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WARMAN’S CIVIL WAR WEAPONS


Introduction


 


From the first cannon shots fired at Fort Sumter, Charleston, on April 12, 1861, the fighting men of the Union and the Confederate States fought each other with determination, courage and conviction. And by the time of the last Confederate surrenders in May 1865, the fighting had ranged over huge areas of the country, on mountain, plain, forest, city and river.


The statistics are staggering. In four years of war, nearly 3 million men fought on both sides and over 620,000 of them died. Countless others were left maimed and ruined by illness, disease and their wounds. What’s more, these numbers don’t take into account the civilians who suffered from disease, starvation and destruction as the warring armies swept back and forth. And all this amongst a population of only 32 million. More Americans died in the Civil War than in all America’s other wars combined, and if the same proportions applied to a conflict today it would mean over 5 million deaths. A true national cataclysm, the war was the defining moment in the nation’s history


So when the farm boys, clerks, lawyers, doctors, artisans and laborers of both sides enthusiastically flocked to their colors, what tools were they given? As the pages of this book make clear, a bewildering array of weapons found their way into the hands of the fighting men. When the war began, the armories of the tiny United States military held a mixture of obsolete and current government equipment, and were quickly emptied by both sides. But this wasn’t nearly enough to equip the newly raised formations. Many men brought their own weapons, perhaps a pistol, revolver or shotgun, or for the wealthy maybe a fine hunting rifle or a high-quality sword. Shortages of firearms were so great in the early days of the war that some men even trained with pikes and lances.


Existing arsenals increased production as fast as they could, while contracts for government pattern weapons were awarded to enterprising private businessmen. Purchasing agents travelled the world looking for weapons, some of which were the equal to anything produced in America, while others were obsolete stocks unloaded at a good price by unscrupulous governments and companies.


War is also a driver for technological change, and as can be seen in the following pages, the Civil War was responsible for dramatic developments in weapons design. Engineers and gunmakers came up with new concepts, some of which were of more danger to the user than the enemy. Others went on to change the face of warfare for ever.


But whether a soldier wielded a saber, struggled with an obsolete smoothbore musket, carried a multi-shot revolver, poured rapid fire from a magazine repeating rifle or took his place in the crew of a cannon – in the end it was the spirit, courage and determination of the fighting man that really counted. To face up to a storm of bullets, shot and shrapnel without flinching, taking cover or running away takes a special form of courage. One which was displayed repeatedly by all kinds of men, no matter the cause they fought for or the weapons they used. Remember this and wonder as you peruse this book.
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An unknown infantry company equipped with Model 1842
Muskets after decorating their camp with a spectacular archway.




CHAPTER ONE


Pistols and Revolvers


 


Even before the war, the handgun was seen as an essential personal defense tool for the traveler, householder, settler and cowhand, especially in the more lawless regions of the West. So when men flocked to join up, many brought their own pistols and revolvers, whether to be used as their main weapon or as a handy backup in a crisis. The rapidly expanding armies themselves struggled to provide anything like enough weapons, so pressed into service pretty much anything they could get their hands on. Enterprising business men on both sides set up large and small factories to fill the gaps, sometimes by simply copying the best designs available. Overseas manufacturers were also quick to spot the opportunity, and many guns flowed in from Britain and Europe.


So, while the popular image may be of men equipped solely with fine Colts or Remingtons, in reality, both sides had a widely varied array of sidearms. Some unfortunate soldiers went to war with single shot muzzleloaders, such as the government pattern Model 1842, or percussion conversions from the earlier flintlock Model 1836. However, the majority were equipped with some form of percussion revolver, while some had cartridge revolvers, and a few even had early repeating magazine pistols.


The revolver had first come into widespread use in the middle of the nineteenth century. Other designers had created earlier revolver-like devices, but it wasn’t until Samuel Colt combined the different elements of revolving cylinder, single barrel, indexing mechanism and percussion ignition in a reliable, effective package that the revolver became a practical possibility. Colt developed his idea and patented it in 1836, but it took some years before his ideas received anything like general acceptance.


His patent expired in 1856, allowing others to manufacture directly competing weapons, but it took the outbreak of war to really put the revolver on the map. Manufacturers sprung up on both sides, some with their own designs and some with straightforward Colt copies.


