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EDITOR’S NOTE

CHARLES EDWARD CHAPEL’S

GUNS OF THE OLD WEST

by Dr. Jim Casada

“To delve into its pages is to be struck with the unfolding drama of a vigorous country moving inexorably toward the Pacific Ocean and fulfillment of its manifest destiny. Rifle and pistol alike were an integral part of realization of that destiny, and nowhere is their role better chronicled than in this book.”

Charles Edward Chapel must rank, whether judged in terms of literary productivity or in-depth knowledge, as one of America’s leading firearms experts of the twentieth century. An avid firearms collector, he was also a serious student of firearms history and began researching and writing on the subject while he was still a college student. Over the ensuing years he would make important and lasting contributions to the literature of the field. The current work is one of his most important efforts.

Chapel was born in Manchester, Iowa, on May 26, 1904. He attended public schools there and even as a youngster displayed a keen interest in guns. Upon graduation from high school he traveled a somewhat varied route in his quest for a college degree. After initially enrolling in the state university, he spent a couple of semesters at the University of Missouri. From that institution he transferred to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, and it was there he completed his formal studies.

Commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Marine Corps, he saw active service duty in such far-flung locales as Panama, Cuba, Nicaragua, the Philippines, and China. Ultimately he would be discharged, in 1937, for wounds he had received in action.

All the while, he was writing, and his literary outpourings encompassed various fields, including police science, aviation, and firearms. Eventually, according to one authority, he would publish several thousand articles. (The January 1951 issue of Hobbies magazine lists 3,000 articles at that point, and some of the most productive years of his writing career still lay ahead of him.)

After leaving military service, Chapel became an aeronautical engineer at the Northrop Aeronautical Institute in California. During the 1940s he wrote or edited a number of standard reference works connected with airplanes and their maintenance and repair. Among these were Aircraft Electricity for the Mechanic (1946; 2nd ed., 1959), Aircraft Power Plants (1948; rev. ed., 1955), Aircraft Basic Science (1948; rev. ed., 1953), Aircraft Weight, Balance and Loading (1948), Aircraft Power Plants (1948; rev. ed., 1955), Aircraft Maintenance and Repair (1949; rev. ed., 1955), and Jet Aircraft Simplified (1950; new ed., 1954).

Turning to police science, he wrote numerous articles and two well-regarded works: Forensic Ballistics (1933) and Fingerprinting: A Manual of Identification (1941). But it was in the field of firearms collecting, use, and history that Chapel created the corpus of literature for which he is principally known today, as we shall see.

Chapel did not by any means limit his work to the gun room and desk. He was an active member of a number of professional organizations, including the Institute of Aeronautical Sciences, the Aviation Writers’ Association, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW). He was a skilled marksman with all types of firearms and at one time held the position of director of marksmanship for the VFW. He was active in the National Rifle Association, although authorities differ a bit on his precise connection with the organization. A profile of him as a firearms enthusiast written in 1950 says he held “an honorary Life Membership” in the NRA. On the other hand, a brief obituary notice that appeared in the April 1967 issue of The American Rifleman merely states he was a “long-time NRA member.” Either way, he was widely recognized as an eloquent and effective advocate of Second Amendment rights and a staunch opponent of gun control.

Indeed, it was Chapel’s views regarding what he felt were unwarranted intrusions by government into the individual rights of citizens to own and use guns that served as a catalyst to propel him into the political arena. He ran for election to the California state legislature for the first time in 1950, and his campaign was a successful one. For the remaining 17 years of his life, Chapel would be quite active in politics, serving over the entire period as assemblyman for California’s 46th district in the state legislature.

Meanwhile, Chapel had become increasingly interested in gun collecting, and in addition to amassing a considerable personal holding of historic arms, he read and researched diligently on the subject. Soon his efforts were shared with others through the medium of the printed word, and he became one of America’s most active gun writers.

His first book in the field was a simple and fairly elementary primer, Gun Collecting (1939). The volume was well received. Harry Wandrus, who profiled Chapel in an article on firearms experts in Hobbies magazine, characterized it as “a romantic little work which I for one have read about a half dozen times. It contains a lot of factual material, but so interestingly offered that it refreshes one as does a good novel or short story. If he [Chapel] had written only this book he would have the gratitude of the collecting fraternity.”

