoon, is one of American
            history’s most colorful characters. How can you not like someone who sells hits of
            laughing gas to the American public in order to finance his gun factories? Rasenberger
            captures this and other details in this comprehensive biography.”

        —S. C. Gwynne, author of Empire of the Summer Moon and Hymns of the
            Republic

        “Colt: Can there be another bearer of a name so famous whose career is so
            little known? Which is all the more puzzling given what an astonishing career it was.
            But now Jim Rasenberger puts matters to rights with his wonderfully vivid biography. Not
            only are we offered a story of the highest historical consequence, but one full of
            suspense, surprises, scurrility, and bad faith alongside heroic dedication to a
            nation-changing technology, tangy gossip, and an 1840s murder trial whose lurid details
            still have the power to shock. Revolver is every bit as entertaining as it is
            valuable.”

        —Richard Snow, author of Disney’s Land and Iron Dawn
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A broadside from the 1850s featuring scenes engraved on the cylinders of Colt’s revolvers.






PROLOGUE [image: Image] A Taste for Distasteful Truths


I

In 1831, somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, aboard a ship called the Corvo, a sixteen-year-old American boy named Sam Colt was struck by an extraordinary idea. Exactly where he got the idea remains an open question. The common story is that he was inspired by observations he made aboard the Corvo, either of the ship’s wheel or, more likely, its windlass, the barrel-shaped crank that sailors turned to hoist the anchor. Others have suggested that he stole the idea from an inventor whose work he’d seen while abroad in India. Either version is plausible: Colt was certainly brazen enough to steal, but he was also ingenious enough to come up with a brilliant creation on his own. It’s also possible that the entire episode never happened and Colt made it up. He was capable of that, too.

In any event—as the story goes—Colt found a quiet moment on a glassy sea and pulled out the small knife a family friend had given him before the start of his voyage. He whittled at a few pieces of scrap wood to create a model of what he had in mind. When he was done, the thing in his hand resembled a small wooden pistol—a child’s toy—except that Colt’s creation, with its fist-shaped bulge above the trigger, would have appeared ridiculous to people who knew what a pistol looked like in 1831. He had carved an object that would expand the notion of how a gun was supposed to operate. In doing so, he had solved, or at least started to solve, one of the great technological challenges of the early nineteenth century: how to make a gun shoot multiple bullets without reloading.

For more than two decades after he returned home from Calcutta, Sam Colt would strive to perfect and market his “revolving gun” and wait for the world to catch up to his idea. In the meantime, he lived in perpetual motion—“centrifugal chaos,” one biographer has called it. At seventeen, he began touring the country as a traveling showman, selling hits of nitrous oxide to audiences in dire need of amusement. (The country was suffering a cholera epidemic at the time.) At eighteen, he went up the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers in a steamboat, and, at nineteen, down the Erie Canal on a canalboat. He was rich by the time he was twenty-one, poor at thirty-one, then rich again at forty-one. He may have had a secret marriage and almost certainly had a son he pretended was his nephew. His brother John committed an infamous murder that could have been lifted straight out of an Edgar Allan Poe story—though in fact it went the other way; Poe lifted a story from it—and while John was waiting to be hanged in New York City, Sam invented a method of blowing up ships in the harbor with underwater electrified cables. In 1849, he visited the palace of St. Cloud near Paris and the Dolmabahçe Palace in Constantinople. In 1851, he went to the Crystal Palace in London (not really a palace, but enchanting nonetheless), and in 1854 to the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. In 1855, he built his own palace, Armsmear, on a hill above his personal empire, called Coltsville, in Connecticut. Coltsville included homes for workers, churches, a music hall and library, schools, a dairy farm, a deer park, greenhouses fragrant with flowers and fruits in all seasons, a beer garden (for German employees), and, at the center of it all, the most advanced factory in the world. While Colt did not single-handedly develop the so-called American System of mass production—using machines to make uniform and interchangeable parts—he was a pioneer of the technological revolution of the 1850s that had nearly as much impact on the world as the American political revolution of the 1770s.

The life of Sam Colt is a tale that embraces many events and facets of American history in the years between the War of 1812 and the Civil War. But it is also—trigger warning—the story of a gun.

The broad thesis of this book is that we cannot make sense of the United States in the nineteenth century, or the twenty-first for that matter, without taking into account Colt and his revolver. Combined in the flesh of the one and the steel of the other were the forces that shaped what the country became: an industrial powerhouse rising in the east, a violent frontier expanding to the west. In no American object did these two forces of economic and demographic change converge as dynamically and completely as in Colt’s revolver. Compared to other great innovations of the era, such as Cyrus McCormick’s reaper, Charles Goodyear’s vulcanized rubber, and Samuel Morse’s telegraph—in which Colt played a small but significant part—Colt’s gun, a few pounds in the hand, was a featherweight. But it did as much as, if not more than, those others to make the world that was coming.


II

Before we can understand the significance of Colt’s revolvers, we need to know what guns were before he came along. The first firearms, in the thirteenth century, were simple barrels or tubes of metal (though the Chinese may have used bamboo) filled with combustible powder and a projectile. When the powder was lit, it exploded in a high-pressure burst of gases—nitrogen and carbon dioxide—that forced the projectile out of the barrel and into flight. Besides perfecting the recipe for gunpowder, the earliest gun innovators focused on barrels and stocks, making guns safer and easier to hold and aim. They then turned their attention to the mechanism, called the lock, which ignited the gunpowder. Originally, a shooter simply held a burning ember to a hole near the back of the barrel. The so-called matchlock added a serpentine, or finger lever, that lowered a burning wick to the powder. That lever evolved into a trigger, and the firing mechanism evolved into the wheel lock and the more enduring flintlock, both of which created sparks from friction and dispensed with the inconvenience of keeping a lit match on hand. In 1807, seven years before Colt’s birth, a Scottish clergyman named Alexander John Forsyth devised an important improvement called the caplock or percussion lock: a small self-enclosed capsule or “pill” of mercury fulminate ignited when sharply hit by the spring-loaded hammer of the gun.

Attempts to increase “celerity of fire,” the rate at which projectiles could be discharged from a gun, went back nearly as far as guns themselves. A number of methods had been tried. One obvious solution was to add barrels to the gun—two barrels, four barrels, even six or more, bundled in a sheaf, laid side by side like organ pipes, or fanned out like the toes of a duck. Leonardo da Vinci conceived (though does not seem to have ever built) a giant duck-footed gun with ten splayed barrels. In 1718, James Puckle took a significant leap when he invented a large gun on a tripod with a single barrel and a revolving centerpiece with numerous chambers, but Puckle’s gun never advanced beyond the prototype stage. Other attempts to use revolving cylinders had been made over the years. Colt later swore that he knew of none of them until after he invented his own. He may have been lying, as many of his rivals suggested, but his claim is not implausible. All these earlier guns were ultimately discarded and forgotten. They were too unwieldy, too heavy, too complicated, too impractical.

In short, while firearms were easier to use and more dependable at the start of the nineteenth century, the guns of 1830 were essentially what they had been in 1430: single metal tubes or barrels stuffed with combustible powder and projectiles. After every shot, the shooter had to carry out a minimum of three steps: pour powder into the barrel; add a projectile (cannonball, lead ball, or later bullet); then ignite the gunpowder and send the projectile on its way. Even the best rifles in the most experienced of hands required at least twenty seconds, and more likely thirty, to load between shots.

Such guns were most effective when deployed by vast armies—think Frederick the Great and his highly trained, flintlock-armed Prussians—in which hundreds or thousands of men, organized in ranks, loading and shooting in synchronized volleys, created a multishot or machine-gun effect. Of course, the critical element in this machine was the men who were its cogs. As long as guns were primarily used by armies on battlefields, and as long as living men could be supplied to replace the dead and wounded, the advantage went to whoever possessed more guns.

Which brings us back to the significance of Colt’s gun. One place where single-shot firearms were not effective was in the American west before the Civil War. Western pioneers were usually small in number, facing unfamiliar terrain and Native Americans who resented their presence. When Indian warriors swept across the grasslands on horseback, firing arrows at a rate of one every two or three seconds, even the best-armed Americans—military personnel with Kentucky rifles—were sitting ducks. Not only did their rifles have to be reloaded after every shot; they had to be fired from the dismount, on the ground. An Indian warrior could get off as many as twenty arrows for every bullet, all the while galloping at thirty miles per hour toward the pinned and doomed rifleman.

Colt’s revolvers and repeating rifles (which used similar technology) were to become the weapons of choice in engagements with Indians. They were brandished against the Comanche in Texas, the Apache in Arizona, the Cheyenne in Kansas, the Sioux of the Northern Plains, the Nez Perce in the Pacific Northwest, and nearly every other tribe west of the Missouri River. Colts also played a small but important role in the Mexican War in the late 1840s—the war put Colt on the path to riches—and accompanied gold rushers to California in 1849, becoming as indispensable to western sojourners and settlers as shovels, picks, and boots. Next to a Bible, a Colt revolver was the best travel insurance available. As such, it emboldened Americans contemplating a western journey. The west would have been settled sooner or later, but how it was settled and when it was settled owed a great deal to Colt’s gun.

A sense of what the revolver meant in the antebellum west can be gleaned from an article published in a newspaper in Independence, Missouri, in the summer of 1850, describing the guard that would accompany a wagon train delivering passengers and mail to California:


Each man has at his side, strapped up in the stage, one of Colt’s revolving rifles; in a holster, below, one of Colt’s long revolving pistols, and in his belt a small Colt revolver, besides a hunting knife—so that these eight men are prepared in case of attack to discharge one hundred and thirty six shots without stopping to reload! This is equal to a small army, armed as in olden times, and from the courageous appearance of this escort, prepared as they are, either for offence or the defensive warfare with the savages, we have no apprehension for the safety of the mails.



III

To contemporary ears, talk of warfare with “savages” sounds more like genocide and imperialism than triumph, but in the age of Manifest Destiny—a term coined in 1845, a year after the Texas Rangers first fired their Colts at the Comanche—Americans embraced it as moral rhetoric supporting the noble cause of westward expansion. During Colt’s forty-seven years of life, the country grew in territory by 1.3 million square miles and from fewer than 10 million to more than 30 million inhabitants. This growth brought out many of America’s finest qualities and some of its most compelling history, but it came at a moral price. Born as a puritanical theocracy in the seventeenth century, then born again as an Enlightenment-era republic in the eighteenth, the United States emerged in the first half of the nineteenth century as a nation still nominally defined by religious and political ideals but animated by purely practical pursuits. The Age of Enlightenment became the Age of Expediency. “I know of no country, indeed, where the love of money has taken stronger hold on the affections of men,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville in 1835, the same year Sam Colt, at age twenty-one, began seeking patents for his new gun.

During this period the program to remove Native Americans from their lands became official US government policy, slavery became more entrenched, and America forcibly took from Mexico half a million square miles of that nation’s territory, in large part to provide more land for slave plantations. The government became more ethically compromised, as patronage under President Jackson evolved into flagrant corruption under President Buchanan, and more politically divided. Americans became more pious but also more violent, and more modern but less civil. Colt and his revolver were deeply connected to all of these developments in ways both real and symbolic. In addition to telling the story of the man and the gun, then, this book will aim to shed light on the nation as it was in those dark ages of American history. The picture that emerges is not entirely pretty, and before wading in, we might do well to heed the advice of the writer Ambrose Bierce, who fought at the Battle of Shiloh in early April of 1862 and watched twenty-four thousand men fall in forty-eight hours: “Cultivate a taste for distasteful truths.”

IV

Sam Colt adored the America of his time, and he embodied it. He was big, brash, voracious, imaginative, and possessed of preternatural drive and energy. He was a classic disruptor—the ur-disruptor—who not only invented a world-changing product but produced it and sold it in world-changing ways, and he became the prototype for hundreds of such disruptors to come, from Thomas Edison to Henry Ford, from Thomas Watson to Steve Jobs. Friends admired him for his generosity, his warmth, and his boldness; adversaries reviled him for his dishonesty and rapaciousness. He possessed all of these qualities, and above all, he was relentless—as relentless in his way as Ahab, the whaling-ship captain who arrived off the pen of Herman Melville at the very moment Sam Colt stepped onto the world stage. But while Ahab pursued one big whale, Colt had many fish to fry.

Because he was a man with his own distasteful truths, and heirs willing to hide them, Colt left behind rabbit holes—ellipses, traps—for his future biographers. The missing pages of a journal, for instance, that he kept when he was eighteen and that might have shed light on his experience aboard a slave ship to New Orleans. Or the letters of women with whom he shared his bed, which have mostly, though not entirely, been culled from his archives. One of his brothers once accused Colt of having “a wife in every port,” but the exact nature of his amorous relations is mostly a matter of conjecture.