At this time most revolvers made in America were single-action, in that the user had to manually cock the weapon first, usually by thumbing back the hammer, which also positioned the cylinder. All the firer then had to do was aim and pull the trigger to fire. It made for a relatively slow rate of fire, but it did mean that careful aimed shots were easier. Single-action mechanisms are also simple, with very little to break or go wrong – a popular feature for users who could be hundreds of miles away from the nearest armorer.


Self-cocking revolvers were more popular in Britain and Europe, where the user simply had to apply a single pull on the trigger to cock then fire the weapon. The ability to fire quick snapshots was seen as useful in a close-range brawl, although the downside was that accurate long-range fire was less easy. Eventually the double-action lock was invented, giving the option of both methods of fire. The best-known design was that by Robert Adams and Lt Beaumont in Britain, and both this revolver and many other British imports were used widely in the war.
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The Confederacy always had problems in finding sufficient modern weapons for their soldiers, as demonstrated by the obsolete single-shot percussion muzzleloader carried by Private Robert Patterson of Co. D, 12th Tennessee Infantry.
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A Confederate soldier with a fine array of armaments. A pair of Colt Navy .36 caliber pistols are tucked in his belt, while he carries a Model 1855 single-shot percussion muzzleloader. When fitted with the shoulder stock (as seen here) the Model 1855 was intended to be a short carbine, but was not a great success. Too light to be an effective carbine, but too large for a pistol, it was soon superseded by more effective replacements


Revolvers firing metal cartridges were just beginning to find acceptance as the war started, and by a mixture of clever business deals, effective products and lucky timing this market was dominated by the designs of Smith and Wesson. As with the original Colt revolvers, designers attempted to circumvent Smith and Wesson’s patents with varying degrees of success.


What were all these handguns used for? Only effective at very close range and after constant practise, they were completely overshadowed in a large-scale battle by their longarm brethren. Two main groups of soldiers found them useful though. Officers needed to be highly visible in battle, usually using their sword to draw attention to themselves and to signal orders to their men. They needed their hands unencumbered, and a handgun was an ideal compromise of firepower and portability. In this case the sidearm was also seen as a badge of rank, helping to differentiate between commanders and their men.


Revolvers were also extensively used by men on horseback. In this case they needed a weapon that could be aimed and fired with one hand, and one that didn’t need to be reloaded in the saddle after every shot.


But many more soldiers than these used handguns, and it was not uncommon to see a rifle-equipped infantryman with a pistol of some kind stuffed into his waistband in case of emergency. In practice these were rarely used, but they did provide a degree of comfort as Billy Yank and Johnny Reb marched off to war.
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Fancy copper powder flask with American eagle of the type carried by many Union soldiers in the early days of the war. Loose powder was quickly replaced by pre-filled cartridges of paper, fabric or metal.


Allen & Wheelock 2nd Type Sidehammer Revolver


During the period of the Civil War, the gunsmith Ethan Allen (no relation to the revolutionary hero) traded from Worcester, Massachusetts as “Allen and Wheelock.” The company is best known for a series of simple revolvers. Shown here are two of Allen’s lighter, small caliber revolvers, each with the barrel screwed into the frame, a spur trigger and a hammer mounted on the right-hand side.
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Small caliber revolvers were often privately purchased as a secondary weapon by both officers and soldiers. The example above is chambered for the .32 cartridge, and has a 5-inch barrel inscribed on its left flat with the name “C. Mingay 11th Mass. Battery”
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This one is in .22 caliber with a 3-inch octagonal barrel and is fitted with ivory grips.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: five-round, single-action, revolver



	Origin: Allen & Wheelock, Worcester, Massachusetts



	Caliber: .22 and .32



	Barrel Length: 3 in and 5 in









Allen & Wheelock Center Hammer Army Revolver


This large revolver was chambered for the .44 cartridge and the smooth-sided cylinder housed six rounds. It had a 7.5-inch barrel, the rear half octagonal, the forward half round, and walnut grips. It was finished in blue, with case-hardened hammer and trigger guard. Only about 700 were manufactured in 1861-2 making this weapon, serial numbered 22, very rare.
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The Center Hammer was a definite improvement over the earlier Sidehammer model.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: six-round, single-action revolver