As it turned out, the work was but the first in a long line of Chapel’s gun-related literary endeavors. The following year saw the appearance of the first edition of The Gun Collector’s Handbook of Values. This was a pioneering effort at offering the ordinary gun enthusiast practical guidelines for determining the value of firearms, and it was so successful that for the remainder of his life Chapel issued periodic updates that reflected changing values for guns and incorporated new information. The Gun Collector’s Handbook of Values was an extremely popular work, going through seven editions during Chapel’s lifetime, plus two further editions issued in the years immediately following his death.

Other Chapel books on firearms included The Boy’s Book of Rifles (1948; rev. ed., 1961), Field, Skeet, and Trap Shooting (1949), Simplified Rifle Shooting (1950), Simplified Pistol and Revolver Shooting (1950), The Art of Shooting (1960), The Complete Book of Gun Collecting (1961), U.S. Martial and Semi-Martial Single Shot Pistols (1962), and The Complete Guide to Gunsmithing (1962; rev. ed., 1963). The use of the word “complete” in two of these titles not with standing, all of the above-listed books were relatively elementary in nature. As a result, their timeliness was somewhat limited, and today they have little practical value, although several are valued by collectors of firearms literature.

Such, however, was not the case with Guns of the Old West. Published in 1961, it is without question Chapel’s single greatest work, reflecting extensive research and a deep knowledge of the subject. Not surprisingly, it is in considerably more demand among collectors than any of Chapel’s other books, and unquestionably it remains one of the most authoritative treatments of the field. No student of the Old West can overlook the work, and it is indispensable to any representative research holding connected with Western firearms.

To my knowledge, the book has not previously been reprinted. This is somewhat surprising, given its value as a reference source and the fact that the book is quite difficult to locate. While not a work that fetches extremely high prices on the out-of-print book market (on the relatively rare occasions when a copy is offered, it is usually in the $100–$200 range), there is no question Guns of the Old West is a choice item. It is not easy to find (the original press run was probably fairly small), and in all likelihood it is underpriced on the current market. Be that as it may, it certainly is a book that cries out for reprinting and should find a welcome niche.

Chapel died at his home in Palos Verde Estates in February 1967. Today he is largely forgotten, but his Guns of the Old West insures him a lasting place in the history of American firearms. It is a worthy, enduring legacy written by a man who devoted many of his leisure hours to the pleasure of collecting and studying the arms that won the way West. To delve into its pages is to be struck with the unfolding drama of a vigorous country moving inexorably toward the Pacific Ocean and fulfillment of its manifest destiny. Rifle and pistol alike were an integral part of realization of that destiny, and nowhere is their role better chronicled than in this book.

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Given his productivity as a writer, biographical information on Chapel is surprisingly scanty. The single best source of details on his early and middle years is Harry Wandrus’ profile, “Who’s Who in Firearms,” found on page 147 of the January 1951 issue of Hobbies. There is a brief and not particularly helpful entry on Chapel in American Authors and Bookmen (1972). Details of his writings are available in the National Union Catalog of Pre-1956 Imprints and successor volumes covering the period from 1956 to 1967. A brief obituary notice appears in the April 1967 issue of The American Rifleman. Other than these, the best information on Chapel can be derived from internal evidence in his own works. They are not particularly autobiographical in nature, but the cumulative corpus of his writings leaves no doubt regarding either his passion for firearms or the effort he devoted to their study.

ROCK HILL, SOUTH CAROLINA

Jim Casada
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An Episode in the Opening Up of the Cattle Country. Painting by Frederick Remington.

 


Foreword


THE story of American firearms is one with the saga of America’s westward-pushing frontier.

The story might begin in the echo of Daniel Boone’s long-barreled flintlock, rocketing among the frosty hills near the present eastern Kentucky border in 1767. It was Boone’s first trip beyond the Appalachians, and the rifle he carried was yet to be misnamed “Kentucky.” No matter what a man called it—“Meat-getter,” “Ol’ Betsy,” “Hair-saver,” were some of its affectionate nicknames—it could be trusted to get him out of a tight corner against redskins with their iron-barbed arrows, against redcoats with their Brown Bess smoothbore muskets.