The problem has not been helped by several Colt biographies that blend verifiable fact with outright fiction, making little attempt to distinguish which is which. The best work on Colt has come from art monographs of his pistols (especially from curators at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, owners of a large collection of Colt firearms and other Colt artifacts) and several noteworthy articles and books by gun experts and scholars of American industry and western history. Colt gun collectors have added valuable information to the record, though it tends to skew to the interests of people who collect guns. With these exceptions, Colt has not been treated seriously by historians or biographers. We tend to be more comfortable in the company of historical figures who pulled the triggers (soldiers, desperadoes, psychopaths) than those who made the guns, perhaps because the business of manufacturing and selling weapons seems less compelling, and more clinical, than the business of using them. I hope Sam Colt’s life will, if nothing else, defy that expectation.



Putting aside said rabbit holes, the most significant questions raised by Colt and his guns are as alive now as they were during his life—even more so, because not even Colt could have guessed how sophisticated and lethal multishot firearms would become. How such guns matter to us as a country today is a question so vital and polarizing that it may be difficult to address events from two centuries ago without inciting strong and reflexive responses. But I hope not impossible. The past is the one place in American life where we can lower our weapons and consider our common heritage, much as Union and Confederate troops did one evening in Stones River, Tennessee, in late December of 1862, on the eve of one of the Civil War’s bloodiest battles, when both sides put down their muskets and revolvers and joined across the battlefield in singing “Home, Sweet Home.”

The composer of that famous song, John Howard Payne, was a friend of Colt’s, and we will meet him in these pages, along with many other interesting folk. For the moment, I will simply add that what follows is a work of fact, for better and for worse, with no agenda other than to honestly tell what happened to Sam Colt, his gun, and America in the years 1814 to 1862.






PART I [image: Image] BEFORE THE MAST


1814–33
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Thou sea-mark! thou high and mighty Pilot! thou tellest me truly where I am—but canst thou cast the least hint where I shall be?

—Herman Melville,

Moby-Dick; or, The Whale,

1851

I am an American. I was born and reared in Hartford, in the State of Connecticut—anyway, just over the river, in the country. So I am A Yankee of the Yankees—and practical; yes, and nearly barren of sentiment, I suppose—or poetry, in other words.

—Mark Twain,

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court,

1889








CHAPTER ONE [image: Image] Lord’s Hill


1814–29
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The home of Lydia H. Sigourney on Lord’s Hill.



I

In the spring of 1815, a twenty-three-year-old schoolteacher named Lydia Huntley left her home in Norwich, Connecticut, to travel inland to the small city of Hartford. An only child in a family of modest means—her father was the gardener of a wealthy widow—Huntley was intelligent and attractive but still unmarried, having turned down several suitors to devote her full affection and attention to her aging parents. She had intended to live out her days in Norwich as a teacher of local girls, an anonymous writer of verse, and, above all, a good and loving daughter. But then came the invitation from Daniel Wadsworth.

Wadsworth was one of the richest men in Connecticut and the de facto arbiter elegantiae, as one scholar has put it, of Hartford. In keeping with his high position, he was a patron and benefactor of many civic and philanthropic causes, including a savings bank, a school for the deaf, and—some years later—an art museum. Now, in 1815, he wanted to open a school for girls. It was not to be just any school, but an exclusive academy with fifteen or so pupils to be selected by Wadsworth himself to ensure that all came from a “similarity of station and attainment.” To operate such a school he needed an exceptional teacher. He found one in Lydia Huntley. He summoned her to Hartford, and she, her vow to her aging parents notwithstanding, came.

It was there at her little school that Lydia Huntley first came to know the Colt family. Two of the Colt daughters were her pupils. The older daughter, Margaret, born in 1806, was vivacious and thrived under “the sunshine of joy,” as Huntley wrote. Sarah Ann, two years younger, was more bookish and more serious, but many years later Huntley vividly recalled “her profuse flaxen hair, clear, blue eye, and sweet smile, as she lingered by the side of her elder sister.”

Other than Huntley’s own description of it, all that remains of the school is a notebook kept by Sarah Ann Colt in 1819, when she was eleven. The pages are filled with carefully executed calligraphy and colorful drawings. A geography of the earth (“Though called globe it is not perfectly such; its diameter from east to west is 34 miles longer than from north to south”) is followed by an account of the seasons (“They are 4 without the tropics… and two within”). Then come beautifully illustrated descriptions of the Ptolemaic system and the theories of Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe.

Finally, Sarah Ann describes the revolutionary views of Copernicus, the sixteenth-century astronomer who profoundly disrupted Europeans’ understanding of the universe by observing that the sun does not revolve around the earth but rather the earth around the sun. “This System supposes the sun to be the centre of the System,” Sarah Ann wrote in her impeccable script, “and that all the planets move round him.”



In the summer of 1819, Lydia Huntley married a wealthy Hartford widower named Charles Sigourney. Her marriage meant the end of the little school, but it also brought Lydia Huntley Sigourney, as she was now known, closer to the Colt family. She moved with her new husband to an estate on Lord’s Hill, an enclave of mansions on a verdant rise west of the center of Hartford, “the most beautiful eminence about the city,” as a newspaper described it at the time. The Colts lived just across the lane, in a large house surrounded by barns, orchards, gardens, and pasture. “Roses of every hue and variety cast their perfume upon the air,” Lydia Sigourney wrote of her new surroundings; “the clematis threw over the piazzas its rich masses of cerulean blue.”

From her new vantage, Lydia Sigourney enjoyed watching the large young family across the way. “How often from my window,” she wrote of Margaret Colt, “have I seen her traversing the pleasant grounds and shaded retreats of her home, or heard the glad tones of her voice, welcoming some approaching guest.” In addition to the two daughters, Sigourney came to know the four spirited Colt sons. John was the eldest at nine, followed by Christopher Jr., seven. The youngest, James, was three.

The one who caught Sigourney’s eye was the third son, Samuel, or Sammy, who turned five in the summer of 1819. She often saw him in the pack of neighborhood boys who ran through the fields and woods around Lord’s Hill and into the halls of her house to visit her stepson, Charles. Curly haired and rambunctious, Sammy Colt was “a beautiful boy,” she later wrote, “uniting sprightliness with a thoughtful temperament.”

The parents of this large brood were “our handsomest couple.” Sarah Colt, known as Sally, was the “model of dignified beauty” and the daughter of Major John Caldwell, an esteemed veteran of the Revolution and a prosperous merchant. Christopher Colt was “a gentleman of fine form and countenance, and amiable manners.” He did not come from great wealth, but his family had roots in southern New England that traced back to the arrival of the Colt family, or Coult as they sometimes spelled it, from England in 1633. Christopher’s father, Benjamin Colt, had been a respectable farmer in Hadley, Massachusetts. One of Christopher’s uncles, Peter Colt, had been a close acquaintance of Alexander Hamilton’s and an early textile manufacturer in New Jersey and Connecticut. Several of Christopher’s first cousins had also achieved distinction, among them Judah Colt, a pioneer of western Pennsylvania, and Roswell Colt, son of Peter, who had married into a rich Baltimore family and accumulated great wealth and important friends.

A story had it that when young Christopher arrived in Hartford around 1800, he was so lacking in funds that the citizens decided to expel him, as New England towns sometimes did to impecunious young men who showed up on their doorstep like stray cats. That seems unlikely given the prominence of Christopher’s relations, and in any case, he stayed. In 1802, he opened a store on Main Street and began placing advertisements in the Hartford Courant offering “CROCKERY, GLASS WARE, CHINA and LOOKING GLASSES.” After marrying Sally in 1805, he branched out into wider markets, buying cargo on consignment from ships that came from all over the world and sailed up the Connecticut River to Hartford or nearby Middletown: rum from Antigua, brandy from Barcelona, gin from Holland, tea from China, chocolate from Mexico, indigo from India. In 1807, he advertised for a ship carpenter who could build him a 200-ton ship and a 140-ton brig.

By 1814, the year Sammy was born, Christopher was no longer a mere storekeeper but an international merchant. As he grew wealthy, he joined the boards of various civic organizations in Hartford. He became a director of the Connecticut Asylum for the Education and Instruction of Deaf and Dumb Persons (founded by Daniel Wadsworth) in 1817, treasurer of the Agricultural Society in 1819, and trustee of the Society for Savings later that same year. Christopher was not just respected but genuinely liked and admired, enjoying, as one friend put it, “the higher confidence and esteem of our citizens.” He was also said to be “fond, very fond of his children.”


[image: Image]
Christopher and Sally Colt.



II

At the time she was getting to know the Colt family, Lydia Sigourney was embarking on a literary career that would make her one of the most celebrated writers in the United States. “The Sweet Singer of Hartford,” as she came to be known, would produce a body of work that included more than two thousand published poems and hundreds of articles and essays in magazines and journals, many of which would be recycled into more than sixty books under her name. Beyond her much-beloved poetry, she specialized in advice books for girls and young women. She presented an idealized view of American families in all of her writing. Every daughter was pure and sweet, every son dutiful and respectful, every husband noble, and every wife selflessly devoted to her family, “like the sun behind the cloud,” as she put it, “giving life & warmth & comfort to all around, itself unseen.” There is some irony in this, as Sigourney’s own husband accused her of being more interested in her literary career than in her family, but she was not so much hypocritical as aspirational. She described American life not as it was but as she believed it should be. This was precisely what made her work so popular. “When account shall be made of the various agencies, moral and intellectual, that have moulded the American mind and heart during the first half of the nineteenth century,” an 1852 anthology of her work predicted, “few names will be honoured with a larger credit than that of Lydia H. Sigourney.”

That prediction turned out to be wrong. Lydia Sigourney is almost entirely forgotten now, and when she is remembered, it is mainly to marvel at the awfulness of her poetry. As a teacher, she had encouraged rigor and lucidity, but as a poet, she favored treacle: full moons, dewy lawns, and tremulous sighs. Her biographer, Gordon Haight, began his 1930 account of her life with the admission that he could find no justification for the reputation she had once enjoyed.

But if Sigourney’s verse was bad, it was arguably bad for good reasons. The foamy gauze she cast over American life was meant to make ugly things pretty and unbearable things bearable. Life in early nineteenth-century America could be very cruel. The young nation’s economy was unstable and reversals of fortune were common. Businesses dried up, investments soured, and one of five households became insolvent—“embarrassed,” they called it then—at least once. Even if wealth could be sustained, life itself was easily snatched away. Infectious diseases were rampant and devastating. One early nineteenth-century study of mortality conducted in New York City over several decades, while not entirely applicable to the smaller city of Hartford, gives a sense of life’s tenuousness. The city’s health inspector found an average life span of thirty years in 1815, which fell to twenty-two years by 1837. The greatest number of deaths was in young children—40 percent would not make it to age five—but adults between twenty and forty filled more than a quarter of the city’s coffins. No family was spared. For Lydia Sigourney, who lost several children of her own, the solution was poetry—lots of poetry: an infinite profusion of soothing words.


III

The trouble began soon after Sigourney moved to Lord’s Hill. It arrived suddenly and unexpectedly, following several years of prosperity under Presidents Madison and Monroe. The Panic of 1819, as the cataclysm would come to be known, was a financial meltdown triggered mainly by an abrupt tightening of credit. Many Americans were ruined by it, and Christopher Colt was one of them. Exactly how he was exposed is not clear, but a man who buys on consignment and builds ships is generally a man with debts. Later, Sam would recall seeing his mother get the news that his father had gone bankrupt. He was playing under the piano in the drawing room. Sarah clasped her hands and cried out, “My poor little children!”

In June of 1819, Sarah gave birth to another girl, Mary. In May of 1821, she gave birth to a boy, Norman. A month later, in the middle of June, shortly before Sam’s seventh birthday, she died of consumption—pulmonary tuberculosis. Christopher Colt was now forty-one, in debt, and the father of eight motherless children. That number was reduced to seven when the infant boy, Norman, died in the spring of 1822.

The Colts’ turn in fortunes is almost palpable in Sarah Ann’s mottled notebook, the same in which she had a few years earlier drawn her beautiful flowers and summarized Copernican astronomy. Sarah Ann is now thirteen. She has flipped over the notebook and started anew, upside down and backward, a kind of Copernican revolution in miniature. The inside cover, from this end, is dated 1821. A small burgundy maple leaf, relic of some long-ago autumn day (placed there, apparently, by Sarah Ann herself) is pressed between the pages. Rather than elegant calligraphy and bright pictures of flowers, these pages are filled with moody poems, all copied in Sarah Ann’s neat hand.