	Origin: Allen & Wheelock, Worcester, Massachusetts



	Caliber: .44



	Barrel Length: 7.5 in









Ames Model 1842 Navy Pistol


The single-shot muzzleloading percussion pistol may have been obsolete by the time of the war, but in the scramble to equip the hurriedly-formed armies many were pressed into service. The Model 1842 series had been the first major government issue percussion pistol to be made as such from new, rather than from converted flintlock weapons. With a heavier stock and butt than its army counterpart, the Model 1842 Navy had a brass barrel band and butt cap, while the hammer pivot and spring are actually on the inside of the lockplate. As was typical of the time, contracts for manufacture were let to a number of independent businesses. N.P. Ames were better known for their swords and edged weapon than for firearms, but they did get a contract to produce some 2,000 of this pistol.
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A handsome gun but clearly one from a bygone era.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: service percussion pistol



	Origin: N.P Ames, Springfield, Massachusetts



	Caliber: .54



	Barrel Length: 6 in









Aston Model 1842 Pistol


Henry Aston won a contract from the War Department in 1845 to provide the army with 30,000 of these Model 1842 pistols. It can be seen to have a shorter stock and other minor differences from the Navy variant.
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Inspectors’ cartouches as crisp as the day they were stamped.
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Another Aston Model 1842 with minor differences in butt cap and lock. The inset clearly shows the Aston trademark on the lockplate.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: percussion pistol



	Origin: H. Aston & Co, Middleton, Connecticut



	Caliber: .56



	Barrel Length: 8.5 in









Beaumont-Adams Percussion Revolver


This revolver is typical of the many thousands of foreign weapons that were procured by both sides in the war, both privately and by the respective governments. Overseas weapons came from a range of sources, with the arms manufacturers of England providing the majority.


The Beaumont-Adams shown here is also significant in that it was the first successful double-action revolver to be made. Robert Adams was an English gun designer who took out a large number of patents in the middle of the 19th century, while his brother, John was responsible for marketing. Their main business activity seems to have been licensing other companies to produce and market the Adams patents. They achieved some success with a series of self-cocking percussion revolvers which could be fired only by bringing quite heavy pressure on the trigger, which made them relatively inaccurate, except at close range. This problem was overcome in 1855 when a Lieutenant Beaumont of the Royal Engineers invented a double-locking system, which allowed the option of preliminary cocking without affecting the rate of fire. The resulting Beaumont-Adams revolvers were manufactured in two calibers, the smaller of the two, in .44, being seen here.
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The boxed example demonstrates how percussion pistols were sold, complete with a full set of tools, a number of balls and a tin of percussion caps, all housed in a handsome box. Even though some of the tools are missing, the box has ensured that this weapon is preserved in excellent condition,
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This unboxed Beaumont-Adams is somewhat battered and has clearly seen some active service – but that, of course, was precisely what it was designed to do.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: six-round, percussion revolver



	Origin: Adams Patent Small-Arms Co., London, England



	Caliber: .44



	Barrel Length: 6 in









Brooklyn Firearms Pocket Revolver


The war took place at a time when metallic cartridges were becoming an acceptable replacement for percussion-fired ball and powder ammunition. But as Rollin White held the patent on drilled-through revolver cylinders – and sued anyone who tried to infringe it – several inventors sought alternative methods of loading cartridges. One of these was Frank Slocum, whose revolver’s cylinder contained five chambers, each covered by a forward-sliding sleeve. To load, the firer placed his fingertip on the serrated section of an exposed sleeve and pushed it forward; he then placed the cartridge in the chamber, closed the sleeve and moved the cylinder through one-fifth of a turn. He then repeated the process until all troughs were full. The Slocum revolver was manufactured by the Brooklyn Fire Arms Co. and some 10,000 were completed between 1863 and 1865.
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Slocum’s forward-sliding sleeves in the cylinder attempted to bypass the Rollin White patent.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: five-round, sleeved, revolver



	Origin: Brooklyn Fire Arms Co., Brooklyn, New York



	Caliber: .32 rimfire



	Barrel Length: 3 in









Brooklyn Bridge Colt Copy


Successful weapons were often copied by other manufacturers, either to make a quick profit in peacetime or to create effective weapons as quickly as possible for the fighting armies. Colt’s revolvers were probably imitated more than any other manufacturer’s, and this one is typical of the many copies that were made of the Colt Pocket series (see later entry). Almost identical to Colt’s production, it has a scene of ships under a bridge engraved on the cylinder.