Boone died in 1826, but already the voice of the Kentucky had been heard in the fastness of the Rockies and in the remote rugged country to the west and south. It helped to guard the burdens of pack animals weighted down with the furry wealth of beaver plews and bull boats, riding low in the turbid flood of the Big Muddy, St. Louis-bound. That gun knew Bent’s Fort on the Arkansas; it traveled southward with the high-wheeled freight wagons to Mexican Sante Fe. Later, perhaps altered from flintlock to the new and more efficient percussion firing system, it was to accompany the covered caravans overland, after word that gold had been found at Sutter’s Mill swept the East like a flame. The useful life span of that great rifle was to last from about 1730 approximately over a century and a half; it was always the arm of the restless, rugged men who had to answer the challenge of the unmapped country that lay over the western horizon.

While the Kentucky “long rifle” and its companion piece, the Kentucky pistol, were at work on the wilderness frontier, back on the Atlantic seaboard, a young man whose name was to become emblazoned in the history of the American West was engaged in manufacturing a quite revolutionary kind of weapon.

Samuel Colt had already secured foreign and U. S. patents on his revolver before he set up his factory in Paterson, N. J., in 1836, taking advantage of the Passaic River’s water power. There he made not only his celebrated hand gun, but also revolving rifles and shotguns. History seemed to have favored the inventor, for one of his guns played an important part in the Texans’ war for independence against Mexico, and is famous among collectors today as the Texas Paterson .34 caliber five-shot revolver. However, after a promising beginning, the company failed in 1841. The Mexican War saw him back in business with government orders, first arranging with Eli Whitney, inventor of the cotton gin, to fill his contracts at Whitney’s arms plant at Whitneyville, Connecticut, later in his own factory at Hartford.

It was here that Colt enters more definitely and at least semi-officially into the picture of the Old West with the adoption by Wells Fargo Express Company of one of his revolvers (usually considered as the 1849 model) for use by their stagecoach messengers. However, the company did not issue one make or model of gun to their guards, but supplied their men with the revolvers of various manufacturers, of different models and calibers. Also, that the Colt generally was a favorite in the cattle country of the high plains country was no accident.

The revolver, from the first, was the natural weapon of Texans; the Colt—as well as other makes, such as the Remington and the later Smith & Wesson—had served them well in two wars; they knew it and liked it. Texas was primarily a cattle-raising country. The end of the Civil War found its grazing lands overstocked with longhorns, and its cattle a drug on the few local markets. The lush grass of the high plains country answered the feed problem. At the same time the railroad was pushing westward into Kansas, and the East was hungry for beef.

The green prairies to the north offered, at the very least, survival to the Texas cowmen, and with a good chance for high profits. It was not long before the thunder of millions of longhorn hoofs was heard along the trails leading northward to Oklahoma, Wyoming, and Montana. And with them came Texas cowboys riding Texas ponies and armed with the Colt six-shooters that were as necessary to their way of life as their saddles. Indeed, the Colt six-shooter, from the old Dragoon models to the celebrated “Peacemaker” and “Frontier” guns seemed to belong primarily to the cattle country.

Other arms—both shoulder pieces and hand guns—played major roles in the winning of the West. Among the famous rifles were the Winchester, the Spencer and the Henry, both as military (U. S. Martial) arms and as private weapons. There was the Remington—pistol, revolver and shoulder weapon. And there was also the deadly little product of Henry Deringer, Jr., whose short-barreled, heavy-calibered pistol in various types and in its many imitations had the great advantage of being easily concealed and murderous at short range. Here was a weapon for gamblers, bankers, bartenders and also for the honkytonk girls who might feel the need of personal protection. It was a town gun, a house gun, and it, too, made history in the frontier West. And there were others. …

The purpose of this book is to discuss, describe and picture these weapons as they were used in that colorful but indefinite place-in-time we call the Old West.