I love to muse, when none are nigh,

Where yew branches wave

And hear the winds, with softest sigh,

Sweept o’er the grassy grave



begins one poem, entitled “The Grave,” by Bernard Barton. Another is called “Death of an Affectionate Mother.” Several are by Sarah Ann’s former teacher Mrs. L. H. Sigourney, who was already developing a kind of specialty in sentimental death poetry. Sigourney’s poems stand out from the others as particularly tender views of death; no one in a Sigourney poem dies without a soft smile on her face. Sigourney would pen hundreds of rhyming eulogies during her lifetime, so many that after she died in 1865, Timothy Dwight V—later president of Yale University—would joke that prominent Americans, “beset by a kind of perpetual fear that she might survive them,” were privately relieved they no longer had the threat of a Sigourney poem hanging over them.



In March of 1823, Christopher Colt remarried. His new wife was thirty-five-year-old Olivia Sargeant, from Hartford. As Olivia and Christopher added two children—a boy named William and a girl named Olive—Christopher worked to maintain the family’s status, placing bets on various enterprises and schemes. In September of 1823, he solicited “subscriptions” (stock purchases) for the Connecticut River Steamboat Company, to operate between Hartford and New York. On at least two occasions in 1824 he imported and sold large shipments of salt. His most serious venture was a textile mill called the Union Manufacturing Company, an attempt to follow his uncle Peter Colt on the path from merchant to manufacturer.

None of these attempts was profitable enough to allow the family to remain on Lord’s Hill. In early 1824, when Sam was nine, Christopher sold the house, along with five acres of orchard and meadow—“a desirable situation for a gentleman’s residence,” as he advertised in the papers—and moved his family to a house on Church Street, near the center of town.

In some accounts, to save money Sammy was sent to live with a family on a farm in Glastonbury, Connecticut, across the river from Hartford. There are anecdotes, naturally, involving guns. One has young Sammy sitting under a tree, taking apart a pistol given to him by his grandfather, then putting it back together into perfect working order. In another, a Colt relative comes upon the boy one afternoon standing on a wooden bridge over the Connecticut River, shooting into the water.

Beyond these few slim stories, it’s hard to gauge Colt’s exposure to firearms as a boy. Guns were common household items at the time, though exactly how common is a contentious subject even today. (One attempt to count firearms in early America ended up with the scholar who conducted it accused of academic fraud.) It seems clear enough, though, that many if not most American households had at least a rudimentary firearm, with a greater prevalence in the south and west than in the north. America’s frontier history promoted a “gun culture,” as the historian Richard Hofstadter has put it, because pioneers needed guns to feed themselves and protect themselves against wild animals and Indians. The Revolutionary War, too, had placed a premium on gun ownership. By the time Colt was born in Hartford, though, the need for guns had greatly been reduced in New England and along most of the Eastern Seaboard. They were mainly tools for hunting and fowling, to add food to the table or for an afternoon of sport or, in Colt’s case, for shooting fish.

Regarding his future as a gunmaker, probably the most significant fact of Colt’s youth is where he grew up. Though a small city, with a population of just seven or eight thousand during Colt’s childhood, Hartford was nonetheless a significant inland port. The Connecticut River ran along its eastern flank, linking the towns of northern New England to Long Island Sound and New York City, while the Boston Post Road passed south through Hartford to New Haven and New York. Partly due to its location as a transportation hub, Hartford gave rise to banking, shipping, and insurance companies, as the Connecticut River Valley became the central artery through which the materials and products of America’s industrial revolution flowed. Up and down the valley companies formed to produce textiles, clocks, axes, swords, and—above all—guns.

The most important gun manufacturer in the nation during Colt’s youth was the US Armory in Springfield, Massachusetts, thirty miles upriver from Hartford. Another federal armory had been founded in Harpers Ferry, Virginia, but the combination of government funding and Yankee ingenuity made Springfield not only the most important supplier of arms to the United States but the most influential factory in the country during Colt’s youth. Nearly as important as Springfield was a private armory twenty miles downriver from Hartford, at Middletown, owned by Simeon North. Another private armory, belonging to Eli Whitney, was not strictly in the Connecticut River Valley—it was in New Haven—but it added to the state’s industrial luster and know-how. Guns were still largely crafted by hand, but all of these armories, and many smaller gun mills and shops between, were making the production of firearms simpler and cheaper by the use of machinery. In doing so, they were becoming the cradles of an industrial revolution that would transform the United States in the nineteenth century. The Connecticut River Valley has been described as the Silicon Valley of its day, and while the comparison may be a bit glib, it captures the synergy of concentrated talent and technology that surrounded Sam Colt in Hartford.

Colt would eventually build his own oversize cradle of industry, but the important fact of his youth is that he was not exposed to guns in the usual way that many American boys were—as hunting weapons, as tools, as heirlooms—but as products to be manufactured and sold and, not least, improved.

IV

Little is certain about these years in Colt’s life except that they were regularly visited by grief. Margaret, the eldest Colt child and cherished pupil at Miss Huntley’s school, died at the age of nineteen, “with the early light of a cloudless summer morning,” in July of 1825, snatched by consumption. According to one dubious story, recounted in a newspaper years later, she “had a quarrel with her step-mother, and in a fit of frenzy rushed out the house, in the midst of a tremendous storm of hail, snow and rain… and caught a violent cold, which caused her death of quick consumption.” Lydia Sigourney visited Margaret a few days before the young woman’s death and describes a more plausible, albeit highly sentimentalized, course of tuberculosis: “Months of suffering, mingled with the knell of the consumptive cough.” Less convincing is Sigourney’s depiction of Margaret at the end: “Yet on her pure brow, was the smile of one, from whom the bitterness of death had been taken away.”

Sigourney wrote a long poem about Margaret’s funeral. It begins at her graveside, her friends “with their brows of bloom, and shining tresses,” her family and fiancé weeping as she is lowered into the ground. It ends with an assurance that all of this is for the best:


Cold reasoners! be convinced. And when ye stand

Where that fair brow, and those unfrosted locks

Return to dust, where the young sleeper waits

The resurrection morn, oh! lift the heart

In praise of Him who have the victory.



Less than a year after Margaret’s death, in March of 1826, another of the daughters born to Sarah, Mary, died. Then, in 1827, came a different kind of loss. John, the eldest Colt son, ran away. The supposed villain, again, was Olivia, the stepmother John blamed for his discontent. This was the first in a number of episodes featuring John that would become more troubling as the years passed.

Sometime in the winter of 1829, as the country celebrated—or lamented, as many did—the election of Andrew Jackson to the presidency, a bit of good news came the Colts’ way. Christopher was offered the position of mill agent at a company in the town of Ware, Massachusetts. This was a respectable job and a reprieve from the financial distress that had dogged the family for the last decade. Before the Colts could move to Ware, though, they had to endure one more trial.

Sarah Ann, the flaxen-haired, blue-eyed sister who had drawn such pretty pictures as a girl and transcribed such mournful poetry as a teenager, was now twenty-one. She had followed Lydia Sigourney into education. She was one of seven teachers at the prestigious Hartford Female Seminary, a school for girls founded in 1823 by Catharine Beecher, daughter of the famous Congregationalist minister Lyman Beecher. Another of the new young teachers was Catharine Beecher’s seventeen-year-old sister, Harriet, who would become famous many years later as the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

On March 26, 1829, Sarah Ann committed suicide by swallowing arsenic. Why she killed herself is not clear. Lydia Sigourney suggested that Sarah Ann never got over the death of her sister. Others attributed the suicide to unrequited love. One of her brothers, James, blamed it on too much time spent reading books. Blame would fall, too, on Olivia, the captious stepmother. But the simplest explanation may be a streak of emotional instability that ran through the Colt family, along with dark currents harder to specify. In time, every Colt sibling would experience depressions, rages, and dependencies. Meanwhile, not even Lydia Sigourney’s talents could make poisoning by arsenic—unquenchable thirst, diarrhea, frequent vomiting of blood—sound sweet. While Margaret got her death poem, Sarah Ann never did.



Sam Colt eventually got his. It would be read on a winter day, as war raged to the south—a war in which Colt’s guns would play a significant part and by which his factory would profit enormously. Sigourney’s eulogy for Colt would be filled with pretty sentiments (“That stately form,—that noble face / Shall we no more behold?”) that may have given solace to some of the mourners gathered at his grave but had no bearing on the life he had just lived. The truth is, Sam Colt never had much use for poetry.






CHAPTER TWO [image: Image] His Name Was Colt


JULY 4, 1829–JULY 4, 1830


[image: Image]
Ware Cottage.



I

The Colts arrived in Ware sometime in the early spring of 1829. There were seven of them, including the two young children of Christopher and Olivia. John, the eldest son, remained absent. Sarah Ann had recently been buried in Hartford, near her mother and sisters.

Assuming they came directly from Hartford, fifty miles by road, they took an early-morning stage north to Springfield, Massachusetts, switching to the noon stage that ran east every Tuesday and Thursday through central Massachusetts. This brought them to the outskirts of Ware just before 4:00 p.m., after nearly ten hours on roads hard with winter frost or dissolved into mud by springtime thaw or—most likely at that season—frozen, then thawed, then refrozen into bone-rattling humps and ruts. Compared to the budding Connecticut River Valley, this country, already falling into evening shadow, was bleak. The hills of Ware had been burned over regularly by Native Americans, and what remained of trees had been cut by farmers, and the land was now as bald as the moon. Even so, the hills might have been described as gentle were it not for the giant boulders scattered over them, looking as if they had just been dropped from the sky and might begin to roll at any moment.

The last miles of the Colts’ journey scrolled by like one of the enormous panoramas of historical chronologies popular at the time in the museums of Boston and New York: A History of New England in Two Scenes, this one might have been titled. First, the coach passed through Ware Center, the original village, incorporated in 1761. Both the town hall and the Congregational church were housed inside a simple white clapboard meetinghouse. In front of the meetinghouse was the town green. On one side of this green stood a blacksmith shop, on the other side a tavern, and clustered nearby were plain saltbox houses—altogether a settlement that would not have appeared out of place at the time of the Revolution.

Two miles farther down the road, they came upon the other, newer Ware. They probably heard it before they saw it, a thrum rising above the clatter of horse hooves and carriage wheels, clarifying into a heavy bass thump under a soprano squeal. Moments later, the Colts were riding east down Front Street. No building here was older than five or six years. There was a small bank with oversize Grecian columns, a few shops, an apothecary, and a hotel, recently built for a fortune of $10,000 and boasting “several hot and cold baths.” At the far end of Front Street, on the banks of the Ware River, rose the pulsing heart of the place, the reason for its existence, and the source of all the racket: a large brick textile mill, nearly three hundred feet long and fifty feet high, with a high-pitched roof capped by a cupola.

Ware Factory Village was one of dozens of towns that sprang up from the hard ground of New England in the 1820s, transforming quiet and barren landscapes into hives of industry. The man indirectly responsible for this was Francis Cabot Lowell, a Bostonian who had opened his first cotton mill in Waltham, Massachusetts, in 1814, the year of Sam Colt’s birth. Lowell died in 1817, but in 1823 his former partners opened a new factory on the Merrimack River and honored Lowell by naming the town after him. Investors in the Lowell mills saw an annual return of 17 percent in early years, spinning, as one historian writes, “cotton into gold.”

Textile mills thrived in New England rather than in, say, Virginia or Ohio, for many good reasons. Some credit goes to the famous Yankee “go-ahead” industriousness and inventiveness that propelled New England into the nineteenth century. But mills were also born of economic necessity. New England’s soil, never much good to begin with and now depleted by generations of poor farming techniques, was so unsuited to growing that Yankees needed to branch out from agriculture if they hoped to prosper. The same geological features that made New England poor farmland made it ideal for mills. Mills wanted steady precipitation and steep grades—water + gravity was the formula for hydropower—and the corrugated landscape of New England was perfectly formed to supply this. Out west, waterways such as the mighty Ohio River averaged just six inches of fall per mile, and southern waterways averaged between three and six feet per mile. The rivers and streams of New England averaged five to ten feet of fall, with enough rain and snow to keep rivers full and fast year-round.

At Ware, the drop was an extraordinary seventy feet in a quarter of a mile. The river hurtled down from the north, then plunged and turned sharply in a series of cataracts before burbling off to the west, where it eventually drained into the Connecticut River. In 1822, the Ware Manufacturing Company, a group of Boston investors, raised the vast sum of $600,000 to turn the falls into a mill site. First, the falls were dammed and the river rerouted, a Herculean project of trench digging and earthmoving. The river filled in behind the dam and became a large reservoir, to be called Ware Pond. Narrow channels, or raceways, sucked water from the pond into swift flumes, where it met the buckets of the giant wooden waterwheels that powered the mill. The raceways and mill were completed by 1824, and by 1825 Ware Factory Village had an iron foundry, a machine shop, stores, homes, and a new church. As early histories of Ware put it, “a desolate wilderness” had been transformed into a prosperous village “as by enchantment.”