[image: image]












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: five-round, percussion revolver



	Origin: unknown



	Caliber: .38



	Barrel Length: 4 in









Butterfield Army Percussion Revolver


Patented in 1855 by Jesse Butterfield, this design is reminiscent of the earlier “transition” revolvers. It had a unique priming system, where a tubular magazine (accessed from in front of the trigger guard) held paper “pellet-style” percussion primers. When the single-action hammer was cocked, a pellet was slid over the cylinder nipple at the firing position. The Butterfield was ordered in small numbers by the US government, but the contract was canceled after only about 600 were delivered. A few saw service on both sides during the war.
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The Butterfield had a distinctive, if not clumsy, appearance.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: 5-shot, single-action percussion revolver



	Origin: Jesse Butterfield, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania



	Caliber: .41



	Barrel Length: 7 in









Colt Dragoon 1st Model


The earlier Colt Walker revolver (also known as the Whitneyville-Walker or Colt Model 1847) was designed for use by the Army’s U.S. Mounted Rifles (USMR), which were also known by their European name of “Dragoons.” The Walker was a six-shot, .44 caliber weapon with a 9-inch barrel and an overall length of 15.5 inches, which weighed no less than 4 pounds 9 ounces. This, plus problems of unreliability, led to the development of the Colt Dragoon, or Model 1848, of which some 20,000 were produced for government service between 1848 and 1860, with more made for sale on the civilian market.


All Colt Dragoons carried six .44 caliber rounds in an unfluted cylinder, many of which were engraved with battles scenes and marked “U.S. DRAGOONS.” It was a single-action revolver, with a 7.5-inch barrel and an overall length of 14 inches; weight was brought down to 4 pounds. It was very robust, with the barrel keyed to the chamber axis pin and supported by a solid lug keyed to the lower frame.


The Dragoon was made in three production runs which differed only in minor details, although these differences are of immense importance to today’s historians and collectors. The one shown above is the First Model, the main distinguishing mark being that the notches on the cylinder are oval-shaped. Some 7,000 First Model Dragoon revolvers were made in 1848-50, and the item shown here was one of those made for individual purchase rather than government contract.
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Viewed here from the right side the Colt Dragoon is a formidable looking weapon.
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The detail shows a clear stamping of Colt’s Patent and the U.S. government mark.


The close-up of the frame and cylinder below reveals that the finish on this gun is probably not original.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: single-action percussion revolver



	Origin: Colt PFA Mfg Co., Hartford, Connecticut



	Caliber: .44



	Barrel Length: 7.5 in
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Colt’s .44 caliber models were large pistols, as can be seen from the pair in the waistband of this Federal cavalryman.


Colt Dragoon 3rd Model


Building on the success of the Dragoon, Colt introduced a Second Model Dragoon, which differed from the First Model in having rectangular cylinder notches. Some 2,500 were made in 1850 through 1851. The most successful version of the Dragoon, however, was the Third Model, the main production version. Over 10,000 of these were completed in 1851 through 1860, and they can be identified by the round trigger guard, whereas the guards on the earlier two versions were square-backed. The Third Model also had notches for attaching a shoulder stock, although such stocks were seldom, so far as is known, issued. Some late-production Third Model Dragoons (such as the one shown here) had a slightly longer 8 inch barrel.
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The 3rd Model has a conventional round trigger guard.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: single-action percussion revolver



	Origin: Colt PFA Mfg Co., Hartford, Connecticut



	Caliber: .44



	Barrel Length: 8 in









Colt Model 1848 Baby Dragoon


Even though Samuel Colt was busy producing weapons for the military, he still managed to find the time to design and produce lighter weapons for the civilian market. One of the first of these was the Model 1848, also known as the “Baby Dragoon,” a five-round, .31 caliber weapon, of which some 15,500 were produced in 1848 through 1850. These were made with 3-inch, 4-inch, 5-inch or, as seen here, 6-inch barrels. Many saw wartime service as privately purchased secondary weapons.