That exaggerated matters a little. The site was not a wilderness before it became a mill town. Local Indians had lived or visited there for generations to fish in the weirs (hence the name). As for prosperity, that would eventually come to Ware, but so far it had proved elusive. At the start of 1829, Ware Manufacturing Company had gone bankrupt and sold its property to a new venture, the Hampshire Manufacturing Company. It was this new company that brought in Christopher Colt to run its operations.

II

The stage stopped in front of the hotel. Passengers continuing east to Boston would spend the night, then resume their journeys the next morning. The Colts probably transferred to a cart or wagon to carry them the rest of the way to their new home, down Front Street then a sharp right, over the narrow bridge that crossed the river, and up the hill. Perched on the slope above the mill, shaded by a grove of spruce trees and surrounded by a picket fence, the house, known as Ware Cottage, was considered one of the prettiest in town.

As he looked down from the veranda at the back of Ware Cottage, Sam Colt’s first impressions of the town were probably mixed at best. To a worldly boy raised in the metropolis of Hartford, with a bustling population now close to ten thousand, and with shops of every variety and ships from every port, Ware, claiming just two thousand souls between the old town and the new, must have seemed close to nowhere. Until recently, the place had been “remarkable only for the meanness of its soil, and the large number of stones it raised to the acre”—a place “so discreditable,” according to one of its own inhabitants, that people were ashamed to admit they lived there. The last time anything worth reporting had happened in Ware was the previous summer, when a man named Thomas McClentick accidentally stepped on the handle of a scythe in the village store and the blade had jumped up and sliced his neck, “making a deep cut and completely severing the jugular vein,” as one newspaper put it.

More intriguing to Colt might have been the story of the unfortunate inventor Fordyce Ruggles. The previous winter, Ruggles had been showing off his newly patented pistol at a local tavern when a friend picked it up to examine it. The friend accidentally discharged the gun and shot Ruggles in the chest, killing the inventor with his own invention.

But if Colt encountered Ware as a provincial backwater with little to offer beyond coarse cotton and portentous ironies, it’s likely that he also understood, because he was a young man with a mechanical bent and an eye on the future, that the mill deserved his attention. Textile mills were still a new phenomenon in New England, but they were transforming the region, by nineteenth-century terms, at breakneck speed. Dependent on topography and weather—they needed rain to operate—these early mills still had one foot in the agrarian culture of the early nineteenth century, but they were the laboratories where the machinery of the late nineteenth century was developed, and where the young men who would invent and perfect the tools of the industrial revolution learned their trade. When Colt descended into the thunderous substructure of the mill—it’s impossible to believe he did not—he got a free education in modern technology, circa 1830.

The most striking fact of the early industrial revolution was that it was revolutionary in a literal sense: everything turned, starting with those giant wooden wheels in the mill races, sluggishly rotating under the pressure of falling water. This motion was carried through an axle to a series of beveled and ever smaller—and faster—cast-iron gears, their respective cog-teeth biting into one another. From the cogs the motion was transferred into rods and shafts and belts. Thus, the energy of falling water ran through the power train into the working floors above, where it was finally conveyed, just seconds after the river met the wheel, to the machinery—carding, drawing, roving, winding, and spinning—that turned raw cotton into yarn and yarn into cloth. In later years, when energy began to secrete through cables and wires, the most advanced technologies would be invisible to the human eye. In the early nineteenth century, though, the mechanics of energy could be studied like the guts of a Brobdingnagian’s watch cracked open for repair. A young man with a mechanical bent could learn a great deal simply by watching: how things connected, how they turned, how they revolved.

III

Other than a few letters written by Samuel’s stepmother and a large leather ledger kept by Christopher Colt at the mill—which now gathers dust in the attic of the Young Men’s Library Association, down the street from where the old mill once stood—little remains of the Colts’ time in Ware. But three anecdotes have found their way into histories of the Colt family. In the first of these, a lovestruck Sarah Ann leaps suicidally into the Ware River from a high rock (known to this day as Lover’s Leap). That story is apocryphal; Sarah Ann died in Hartford, and the Colts did not arrive in Ware until the spring after her death.

The second story features John Colt. Since fleeing home a second time, John had been living in Baltimore, employed as a mathematics teacher at a school for girls, and then in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, working on a canal. After learning of Sarah Ann’s suicide, John, bereft and adrift, decided to join the Marines. No sooner did he enlist in the summer of 1829 than he realized that military life was not for him. He tried to withdraw, but the corps would not let him go. So John forged a note from his “father,” a farmer in Massachusetts whom John named George Hamilton. John mailed the note in an envelope to his youngest brother, asking James to post it from Ware and send it back to Norfolk, to the commander of the Marines. In the note, George Hamilton pleaded with the commander to release the young man who called himself Colt but was in fact Hamilton’s underage son; the foolish lad had lied about his name and age to join the corps and had broken the hearts of his father and mother, and please would the commander take pity and send him home at once? This elaborate and absurd ruse worked. John Colt was released from the Marine Corps. Unlike his fictional self, though, he had no intention of returning home and never did.

The third Colt story, also from that summer of 1829, features Sam. The setting is Ware Pond. The date is July 4.

As usually told, the story makes no mention of the weather, which was rainy and blustery. The entire East Coast, from the Carolinas to New England, was wet. In Raleigh, North Carolina, the Independence Day concert on the State House Grove had to be postponed. In Washington City—as the nation’s capital was then known—President Jackson skipped an event to mark the opening of a section of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal in favor of staying dry. Numerous celebrations and marches were canceled in New York, though outdoor concession stands remained open and did a brisk business from patrons who “love rum better than rain.” In Boston, a young journalist named William Lloyd Garrison was seen striding through a cold drizzle on his way to Park Street Church to give a speech that would be remembered as the clarion call of the abolitionist movement.

Compared to Garrison’s speech, or even Jackson’s decision to stay indoors, Colt’s performance that day hardly constitutes a monumental occasion in American history. But it was a kind of declaration in its own right. And unlike some other anecdotes of Colt’s youth, this one seems to be based in fact.

The details of the day are sparse, but many can be reasonably surmised, starting with Colt’s path from Ware Cottage, where he began his day, to Ware Pond, where it almost ended. Descending the muddy hill above the mill, he would have crossed the bridge to Front Street, into the center of the village. Because he was new here and son of the mill agent, villagers probably took notice as he approached. He was hard to miss. At fourteen, soon to turn fifteen—his birthday was July 19—Colt was tall for his age, on his way to six feet, and considered handsome. Curls of light brown hair spilled out from his hat, and beneath the brim his eyes were a lively pale blue. His chin was probably covered in the first wisps of the beard he would keep his whole life. As a man, he would put on flesh in the way prosperous men in the nineteenth century tended to do, but he was still slender. He probably wore a brightly colored swallowtail coat and calf boots to fend off the rain and mud. As someone once wrote of Colt, his biggest idea was “making the world aware that he was in it,” so his outfit may have been enhanced by few shiny trinkets and buttons. Such accessories were common, and Sam Colt was not the kind of young man to eschew them.

Even if he had been physically unassuming and plainly attired, he would have been conspicuous on this day because of the heavy load he carried. He probably had a coil of black cable hung around his neck or rakishly draped from a shoulder, and a satchel in his hands. Everyone knew where he was going with this load because he had advertised his intentions on a bill posted around town:

SAM COLT WILL BLOW UP A RAFT ON WARE POND

He turned upriver toward the mill and the dam. Front Street was surely crowded with mill workers. Usually rain meant good water power, but the mill was closed for the holiday. Because this Fourth of July fell on a Saturday, the workers were enjoying that rarest of pleasures, a two-day rest from their usual six-days-a-week, twelve-hours-a-day toil. No drizzle was likely to dampen the mood, but if it did, a hogshead of rum from the village store could lift it. Men in stovepipe hats would be gathered under the eaves of stores, smoking and chewing tobacco, spitting the juice into the muddy ruts on the road. Girls not much older than Colt would be strolling Front Street. Mills in towns such as Ware hired girls and young women to run some of the machines, paying them less than men, but also giving them an independence rarely available to unmarried females, including the freedom to walk the streets when and with whom they pleased. Somewhere, probably, a fiddler played a patriotic tune. Toasts were raised to Presidents Adams and Jefferson—both of whom had died, by extraordinary coincidence, exactly three years earlier to the day—and more toasts to the new president, Andrew Jackson, a man so adored by some and reviled by others that it’s safe to assume oaths were uttered and fists thrown when his name came up. “The stir, the gossip, the animation, the regularity of a manufacturing place,” is how one contemporary described Ware’s social life. It was a “population so much thrown together in their daily employment as to favor the rapid spread of evil or of good.”



As Colt passed the dam, he might have heard a voice thundering in the distance. Up the hill from the pond, inside the East Evangelical Church, the Reverend Parsons Cooke was delivering a fiery Fourth of July sermon on the dangers of “ardent spirits,” as alcoholic beverages were known. “Ours is the cause of God!” Cooke exclaimed from his pulpit. “And if those bought with the blood of Christ will stand aloof, when the world declares neutrality as an enemy, methinks angels will weep over your ingratitude and folly!”

Parsons Cooke had been installed in the new church by a wealthy and exceedingly pious mill agent named Sampson Wilder, one of Christopher Colt’s predecessors. Wilder was the sort of Calvinist who equated pleasure with sin. When a group of young people had tried to launch a dance school in Ware, he’d been pleased to note that both the dance instructor and his best pupil immediately caught cold and died—God’s way, believed Wilder, of clarifying His position on dance.

Worse than dancing to Calvinists such as Wilder and Cooke was drinking. They had good reason for concern. Americans in the early nineteenth century consumed stupendous quantities of liquor—an average of seven gallons of hard alcohol per capita per year, according to one estimate—and the villagers of Ware did their part to boost the national average. One historian of Ware estimated that a group of two hundred or so mill workers easily drained a hogshead of rum every working day (a hogshead being about sixty gallons). What particularly galled Wilder during his tenure in Ware were the many young men and women who enjoyed Sundays by rowing a mile or two up the river and “having at a groggery what they called a jollification,” thus “desecrating the Sabbath.”

That groggery was probably getting heavy traffic this day. On no occasion did Americans drink more than on the Fourth of July. Many ministers had made the holiday an occasion to mount their pulpits and preach the gospel of temperance, but few could match Parsons Cooke’s intensity as he tied alcohol consumption to broader moral threats. The industrial revolution was changing not only New England’s demographics and physical landscape, believed Cooke, but its moral terrain. “Rather than journeying to the wilds of Ohio, or, farther yet, to the Sandwich Islands to convert the heathen,” the scholar Philip F. Gura has written, “Cooke and others chose as their missionary field these communities where the millworking population threatened the older agricultural order with unorthodox opinions and lax moral standards.” The people of Ware had lost their way, and Parsons Cooke’s job was to shepherd them back to righteousness.



Colt stopped at the edge of the pond and put down his load. A slow current ran toward the dam. Raindrops pecked the rippled water. Colt never left a record of how he carried out his demonstration, so his exact materials are not certain, but he had at least three items with him: a long copper wire, waterproofed with cloth and tar and probably spliced in the middle with a strip of filament; a waterproofed container packed with gunpowder; and an instrument to produce an electrical charge, most likely a simple Leyden jar, a glass vessel covered in foil and filled with water, which stored enough static electricity to generate a spark.

Colt was not the first person to try to blow up something with electricity. Ben Franklin had used “electric flame” to ignite gunpowder as far back as 1751. Underwater explosives were not new, either. Colt was no doubt familiar with the story of a Yale graduate named David Bushnell who in 1776 created a small hand-propelled submersible to sneak up on enemy vessels and attach keg mines to their keels. (Bushnell’s Turtle managed to nuzzle under the flagship of the British fleet in New York Harbor, but the keg mine failed to attach and the operation was aborted.) From the perspective of the twenty-first century, when naval mines are commonplace and airborne military drones can be piloted by operators thousands of miles away, triggering an explosive in the middle of a pond remotely with an invisible “fluid” called electricity may not seem remarkable. But in 1829 it remained more in the realm of magic than reality. That a fourteen-year-old boy was proposing to do it made it preposterous, and therefore not to be missed.

“It had been noised around that a youngster—one Sam Colt—would blow up a raft on the pond that day, and so I with other apprentices of the neighborhood walked some way to see the sight,” Elisha Root, then a twenty-one-year-old machine shop worker, recalled many years later. Root’s words and Colt’s own brief description, plus a few accounts by early biographers, are the only record we have of that day at Ware Pond, so there is a lot we do not know about it. One reasonable assumption, though, is that the crowd that gathered to watch Sam Colt blow up a raft was not the same crowd that attended Parson Cooke’s temperance sermon up the hill. Many were well into their grog, and the mood was rowdy. They might have been interested in the bourgeoning science of electricity. More likely, they came to see something blow up.

Colt stood among the reeds at the edge of the pond. The raft drifted in the wind. He waited for it to arrive where he wanted it, then he joined the end of his wire to the Leyden jar, closing the circuit and sending an electric current to the explosive under the boat. With a thick whoosh the pond water heaved up. Dogs were probably barking, waterfowl flapping into the air, stunned fish floating to the surface. A little wave swept downriver and lapped over the dam. But the raft just drifted on, a little faster, chased by the wake but unscathed. “An explosion was produced,” Elisha Root recalled, “but the raft was by no means blown sky-high.”

What went into the sky was a plume of brown water, and when it came back down, much of it fell over the spectators. They were already wet from rain, but now they were wetter, and muddier, and probably a few drams beyond reason. “In wrath they converged on Sam swearing vengeance” is how one account tells it, to administer a “sound birching.” Before they could grab Colt, Elisha Root intervened. “He wiped the muddy water from his face, grinned reassuringly, and led Sam to safety.” Root later recalled that his curiosity about “the boy’s explosive contrivance,” rather than humanitarian concern, led him to take Colt under his protection. He wanted to know how Sam did it.

IV

“We received your letter today and we all feel gratified that you have located yourself where you can acquire a suitable knowledge of Navigation. I hope you will sedulously improve all your time, save what is necessary for exercise & relaxation, that you may prosecute your studies with renewed energy & vigour.”

The letter from Olivia Colt was dated Ware Cottage, June 15, 1830, and addressed to Samuel Colt, Amherst, Massachusetts. Nearly a year had passed since Colt’s experiment on Ware Pond. Presumably Sam had spent the year in Ware with his family, prosecuting his studies—to judge from the tone of his stepmother’s letter—less than sedulously. Now, in June of 1830, he had traveled twenty miles west to attend Amherst Academy.

At the time, Amherst Academy was one of the finer preparatory schools in New England, “without doubt, the leading academical institution in Massachusetts,” as one history of the town of Amherst put it. The academy had been founded in 1814, the year of Sam’s birth, originally as a coeducational school. By the time he attended, the academy was all-boys, but it would admit girls—again—after he left. Among its future graduates would be the poet Emily Dickinson, whose family lived just down the street and who would be born a few months after Colt attended. Already the place was practically an extension of the Dickinson family. One of its founders was Emily’s grandfather Samuel Fowler Dickinson, who later cofounded another school up the hill, known today as Amherst College. During the brief time that Colt attended the academy, at least four of his ninety or so schoolmates were Dickinsons.

Aside from the school’s life span—1814–61—which would almost precisely match his own, Amherst Academy was a poor fit for Colt. He was too restless for the quiet discipline of scholarship. As Olivia’s letter indicates, he was only biding his time there. He had another ambition in the summer of 1830: he wanted to go to sea. Olivia wrote him now to give him news. A family friend named Samuel Lawrence was seeking a position for Sam on a ship and “has seen the Captain & had conversations with him favorable to your obtaining your wishes, provided you qualify yourself.”

Olivia seemed to be under the impression that Sam was at Amherst Academy to prepare for a career as a ship’s captain. If so, he was in the wrong place. The nearest ocean was seventy-five miles away. While brochures for the school advertised a broad curriculum, navigation and seamanship were not on it. “It is strictly a classical Institution being devoted, almost exclusively, to instruction in those studies, which are preparatory to admission in New-England Colleges.”

Classes met in the academy’s “spacious and commodious building” on Amity Street. The building contained one large schoolroom, two “recitation rooms,” a kitchen and cellar, and sixteen dorm rooms on its upper floors. Many students boarded in the homes of faculty and neighbors, but Colt lived at the academy with about thirty-five other students, watched over by two “principals,” as faculty were called. “The Principals will affectionately endeavor in their intercourse with the pupils to cultivate their manners, minds and morals. The government will be of kind, paternal character, and no member of the school will be allowed to remain who refuses to yield a cheerful obedience to its reasonable regulations.”

These regulations were straightforward. Religious services were mandatory; students were confined to rooms after 9:00 p.m.; drinking of ardent spirits was forbidden; and, most important, no firearms were to be discharged “either in shooting at game or at mark, or for amusement in any manner.”



Though Olivia Colt would later be cast in the unflattering role of coldhearted stepmother, her letters to Sam that summer express concerned affection as she tries to steer him to a life of diligence and piety. “You see then Samuel, that self-application is necessary to the gratification of your inclination in your favorite pursuit and a thorough knowledge of Navigation will be a great advantage to you in a voyage upon the Seas,” she gently admonishes. She is clearly concerned that Sam is at risk of transgression, but her tone is more beseeching than scolding.


You stand as it were upon an eminence, a given point of time for you to take your stand. Look around—on the one side you see the abodes of Wisdom and virtue—enter in thru her gates. On the other that of vice and folly—her habitation looks to misery and wretchedness—pass not by her gates—turn away, pass by on the other side.



Sam clearly considered Olivia’s letter worth saving; it is one of few papers he kept from his early life. He also held on to a short letter Olivia wrote a week later, accompanying a package she sent to him containing a dictionary, a ruler, and an umbrella, “as I think you will have use for it, we have so much rain.” Before closing this second letter, she mentioned that Sam’s father had just taken tea with his friend Mr. Lawrence, who had spoken on Sam’s behalf to the owner of a ship bound for Calcutta. “He speaks highly of the situation,” wrote Olivia, “to be absent ten months.” Colt’s biographers have generally assumed that he got himself kicked out of Amherst Academy with bad behavior, but Olivia’s letters make it clear that he wanted to leave. He just wanted to do it with a bang.

He did exactly that in the predawn hours of July 4, 1830, when he broke several academy rules at once. He was out of his room well after 9:00 p.m.; ardent spirits were most likely involved; and while there was nothing pertaining to cannons in the prohibition against firearms, that is probably because no one had ever imagined a circumstance in which a student would fire a cannon near the center of town.

Colt was not alone that night. One of his companions is said to have been Alphonso Taft, future secretary of war and attorney general of the United States and father of President William Howard Taft. Actually, Taft’s participation is doubtful—it seems he had already graduated and gone off to Yale by the summer of 1830. Another companion was Robert Purvis. Four years Colt’s senior, Purvis was a striking young man from an unusual background. His wealthy father was white and Christian, his mother African and Jewish. Rather than pass as white, as many mixed-race Americans did, Purvis would embrace his complex identity and use his inherited wealth to assist the cause of abolition, and go on to live an altogether distinguished and serious life. On that summer night in 1830, though, he somehow fell into the company of Sam Colt.

In all of the several versions of the tale Colt was the ringleader of an operation to acquire a cannon. In one version, the purloined cannon came all the way from South Hadley; in another it belonged to an Amherst man named Ebenezer Mattoon, a local politician and veteran of the Revolutionary War. Even before the cannon came into play, the night had been a rowdy one in Amherst. One local resident would later complain of the “gang of ungovernable, disorderly, ragamuffin boys” who disturbed the peace that night, “firing and huzzaing, at the expense of rest to all the citizens of the centre.” The following year, in anticipation of the return of the holiday, an Amherst College student named J. A. Cary would write that July 4, 1830, would “long stand recorded in the annals of Hell.” Cary especially recalled “the roar of artillery” and how “the cheers & shouts of the ungodly were echoing and reechoing from the dark caverns below.”

Unlike the previous Fourth in 1829, when it rained all day, this one was dawning as a beauty. The sky was clear and the moon nearly full. Colt and his companions must have struggled mightily to roll the cannon up the long hill, to the flat top where a cluster of brick college buildings stood. Catching their breath, perhaps they paused to take in the view of the moonlit town below. Then Colt used a match to light the fuse.

After the cannon fired, Colt and his companions loaded more gunpowder, then Colt showed Purvis how to light off another round. There is no record of how many blasts were fired, but based on Cary’s description, it was enough to give the impression of a bombardment. The thunder of the cannon would have carried for miles around, rattling windows and rousing the people of Amherst from their beds, including the family of Emily Dickinson at the bottom of the hill.

Many years later, Edward Dickinson, Emily’s father, recalled the story of the cannon in a letter to Henry Barnard, Colt’s first biographer. “I well recollect the main incidents of the celebration enquired about,” Dickinson wrote in 1864. “A young wild fellow of the name of Colt, of Ware, was a member of our Academy & joined with other boys of Academy Lodge, on College Hill, in firing cannon, early in morning of 4th July. Some of the officers of College interfered & tried to stop the noise.” When a professor named John Fiske—one of the school’s trustees—marched up the hill and demanded that Colt cease fire, Colt “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’ ”

The story of Colt and the cannon had often been repeated in Amherst over the years, Dickinson informed Barnard, but until the biographer’s inquiry Dickinson had never realized that “the celebrated Hartford Sam Colt, was the hero of that occasion.” In any event, wrote Dickinson, “He soon left town, for good.”






CHAPTER THREE [image: Image] The Voyage of the Corvo


AUGUST 2, 1830–JULY 4, 1831
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Parts of the wooden model Sam Colt supposedly carved on his voyage to Calcutta.



I

A month after his hasty exit from Amherst, Sam Colt stood on the deck of the ship Corvo. It was a hot and windless morning in Boston, and he was dressed in a newly purchased sailor’s outfit of canvas duck trousers, checkered shirt, and wide-brimmed hat. In a few hours, he was to embark on a seventeen-thousand-mile voyage across the Atlantic, through the Indian Ocean and Bay of Bengal, and up the Hooghly River to the city of Calcutta. First, though, he had to endure the beating sun and a thousand or so Bostonians crowding the deck of the ship and the docks of India Wharf.

The throng had come to bid farewell to a group of missionaries who would be sailing aboard the Corvo to become “a Christian herald to the heathen,” in the words of a Baptist publication that had sent a correspondent to cover their departure. That same magazine remarked approvingly of the “stillness and decorum” of the ceremony at India Wharf. As Colt and his fellow sailors watched in respectful silence, the four missionaries and their wives stood under an awning the captain had raised on the deck to shield them from the sun. All but one of the missionaries were under thirty. Three were Presbyterians, not long out of Princeton Theological Seminary, headed for Bombay; the fourth was a Baptist recently graduated from seminary in Andover, Massachusetts, whose final destination was Burma. Their summers had passed in a blitz of ordinations, blessings, and weddings to the brides who would accompany them on their missions. None had been married longer than six weeks, so this voyage was, in a sense, their collective honeymoon—though honeymoon was not quite the word to describe a seventeen-thousand-mile voyage to Calcutta in 1830.

After a prayer, the Christians began to sing “Blest Be the Tie That Binds.” One of the Presbyterian missionaries, William Hervey, later recalled how sweetly the “multitude of voices” carried over the calm water of Boston Harbor.


From sorrow, toil, and pain,

And sin, we shall be free;

And perfect love and friendship reign

Through all eternity.



To a sixteen-year-old boy impatient for the sea, eternity was a hymn of six verses followed by another prayer, followed by more devout murmuring, as he poached under the sun in stiff new clothes. The warm air smelled of spices, incense, turpentine, and the excrement of the frightened animals that had been hustled aboard the ship to be slaughtered and eaten along the way. The shadows on the ship’s deck shortened and Boston’s church bells rang ten times.

When the singing and praying finally ended, the crowd of well-wishers filed off the Corvo. The first mate barked orders, and the sailors climbed up the masts and onto the yards to unfurl the sails. The ship began to drift listlessly into the harbor, a slow fade into a summer haze.

Several of the captain’s friends remained on board for an hour or so before boarding a small vessel and returning to Boston. Among this group would have been Samuel Lawrence, the friend of Christopher Colt’s who had delivered Sam to the Corvo. In a letter to Christopher later that day—August 2, 1830—Lawrence reported that Sam was in good spirits on his departure and painted a swashbuckling image:


That last time I saw Sam he was in tarpaulin, check shirt and check trousers, on the fore topsail yard loosing the topsail. This was famous at first going-off… He is a manly fellow, and I have no doubt he will do credit to all concerned.



With that, the Corvo sailed away, slowly, around the curled tip of Cape Cod and into the Atlantic Ocean, her holds filled with copper, flour, and spirits of turpentine, her decks and cabins populated by a small ark’s worth of living creatures: one goat, two dogs, eight sheep, dozens of ducks and chickens, twenty-eight pigs, and twenty-seven humans, including the four missionaries and their four wives and one Sam Colt, who was probably already starting to wonder whether this new wardrobe—this whole voyage—had been a colossal mistake.

II

Beyond the fact that Colt is supposed to have invented his gun aboard the Corvo, little attention has been given to the voyage. This is mainly because Colt left no record of it and none was known to exist. In fact, records do exist, though some of these have been hidden away since the 1830s. They make it clear that this was a deeply affecting year in Colt’s life, one that almost certainly left him with scars, figurative and literal, and propelled him toward his future.