[image: image]


The Baby Dragoon shared the notched trigger guard with its big brother.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: percussion revolver



	Origin: Colt PFA Mfg Co., Hartford, Connecticut



	Caliber: .31



	Barrel Length: 3 in, 4 in, 5 in and 6in









Colt Model 1849 Pocket Revolver


Successor to the Baby Dragoon, the Model 1849 Pocket Revolver was produced in vast numbers, with some 325,000 being completed from 1850 through to 1873. They were made with either 3-inch, 4-inch, 5-inch, or 6-inch barrels and with five-or six-shot cylinders, but there were many more minor variations, as is inevitable over such a long production run.
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This gun carries the address “Saml Colt, New York City.”


The great majority of these Pocket Revolvers were made in the U.S., including the two with 4-inch barrels seen here. They show examples of the different finishes available.
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A fine representation of the Model 1949 with the long 6-inch barrel, although this pretty much takes the weapon out of the “pocket” category.


[image: image]


A Model 1849 with a 5-inch barrel, which it is claimed was found on the Gettysburg battlefield.
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Samuel Colt established a factory in London, England, which produced some 11,000 of this weapon, the example shown here having a 5-inch barrel. This variety is known to collectors as the ‘London Pocket Revolver” and they are virtually identical to the U.S.-made version, except that they bear the address “Col Colt London” (in some cases the name was given as “Saml Colt,” as on the U.S. models.)












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: percussion revolver



	Origin: Colt PFA Mfg Co., Hartford, Connecticut



	Caliber: .31



	Barrel Length: 3 in, 4 in, 5 in and 6 in









Colt Navy Model 1851


The Colt Model 1851 Navy revolver was one of the most popular handguns ever made, with some 215,000 manufactured in various Colt factories in 1850 through 1873. It has a 7.5-inch octagonal barrel and a smooth sided cylinder which houses six .36 caliber rounds. In most cases, the cylinder was decorated with a scene involving a naval battle between United States and Mexican fleets. It was this decoration that gave the type its “Navy” designation, and the term ended up being used to describe any military percussion revolver in .36 caliber. Revolvers made for .44 rounds were usually called “Army.” Many fighting men, whether on land or at sea, preferred the lighter weight and smaller size of the .36, and revolvers of both sizes were used by all branches of the armed forces, whether Federal or Confederate.


A shoulder stock was available for the Model 1851, which could be attached to the butt for more accurate long-range shooting. The company applied three different forms of address on these revolvers, some being marked “Saml. Colt New York City,” while others bore “Saml. Colt Hartford, Ct;” and there was a yet further variation of “Saml. Colt New York U.S. America.”
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Ironically, after the earlier explanation, the revolver shown above is actually a standard U.S. Navy-issue version and is marked “USN” on the butt.
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This Model 1851 was presented to Major Hill, of the 45th Regiment, Ohio Volunteer Infantry. The inset shows the high standard of finish applied to weapons intended for sale on the open market,












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: percussion revolver



	Origin: Colt PFA Mfg Co., Hartford, Connecticut



	Caliber: .36



	Barrel Length: 7.5 in
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Major Hill of the 45th Ohio Volunteer Infantry holding his saber and his revolver, posibly the one shown on the left. Note that he has no holster and his gun is simply stuffed into his belt.


Colt Model 1855 Root Revolver


This design was developed by a Colt employee, Elijah Root, and was the company’s first-ever, solid-frame design, with a top-strap across the cylinder joining the barrel and frame. It was fitted with a side-mounted hammer, a stud-trigger without guard, and a single-action lock. It was produced in .28 and .31 calibers, but all have a 3.5-inch barrel. It is very popular with modern gun-collectors, who know it simply as “the Root,” and who have identified no less than twelve minor variations in the actual production weapons.
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A Root Model 2, complete with the Colt address on the barrel.


Another Root, this time a Model 7, complete with screw holding the cylinder pin in place.
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At some point in its history this gun has been modified by one of its owners and incorporates some replacement parts.












	SPECIFICATIONS



	Type: six-shot, single-action, side-hammer revolver



	Origin: Colt PFA Mfg Co., Hartford, Connecticut



	Caliber: .28 or .31



	Barrel Length: 3.5 in









Colt Model 1860 Army


The production figures for the Colt Model 1860 are self-explanatory – the total produced between 1860 and 1873 was 200,500, of which the U.S. government accepted no less than 127,156. Designed as the successor to the Third Model Dragoon (see earlier) it became one of the most widely used of all handguns during the Civil War and was equally popular in both the Union and Confederate armies.
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