One chronicle useful to understanding Colt’s experience on the Corvo has not been hidden at all. This is Richard Henry Dana’s classic memoir of his own voyage out of Boston four years after Colt’s, when Dana was nineteen and on leave from Harvard. Two Years Before the Mast was one of the bestselling books of the nineteenth century. Dana’s experience did not fully parallel Colt’s—he sailed around Cape Horn to the Pacific, while Colt rounded the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean, and was aboard a brig (two masts) rather than a ship (three masts)—but his book gives as clear an account as exists of the life of a sailor on a merchant vessel in the 1830s. Had the book come out a few years earlier, it might have warned Colt away from the sea. “Yet a sailor’s life is at best, but a mixture of a little good with much evil,” Dana would write, “and a little pleasure with much pain.”

More particular to Colt’s voyage are the long-buried letters and journals of the missionaries who accompanied him. The most illuminating of these is an account by William Hervey, composed as a kind of epistolary journal addressed to his parents. A graduate of Williams College and seminary in Princeton, Hervey—the oldest of the missionaries at thirty-two—was a keen observer and vivid writer. His work not only opens a window on life aboard a ship in the age of sail, it offers a striking glimpse of Sam Colt at the age of sixteen.

The Corvo voyage has been described by some biographers as a punishment meted out by Colt’s father to instill discipline in the boy following his expulsion from Amherst Academy. While sea voyages were considered a sensible method by some nineteenth-century fathers to reform wayward sons, especially—curiously—after Dana’s grueling depiction was published in 1840, this was not true in Sam Colt’s case. He wanted to go to sea; the voyage was his idea. To later generations of young American men, adventure meant going west into the untamed lands beyond the Mississippi, but to Colt’s generation—including Dana and Herman Melville among others—the sea was the glimmering vastness that called to them. “There is witchery in the sea,” wrote Dana, “and many are the boys, in every seaport, who are drawn away, as by an almost irresistible attraction, from their work and schools, and hang about the decks and yards of vessels, with a fondness which, it is plain, will have its way.”

Colt knew something about ships before he embarked on the Corvo. He had seen them at anchor on the Connecticut River and probably boarded a few with his father. He had seen bowlegged sailors swaggering—and often staggering—down the streets of Hartford, filled with salty tales and liquor. Probably he had read The Pilot and The Red Rover, high-seas adventures by James Fenimore Cooper, books that fired the imaginations of American boys at the time. But many boys admired ships and sailors and read sea tales yet did not attempt to act on their fantasies. Colt did.

He went to sea in a relatively coddled position. Not only did he go by choice, rather than of economic necessity, but he took with him a sea chest befitting a Venetian prince. Samuel Lawrence had spent $90 outfitting the boy. That was a minor fortune when experienced sailors aboard the Corvo were earning about $10 a month. In addition to the sailor’s outfit, Lawrence had bought Colt a compass, a quadrant, and a seaman’s almanac, none of which an ordinary seaman required. Forwarding the bill to Ware, Lawrence assured Christopher Colt that “in a first fitting out there are a great many things necessary which need not be replaced for years.” That would have made sense had Sam amortized the costs over a lifetime at sea, but for a single voyage it was exorbitant. Other than the notable exception of a $1 jackknife—this would come in handy—Lawrence did the boy no favors by indulging him. It marked him from the start as soft and spoiled.

Colt’s efforts to emulate a jack-tar were doomed in any case. “But it is impossible to deceive the practiced eye in these matters,” Dana wrote in Two Years Before the Mast. “A sailor has a peculiar cut to his clothes, and a way of wearing them, which a green hand can never get.” Nor could a green hand hide his smooth (soon to be blistered) palms and his pale (soon to be sunburned) skin. He could not fake the able seaman’s rolling gait, which came from years of walking on ship decks, or the disproportionately developed muscles of the upper back and shoulders, formed by hauling and climbing ropes. Least of all could he fake the comprehension and skill necessary to execute orders barked at high volume and speed by the first mate. “There is not so helpless and pitiable an object in the world as a landsman beginning a sailor’s life,” wrote Dana.

Along with the new sailor’s challenge of learning the ropes,I Colt had to handle himself among some of the most hardened and profane men on earth. Sailors were famous for drinking, swearing, whoring, and fighting. Probably not by chance had Sam’s father and stepmother consented to this voyage in particular. The presence of the missionaries on the Corvo would encourage decency and decorum. It might add some life insurance, too, on the perilous sea. Surely God would spare this good vessel from harm.



He did not spare Colt and the missionaries from seasickness, though. It hit them before the sun set on that first day. The water was calm, but the ship’s combined motions—bobbing up and down, rolling side to side, pitching fore and aft—brought on that special hell reserved for novices of sea voyages. “The stomach is thrown into disorder,” scribbled William Hervey between bouts of illness, “the head becomes dizzy and frequently aches, nausea at the stomach is produced, and soon vomiting succeeds.”

Colt was every bit as ill as the missionaries, but while they could suffer belowdecks in their cabins, he was expected to be on his feet, working. Seasoned sailors had no sympathy for the seasick and no tolerance for “sogering,”II or lying about. Work for a sailor often meant climbing high into the rigging of the ship, where every roll and dive was compounded. A seasick sailor was a desperate creature, grasping ropes with blistered hands so as to not be flung off the rigging and into the sea, while trying to retain the contents of his stomach and some semblance of his dignity. Dana later recalled his own first night at sea, when he was sent aloft to reef a topsail while “making wild vomits into the black night, to leeward.” That last bit—to leeward—was critical; the only thing more pathetic than a seasick greenhorn was one who forgot to vomit to the lee.

For those well enough to notice, the weather was balmy and pleasant in the early days of the voyage. After leaving Cape Cod behind, the Corvo cut southeast across the Gulf Stream. The sea turned bluer, then warmer. Sharks slipped by. A school of porpoises accompanied the ship for a while. The captain threw a harpoon at one or two but missed. When an eighteen-inch sea turtle was found floating on the calm water, a jolly boat was dispatched to capture it. “The cook, who seems to know all the tribes of the ocean, calls it a ‘logger head turtle,’ ” William Hervey wrote. “We expect he will have it forthcoming on the table in a day or two.”

At first, Hervey was too under the weather to enjoy the voyage, much less stewed turtle, but after a couple of weeks his stomach settled. He began to record details of life on the Corvo, starting with a description of the vessel itself, “large and commodious” at 110 feet, its main cabin divided into small chambers for the comfort and privacy of the missionary couples.

From the ship, Hervey turned his attention to the captain. “He appears to be a generous, moral, and very respectable man—treats us with much attention and kindness.” Hervey also had a few good words for John James Dixwell, the supercargo, or business agent, who was accompanying the Corvo to handle the selling and buying of goods in Calcutta; although Dixwell was of Universalist leanings, Hervey counted him as “quite a gentleman.” The first mate, named Congdon, was a “rough sort of fellow, who seems to care but little about religion in any form,” and the second mate, Mahoney, was Irish Catholic. The cook was a sixty-year-old Cherokee Indian, “kind and accommodating”; the steward was a black man, “rather surly and morose.”

Of the ten regular sailors, Hervey had little to say, with a single exception. One fully captured his attention. Hervey wrote far more about this pitiable young sailor—“a raw hand, a boy 17 years old”—than any other person on the ship. Had he realized that Sam Colt had just turned sixteen, not seventeen, he might have been even more sympathetic.


His parents live in Ware, Mass. His father is overseer of the factories in that place—a pious and respectable man. Young Colt was brought up with much indulgence and tenderness. He might have remained at home, attended school and had every advantage for becoming a useful man. But he conceived a passion for sea life; and to sea he would go, notwithstanding the remonstrances and tears of his friends.



Hervey’s interest in Colt’s plight was stirred by concern for his own younger brother, who had expressed longings for the sea. “I am persuaded he would abandon that notion forever, if he could be in Colt’s situation one week.”


But the poor fellow now bitterly repents his folly. He is kicked about without mercy by the mates and sailors.… He would give more than “all his old shoes” to be at home. He says that if he ever reaches America, he shall never be caught at sea again—his first voyage shall be his last.



By nearly every measure, as Hervey saw it, Colt’s life was morally hazardous—a ship being “almost a perfect school of vice”—and physically perilous, subjecting him to constant exposure to the elements and requiring him “to climb 100 feet or more on the ropes and rigging, where he is shaken hither and thither by the wind, and is in constant danger of falling on deck, or into the sea.” Worst of all, wrote Hervey, a young sailor such as Colt “has none to pity him when sick, or to care for him when dead.”

Hervey’s personal and religious views may have amplified his concern, but he did not exaggerate the challenges and privations Colt faced. Other than for a few hours of relaxation on Sundays, a sailor’s labors were unrelenting. He was never given more than four hours of sleep between watches, and hours on watch were spent in constant maintenance of the ship, “tarring, greasing, oiling, varnishing, painting, scraping, and scrubbing,” as Dana put it. When not engaged in such housekeeping chores, he was lowering and raising the ship’s fifteen or so sails—“reefing, furling, bracing, making and setting sail, and pulling, hauling, and climbing in every direction”—which required agility and balance, not to mention a strong stomach.

The most onerous part for Colt would have been that all of this was done under strict and constant supervision and directed by an officer whose orders were absolute. A ship at sea was the opposite of a democracy. At best, it was a benign dictatorship, in which all power and rights emanated from a wise and just captain; at worst, it was a prison ruled by a petty tyrant, as was the case on Dana’s ship. Colt’s future suggests he did not object to rank or even absolute rule on principle, but he bridled at being under any authority other than his own. Insofar as he would ever express a dogma, it was the gospel of self-determination. “It is better to be at the head of a louse than the tail of a lion,” he would write in a letter fourteen years after the Corvo voyage, repeating an aphorism he first heard as a child from his mother. “Its sentiment took deep root in my heart and too has been the mark which has and shall control my destiny.”

But there was no controlling his destiny on the Corvo. A voyage before the mast required a sacrifice of autonomy—and of pride, too. While the officers and missionaries slept on soft cots in semiprivate quarters, the sailors made do with the forecastle deck or, if they were lucky, a hammock. While the officers and their passengers dined at table on fresh meat, poultry, and fish—those pigs, ducks, and chickens that had been loaded aboard in Boston, with the occasional bonito or tuna taken from the sea—Colt and his fellow crewmen gathered on the deck to gnaw the standard sailor’s rations of salt beef and biscuit.

III

By September, drudgery and tedium had settled over the ship like a heavy fog. The chief diversions were the hapless creatures who arrived now and then by water or by air or, sometimes, by both, such as the hundreds of small winged fish that leaped from the waves one day, scattering like “an immense flock of birds scared up from the ground” and landing on the deck. The Corvo was also visited by Cape hens, snow petrels, and a small bird known as a Mother Carey’s chicken. When several large white birds called boobies flew over the ship, the captain grabbed his musket and shot one out of the sky, and it landed on the deck with a plump thud. The captain also shot three giant albatross, which fell into the sea. Hauled up to the deck, the birds measured ten feet wing to wing. “They are good for nothing to eat,” wrote Hervey, “though the pigs seem to relish them.” The quills were more useful than the flesh. Hervey told his parents that he was using one as a pen to write the very words they were reading.

Some days the Corvo managed eight knots and occasionally it made ten, but other days the wind died and the ship stalled. Between the fast days and the slow, the Corvo’s seventeen-thousand-mile voyage would stretch out to 145 days, for an average of about 120 miles per day, or 5 miles per hour.

If too little wind was bad, too much was worse. All at once, tedium was replaced by blinding fear. That happened off the western coast of Africa, due west of the Cape of Good Hope, on Sunday, October 3. Until this moment, the weather had been mostly placid, with occasional harmless squalls. Now, two months into the journey, the Corvo intersected with the path of “a gale as severe, perhaps, as is often witnessed at sea,” wrote Hervey.

The storm had introduced itself on Saturday night with rising seas. It picked up through the night, and by 3:00 a.m. was in a full rage. Waves lifted and dropped the Corvo. Inside the cabins, any item not bolted down reacted violently. Trunks, boxes, and chairs tumbled across the decks. Bottles and jars shattered against walls. Several dozen barrels stowed at the front of the main cabin—beef, pork, fish, vinegar, raisins—came loose and began rolling back and forth across the cabin floor with every lurch and pitch. The missionaries had to dodge them as best they could.

Compared to the sailors, the missionaries were comfortable and safe. Hervey could hear the commotion above. Peeking up from the hatch several times, he was awed by “the sublimity and terror of the scene.” As the ship bucked and yawed, the sailors—Colt included—clambered through the rigging, attempting to lower the sails. The captain and mates bellowed orders into speaking trumpets.


The wind howled round the ship, and whistled through the rigging in a most dismal manner—the rain and hail poured down in sweeping torrents, pelting the poor sailors most piteously—the waves ran like rolling mountains, while the Corvo, which before had seemed to bid defiance to their fury, was now tossed by them in every direction, like a feather in the bosom of a whirlwind.



Every wave that crashed across the deck might wash Colt or one of his fellow sailors over the edge; every heave might launch him from the rigging. The risk of falling into the sea was extremely high in such storms, and a man who went overboard was beyond rescue.

For more than twelve hours the storm battered the Corvo, and when it ended that afternoon and the sun peeked through the clouds, the ship was in disarray. Cargo and furniture were strewn about the cabins; rain and ocean had sprayed through newly opened crevices in the hull, and an ankle-deep brew of water, wine, and fruit preserves sloshed over cabin floors. Incredibly, the only person injured was Reverend Jones, the Baptist missionary, who had been thrown against an iron brace, “by which he was bereft of reason for a few hours.”



The weather improved after the storm, and on October 15, the Corvo “doubled” the horn of Africa and entered the Indian Ocean. “So farewell to the sea whose waters wash the shores of my native America!” wrote William Hervey in his journal. “I may never sail on your deep bosom, or gaze on your clear blue waters more; but long shall I remember the dear land, and the dearer friends beyond your heaving floods.”

Five days later, on October 20, Hervey recorded another significant incident in his journal.


This morning one of the sailors was convicted of theft, and received as part of his punishment two dozen lashes from a raw hide. He had stolen raisins, sugar, molasses, jelly, &c.&. As many as eight or ten pounds of raisins, and twelve or fifteen pounds of sugar, were found in his possession, and the jar which had contained the jelly, and which belonged to Mrs. Jones.



Other than storms, floggings were the most unnerving experiences on ships, not just for those who received them but for all aboard. In Two Years Before the Mast, Dana recorded his response to seeing two fellow sailors flogged: “I could look on no longer. Disgusted, sick, and horror-struck, I turned away and leaned over the rail, and looked down into the water.” Years later, the very mention of the word flog still provoked in him a revulsion “which I can hardly control.”

Flogging was already controversial by 1830, and over the next two decades—with a boost from Dana’s book—reformers and politicians would call for an end to the practice, which was finally outlawed on US Navy vessels in 1850. To some northerners, the cruelty of shipboard flogging evoked the evils of southern slavery, for the only two classes of humans routinely and lawfully flogged in America were sailors and slaves. “You see your condition!” bellowed the captain on Dana’s ship as he whipped one of his men for a minor infraction. “You see where I’ve got you all, and you know what to expect.… You’ve got a driver over you! Yes, a slave-driver—a negro-driver! I’ll see who’ll tell me he isn’t a negro slave!”

Captain Spalding of the Corvo was not cruel or a slave driver, but stealing food was a serious offense on a ship in 1830, and flogging was the automatic punishment. Unlike Dana’s sadistic captain on the Pilgrim, Spalding did not administer the flogging himself. He gave the task to Mahoney, the Irish second mate.

In the established ritual, all hands were called to the deck to bear witness. The thief’s shirt was stripped off. He was bound to the rigging, prone and spread-eagled so his back could receive the whip. Then it began. A single lash on a bare back was excruciating, as the leather bit into skin and instantly raised a welt. Every lash that followed was worse. “The man writhed under the pain, until he could endure it no longer,” wrote Dana of one of the sailors he saw flogged. Another former sailor, Jacob Hazen, who had been flogged as a young man, later recalled the “rushing sound” just before the whip landed. Then “a heavy blow descended on my back, suspending my breath, and penetrating every fiber of my body with a pain more excruciating than if molten metal had been poured upon me, seething and scorching my flesh to the very marrow.”

Both William Hervey and a fellow missionary named William Ramsey wrote of the flogging that occurred on the Corvo. Hervey had shown a great capacity for pity earlier in his journal, but he seemed to consider the flogging fair punishment for the raisins and sugar that had gone missing. He recorded no details of it. Ramsey was short on details, too, but he expressed more compassion in his journal: “Poor fellow from my heart, I pitied him.… He now finds sin is a bitter thing. I hope it may prevent him from worse crime & punishment.”

Unlike Hervey, Ramsey gave the name of the flogged sailor in his journal. He scribbled it at the top of the page, then wrote it again in the entry itself. It was Colt.

IV

Two more gales and a few minor squalls rattled the Corvo in the Indian Ocean, but nothing like the storm of early October came again. For the most part, progress was slow, day after day, wrote Hervey, of “the same floating, rolling, plunging prison beneath us.”

For Colt, these days must have passed painfully. The welts on his back would have made sleep difficult and work almost unbearable. The worst part of a flogging, sailors agreed, was not the physical pain but the humiliation. To be publicly stripped and whipped was degrading. Even an unjustly whipped sailor was utterly humiliated, and no one on the Corvo would have considered Colt’s whipping unjust.

William Ramsey added a curious addendum to Colt’s whipping. Two days later, the ship’s black steward was found to have stolen food, too. He protested his innocence vehemently but received four dozen lashes, more than twice as many as Colt. “Poor fellow, he hollered murder, murder with a loud voice,” recorded Ramsey, “but there was no one to relieve him till he had received the full number.” Did this mean that both Colt and the steward had stolen? Did it mean that Colt was not guilty after all—that he had been punished for another man’s crimes? Or was the steward paying in some way for Colt’s?

If we accept the findings of Captain Spalding and take Colt’s guilt at face value, the whole episode raises at least two questions regarding his character, neither of which can be answered definitively. First, how much weight should be given to his thievery? Should it be viewed as a foolish but forgivable transgression by a miserable sixteen-year-old boy looking for treats to soothe himself? Or did it indicate a larger moral flaw? Not knowing all the facts, the best course might be to give young Sam the benefit of the doubt, for the same reason that most legal systems purge the misdemeanors of minors: we recognize that youths should not be held to the same standards as adults. We give him a pass, in other words, and rule his crime inadmissible in our estimation of him as a man. Of course, that is more easily said than done. Once we know Colt stole, we cannot unknow it.

If the first question is whether Colt’s actions reflect some essential flaw in his character, a second question is what effect the episode had on him. Dana portrayed the men whipped aboard the Pilgrim as profoundly damaged, skulking about afterward like shadows of their former selves. That does not seem to have happened to Colt. On the contrary, he seems to have drawn power from the experience, fortifying his resolve to serve no master but himself.

The flogging was never mentioned by Colt. It was obliterated from all records of his life. The only document naming him as a thief who was flogged was a single page of a missionary’s journal that would end up in the archives of the Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia. Surely at some moments, though, Colt removed his shirt in the company of another person—the woman he married, for example—and revealed the faint pink stripes on his back. The scars of flogging lasted a long time.

V

On the morning of December 19, the crew and passengers of the Corvo saw land for the first time since leaving Cape Cod behind in early August. By afternoon they were peering through a telescope at “an immense and desolate jungle, inhabited only by tigers, jackalls, and other wild animals,” in the words of John T. Jones, the Baptist missionary aboard the Corvo. As the ship entered the mouth of the Hooghly, a local pilot boarded the ship to direct it the rest of the way.

The passage up the river was slow. Villages lined the shore. Small boats approached the Corvo and fishermen in loincloths offered their catch for sale. Then dead bodies began to appear, floating down the river “in different states of putrefaction,” as William Ramsey recorded. Cholera was raging in Calcutta. Fifteen hundred people were dying every week. The bodies of the upper-caste dead were placed on pyres that could be seen burning onshore, but the lower caste and the casteless were simply thrown into the river for the vultures and fish.

The Corvo took six days to sail from the mouth of the Hooghly to Calcutta. She arrived on December 25, 1830. Christmas Day.

Perhaps a letter is tucked away in a box in an attic somewhere in which sixteen-year-old Sam Colt regales his family with his impressions of Calcutta. No such letter has ever surfaced. But if he wrote it, it must have been crowded with impressions to the point of bursting. Calcutta had a staggering population, somewhere between 500,000 and 900,000, according to estimates made at the time of Colt’s visit. It dwarfed both Boston, the largest city Colt had ever seen, with a population of 60,000, and New York, at 185,000; Calcutta was larger than the five largest cities in America combined. It was also, with the possible exception of London, the most cosmopolitan city on earth, bringing together an extraordinary array of Armenians, Portuguese, Greeks, Persians, Arabs, and Chinese, as well as the English bureaucrats who governed India, and the largest contingent of all, the Indians, mainly Bengalis, who lived and worked in it. The city was divided along stark racial lines into “white town,” featuring wide avenues paved with pressed brick, stately government buildings of white marble, and Christian churches; and “black town,” composed of narrow muddy alleys, bamboo huts, and mosques and pagodas. The disparities of wealth, status, and religious faith would have been striking to a boy of New England.

For all of its poverty and death, Calcutta was a beautiful city, especially in winter, when the temperature seldom climbed above eighty degrees during the day or dropped below fifty-five at night. The sky remained cloudless for weeks at a time over the steeples and domes, and beyond the city was the thick green of rice plantations and fields of tamarind and cocoa and poppies, “the whole illumined by a flood of dazzling light from a blue and cloudless sky,” according to a contemporary description.

What a young man of Colt’s temperament experienced in Calcutta can only be imagined. In the company of fellow sailors, no longer under the eye of missionaries, it seems likely that he was exposed to the temptations for which Calcutta was famous among sailors, such as prostitution and opium dens. If someone was looking for an education in illicit pursuits, Calcutta was a good place to get it.

The most serious question about Colt’s seven weeks in Calcutta, still pondered by arms historians to this day, is what guns he saw there; specifically, whether he ever saw a flintlock pistol made by an American named Elisha Collier.

In 1813, Collier, of Boston, had invented a gun with a rotating cylinder of six chambers that could be brought, one by one, into alignment with the barrel—a kind of revolver. He had sold a number of his guns to the British government, which sent them to army units posted in India. Colt’s detractors would later assert that Colt pilfered the idea for his revolver during his stay in Calcutta, after seeing British troops armed with Collier guns.

Given Colt’s sticky-fingered escapade on the Corvo, he might indeed have stolen his idea. But Collier himself later admitted in a patent trial that he made only “thirty or forty” guns that operated similarly to Colt’s—with cylinders that rotated when cocked—before he abandoned the idea. Not all of those guns ended up in Calcutta, no more than “a dozen or twenty” by Collier’s admission, and who knows if any that did were still in use in 1830. It’s not clear Colt could have seen one in Calcutta even if he wanted to.



The Corvo left Calcutta on February 18, 1831. The ship was loaded with $25,000 worth of indigo, cow hides, goat skins, shellac, and saltpeter, among other products to be sold upon its return to Boston. No missionaries were on board this time. They were gone to Burma and Bombay to convert the heathen and to meet their respective fates. William Hervey had often entertained the idea that he and his wife might never again see America, and his premonition proved to be accurate. The Corvo was still sailing back to Boston when Hervey’s wife, Elizabeth, died after giving birth to a son. Hervey himself died the following spring.

Sometime on that return voyage, according to what would become the central creation myth of his gun, Sam Colt gathered a few pieces of scrap wood and pulled out the $1 jackknife that Samuel Lawrence had given him in Boston. It would have been a Sabbath afternoon, his chores complete and no missionaries to pester him with their sermons and religious tracts. He found a quiet corner of the ship and began to whittle. His inspiration, as the story goes, was either the wheel that steered the Corvo or, more likely, the ship’s windlass.

Colt never explained why the gun came into his mind in the first place. But it’s not hard to imagine that a young man who had suffered as he had would have weapons on his mind, every cut of the jackknife an act of quiet vengeance not only against those who had flogged him but against the nameless forces that had snatched away his childhood with financial ruin and death. What better way to retaliate than to create an instrument that beat death at its own game and could make him rich in the bargain? Perhaps such thoughts went through Colt’s head as he sailed home. Or perhaps not. We can speculate, but nothing can adequately explain why this angry young man came to invent a new kind of gun, while countless other angry young men invented nothing.



The Corvo sailed into Boston Harbor on July 4, 1831. It was a busy day in Boston as Colt stepped onto terra firma. At the Park Street Church that morning, a children’s choir gave the first-ever performance of a new song entitled “America,” with lyrics that would soon become familiar to children across the nation (“My country, ’tis of thee / Sweet land of liberty / of thee I sing”). At noon, a parade left the statehouse and wended its noisy way through town to Quincy Hall. The George Washington Society convened to read the Declaration of Independence, and a band played that evening on Boston Common.

Also on that day, exactly five years after the almost simultaneous deaths of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe, fifth president of the United States, passed away at the age of seventy-three. That three of the first five American presidents died on the anniversary of the nation’s founding was the kind of extraordinary coincidence that confirmed what many Americans already believed about their country, that it was blessed with divinity. On the other hand, lest anyone start taking the holiday too seriously, the most popular attraction in Boston that day was an eighteen-month-old female orangutan dressed up to look like a little American girl. She was on view near Tremont House, all day, twenty-five cents admission.

I. Quite literally; the expression has been handed down from sailing ships, which were largely controlled by dozens of ropes, each with a name that had to be learned.

II. The term is derived from soldiering, an occupation mariners held in low regard.
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Sam Colt, circa 1832.



I

One event that did not occur the day Sam Colt returned to Boston was the most notorious slave rebellion in American history. As originally planned, Nat Turner’s attack on white slaveholders in Southampton County, Virginia, was set for July 4, 1831. The date had come to Turner months earlier during a solar eclipse, in what he took to be a divinely inspired vision. Timing the attack to coincide with Independence Day would underscore the terrible hypocrisy of a holiday meant to celebrate freedom in a nation that permitted slavery. (“What, to the Slave,” Frederick Douglass would rhetorically ask twenty years later, “is the Fourth of July?”) Turner became too ill to proceed in July, though, and was forced to postpone. Not until late August did he and his cohorts commence “the work of death,” as Turner called it. What they lost in symbolic value they made up for in blood. Before it was over, more than fifty whites would be slaughtered.

Some years later, a story would circulate that Colt invented his gun in response to Nat Turner’s revolt. By giving slaveholders rapid-fire guns, went the logic, he would give them a greater chance to defend themselves against vengeful slaves. Of course, if those same slaves got their hands on revolvers, more, not fewer, whites would die, so perhaps it was just as well for slaveholders that guns made poor tools for massacres in 1831. (Turner put a few muskets to use, but axes and fence posts did most of the killing.) In any event, if the story of the Corvo is true, Colt did not invent his gun in response to Nat Turner because he had already invented it.

That both the Corvo story and the Nat Turner story almost certainly came from Colt’s own lips says something about the challenge of sifting fact from fiction in his early years. Add to this the allegation, promulgated by his future competitors, that his real inspiration was a Collier gun in Calcutta, and the origin story becomes almost impossibly murky. But each of Colt’s stories served a purpose. The first cast him as a sympathetic popular hero, a Yankee boy who changed the world with nothing but a whittling knife and ingenuity. The second appealed to a southern market, which Colt hoped to court. In all likelihood, neither story was entirely true nor entirely false. At some point Colt did whittle out the pieces of his gun; these are now preserved at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford. At some other point he realized the possible application of repeating firearms to rebellious slaves.



By the time Nat Turner was hanged in Virginia in November of 1831, Colt was back with his family in Ware, Massachusetts, his wooden model presumably stashed somewhere out of sight if not out of mind. Having recently turned seventeen, he seemed determined that autumn to devote himself to learning a practical trade. He took employment in the dying and bleaching department of the Hampshire Manufacturing Company, working under the supervision of a chemist at the mill, William Smith. Surrounded by scales, vials, and retorts—long-beaked vases used to distill liquids—and probably perched by a high window to gain as much natural light as possible from the waning autumn sky, he produced chemicals to bleach finished cloth. A notebook left behind by Colt (now preserved at Yale University) shows him at work, recording formulas for dyes and solvents. In contrast to the sloppy penmanship of his later years, his words here are cleanly drawn on lined paper, though many are misspelled—vegetable is “vigitable,” colors is “colurs.” Even in an age of improvisational spelling, Colt would stand out for his. Included are recipes to produce common potash, carbonated soda, and sulfate of soda. On October 28, he described a preparation for “Nitrate of Soda”—sodium nitrate—a chemical compound that could be used for explosives but was also a common solvent. “Took a solution of Carbonate of Soda & saturated it with nitric acid, I evaporated untill a pillicle appeared on its surface, filtered it while warm, on cooling obtained clusters of nitrate of soda.” (A pellicle is a thin membrane.) On November 12, Colt considered the “Mode of Assertaining the differences of chlorite gas in different samples of Chlorine of Lime,” and on December 1, he wrote out directions for producing nitric acid. This was practical chemistry on a fairly sophisticated level, and Colt might have enjoyed a fine and respectable career as a chemist in the textile industry had he been so inclined. Instead, on December 4, in the middle of a recipe “To Prepare Sulphurick Eoither,” he stopped writing, midsentence.

So ended Colt’s pursuit of the practical applications of chemistry to textiles. More broadly, it ended his attempt to follow anything like a conventional occupation. Sometime that December, he left Ware to journey back to his hometown of Hartford. In his luggage was the wooden model of his gun.

II

The gunsmith Anson Chase recalled meeting Sam Colt in late spring or summer of 1831, but he must have been mistaken. They could not have met until fall or winter, after Colt returned from Calcutta. As Chase would recount twenty years later, he had recently moved to Hartford from Enfield, Massachusetts, to open a gun shop. He leased a store on the east side of Main Street, near the old statehouse, in a building known to locals as the north Schenevard shop. His primary occupation was repairing guns, but in his spare time he made new ones.

“He had something of a model and was trying to perfect something of a repeating arm,” Chase recalled of the day Colt entered. “It was a wooden cylinder with holes bored in it; he brought a drawing also.” Colt later suggested, and gun experts who have studied it confirm, that the wooden model was not a revolver but a pepperbox. So called because they resemble old-fashioned spice grinders, pepperboxes are made of multiple barrels forged together in a kind of bundle, like a fistful of straws. Pepperboxes would later become popular as a way for gunmakers to sell repeating firearms without infringing on Colt’s patent—a sort of poor man’s revolver—but as Colt himself quickly concluded, a gun with multiple barrels is heavy, lumpy, and impractical. That he ever entertained a multibarrel design robs his eureka moment on the Corvo of some of its epiphanic glory, but it also bolsters his claim that he did not filch his idea from Collier. Why would he have started with a pepperbox if he’d already seen a revolver?

Colt came into the north Schenevard shop every day or two that December to work with Chase and an assistant named William Rowe. After quickly abandoning the pepperbox design, they were soon working to make a device more like a true revolver—“a rotating cylinder containing several chambers,” as Colt put it, “and to discharge through one barrel.”

A multichambered cylinder combined with a single barrel was an elegant solution, but it was not Colt’s most original contribution. Where he distinguished himself was in figuring out how to rotate the cylinder: how to turn it from chamber to chamber; how to index a chamber so that it lined up in perfect sync with the barrel in front and the hammer behind; and how to lock the chamber tightly so the shot would get off cleanly and safely.

To turn his cylinder Colt used a tiny gear-like disk called a ratchet. Unlike the vertical teeth of a normal gear, the teeth of a ratchet are angled or sheered in one direction, such that the wheel can only turn in the opposite direction. According to the Corvo story, Colt had spent time on the ship studying the windlass, which employed a ratchet to hoist the anchor. The ratchet in Colt’s guns was minuscule by comparison to a windlass’s ratchet, but it worked more or less the same way. To engage the ratchet and advance the cylinder, the shooter had only to cock the hammer with his thumb. Drawing back the hammer prepared it for firing while simultaneously engaging a small hand, or pawl, that acted on the ratchet to turn the cylinder from one chamber to the next. Simultaneously, a small spring-activated pin, or arbor, clicked into a divot on the outside of the cylinder and held it firm until the hammer was cocked again.

In retrospect, using a pawl to push a ratchet—to turn a cylinder to fire a gun—sounds like fairly basic applied mechanics. In 1831, it was nothing less than revolutionary.



In the second week of January of 1832, while Sam was in Hartford with Anson Chase, Christopher Colt wrote from Ware to a whale ship captain named Abner Bassett, in Norwich. Captain Bassett was a family relation, married to Olivia Colt’s cousin. By his wife’s description, Bassett was a “whale crazy” man, home briefly before his next voyage around Cape Horn to the hunting grounds of the Pacific. Christopher hoped the captain might recommend a position for Sam aboard one of the whaling vessels sailing out of New London.

Christopher’s letter does not survive but Bassett’s reply does, and a lot can be inferred from it, starting with the fact that Sam was evidently considering a return to sea. This is surprising given the hardship and disgrace he’d experienced on the Corvo. Bassett’s letter also makes clear that Christopher had inquired specifically about opportunities for Sam to sail as an officer, an audacious request on behalf of a boy who would not turn eighteen for another six months and whose previous conduct as a sailor had been less than exemplary. Bassett politely disabused Christopher: “Your son could get a whaling voyage all most any time in a months notice and some times immediately, but he would have to go before the mast one voyage before he could be an officer as it is required that the officers should have some experience in the business.” Bassett offered Sam a position as a sailor on his own ship, scheduled to leave New London in April for a two- or three-year voyage to the Pacific, but he recommended that Sam take a shorter voyage, to the South Atlantic or along the coast of Brazil. That way, Sam could quickly gain some of the required whaling experience, then apply for a longer voyage as an officer.

Had Colt followed Captain Bassett’s advice, his next few years would have unfolded very differently than they did. Whaling was gritty and grimy work, more dangerous than merchant shipping, and performed in some of the harshest environments on earth. Even barring extraordinary circumstances or injury, a whaling voyage was a commitment that would have removed Colt from any other pursuit for at least two years. How seriously did he consider it? Seriously enough to send his sea chest to Captain Bassett, presumably in preparation for a voyage. We know he sent the chest because some weeks later Captain Bassett wrote to say that he was sending it back. Colt had decided he would not go to sea after all.

He went, instead, it seems, to Washington. Arriving in the nation’s capital in mid-February of 1832, he had a model of his gun with him and apparently hoped to get a patent for it. The only record of this trip is a letter to Christopher Colt from Henry L. Ellsworth, a friend of the Colts’ who would later, as the US patent commissioner, become an important mentor to Sam. Ellsworth was not yet commissioner in 1832, but he must have been in Washington on other business and agreed to look after his friend’s son. “Samuel is now here getting along very well with his new invention,” Ellsworth wrote to Christopher on February 20. “Scientific men & the great folks speak highly of the thing. I hope he will be rewarded well for his labors.”

Colt did not get a patent on that visit to Washington. He may have been advised to hold off until he’d improved his gun and could file a more fine-tuned application. In any event, his ambitions were still inchoate, or at least undeclared, that winter. This is suggested by a letter Christopher wrote to Sam on March 30, 1832. A moving expression of paternal hopes and fears, it’s a version of the address generations of fathers have delivered to countless departing sons. “You are once more on the move to seek your fortune,” Christopher begins, “and must remember that your future prospects and welfare depend on your own exertions. Do not despond, my son, but be resolute and go forward.


It matters but little what employ you embark in, if it is but an honest one and well followed up, with determination to excel in whatever you undertake. This will enable you to obtain a good living and to command respect. Whether you go into a store, or go to sea, or join in any kind of manufacturing, I deem it of but little consequence, provided you devote yourself to your employ with habits of close application; and all leisure time you can have, devote to study and sober meditation, always looking to that kind Providence which gave you existence, to be by Him directed in the path of virtue and usefulness.

When you get located, write me. In the meantime, remember, I have more anxiety for your welfare than can be expressed.



III

Colt never did get located, not then and not for many years to come. Instead, he embarked on a journey that would last far longer than his voyage to Calcutta, longer even than a whaling voyage to the Pacific—a tour of thousands of miles that would take him to nearly every city in the nation, and many parts between, as he joined a great human tide of itinerant peddlers and tinkers, traveling dentists and fly-by-night medicine men, fleet-footed lottery salesmen and footloose dance instructors and roaming preachers and nomadic portrait painters—and many, many more. Along with the legions of occupational travelers were those Americans simply moving in pursuit of better lives, venturing with loaded wagons into vaguely defined futures. Americans were a kinetic people by nature, “infected with the mania of rambling and gambling,” as Thomas Jefferson had disapprovingly put it, and this peripatetic tendency had been encouraged by a recently improved infrastructure of roads, canals, and steamboat routes. Americans still moved at glacial speeds by twenty-first-century standards, but by their own terms they were in a collective dash, propelled by the fortune they hoped awaited them over the next hill or around the next bend, anxious they might miss out if they did not hurry. “There were always the rewards that others might grab if you were not there before them,” wrote the historian Daniel Boorstin of the wanderlusting Americans of these years. “Perhaps America really was the land of the future, but for the transients it seemed to be the land of now-or-never.”

We don’t know exactly where Colt went on his journey because he left no clear record of it. But he did drop enough clues—a receipt here, a newspaper notice there—to let us form a picture not just of his life but of the America he saw: a nation brimming with industry and ingenuity and hope, and with anxiety, fear, and brutality.

His travels began in early 1832, when he was still seventeen. Colt’s first biographer would call what followed “a brief and sportive episode” and “a specimen of that lowliness which is young ambition’s ladder.” But the author of those words was a friend of the family’s and was soft-pedaling the truth. The “lowliness” in Colt’s case was selling hits of nitrous oxide gas to fund the development of his gun. The “sportive episode” lasted nearly three years.
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