Where does the West begin? It might plausibly be argued that one of our first Western frontiers lay within blunderbuss range inland from Plymouth Rock. To begin there, however, would embrace far too much in territory and time for our purpose. Instead, we’ll have to make an arbitrary limit and focus our attention on the era of American westward expansion, generally from the middle of the eighteenth century to about the close of the nineteenth. To make it a little simpler, we can take the nineteenth century alone, after this new nation had been established as a free and independent union of states—say roughly from 1800 to 1900. In every historical sense that hundred-year span was one of remarkable richness: It was to see the acquisition, by purchase and grant, of all the vast stretch of country from the Mississippi to the Pacific Coast. It was to see the exploration of that almost unmapped wilderness, its development from a raw and lawless frontier of natural wealth to a relatively well-ordered and secure land.

The new West that lay beyond the Mississippi held everything to sharpen the appetite of a young, independent and vigorous people. What did you want? Tired of sweating out a meager living from the rocky New England hillside farm? Hitch up the team and get the wagon loaded; we’re heading West to take up government land; a farm so big a man can’t see where it ends. Sick of the endless hum of the mills of Lawrence and Lowell, with their dollar-a-day wage? Head for Kansas, for Independence or Westport, where the Santa Fe trade route starts. A smart, handy lad might get a job with the wagons. In a few years—who knows?—he might be on his way to a fortune as a trader, possibly with fifty or more high-wheeled freighters rolling into Santa Fe, piled with Yankee goods—pots and pans, hardware, bolts of calico, tools, knives and guns—and rolling back again with leather sacks of Mexican gold and silver bars. …

Gold? Why, they say you can pick it up in glittering chunks in camps like Rough and Ready, Hangtown, Last Chance or Shirt Tail Canyon. You can scoop it up in your tin washpan from the creeks tumbling down from the Sierras. But it’s rough country, and sooner or later a man will need a gun if he aims to keep on living. …

Gold? The West was filled with it. Or talk of it, anyhow. It was in the dust-churned tracks of beef herds driven to the cattle cars at railhead, bound for Kansas City and Chicago. It was in the raucous little board-and-canvas towns which would mushroom into thriving commercial centers day after tomorrow, and which offered wide-open entertainment for tonight. It was evident in the roaring mining camps that stretched from Nevada down through Arizona and New Mexico. For a man tough enough to hold his own against blizzard and drouth, against raids of hostile Indians and equally savage whites, this country would prove a rainbow’s end.

It was not surprising that the nineteenth century was moving day for an adventurous nation heading West. They came by horseback, prairie schooner, by steam train and stagecoach, by sail around the Horn or across the steaming Isthmus of Panama. One way or another, throughout all that time, they were bound for their golden frontier, a turbulent, a fighting one. They knew it, and they kept their guns close to hand.

Just what kinds of guns they carried to this raw, new country and used there, we shall soon see.


I


How Guns Began


FIREARMS, like people, have ancestors, and the frontier guns were no exception. Just as did most of the men and women who carried them, these weapons had their early roots in Europe. We can trace their lineage back to the sieges of the walled cities of the thirteenth and fourteeth centuries, to a primitive weapon called the hand cannon.

Don’t be misled by the name, for the first versions of this arm bore little resemblance to the old pistols and shoulder weapons you see in museums or the shops of antique gun-dealers today. The word “hand” merely indicates that this was a semi- or fully portable cannon, at first maneuvered and fired by two men, and the early models were very crude indeed.

These were merely tubes made of welded iron bars strengthened by hoops and covered with leather. The explosive they used was called “serpentine powder,” a mealy mixture of saltpeter, sulphur and charcoal, and it took a large quantity in each charge to give sufficient velocity to the missiles—at first stones, then lead, brass and iron balls—to penetrate enemy coats of mail. Although it was not long before the barrels began to be cast of iron or bronze, they continued to be not only loaded, but also ignited from the muzzle by torch or red-hot iron.

The name of the inventive genius who first bored a small hole at the top of the barrel near the breech is, alas, lost to history. By putting a little black powder into this touchhole and spilling a bit around it, then applying the torch, this unsung hero literally blazed the way for breech firing. Perhaps he had experienced some personal casualty in firing from the muzzle, for that operation could be both awkward and dangerous. Only after the torch had been applied to the muzzle did the gunner have time to get the piece set to aim and to absorb the recoil, and it’s conceivable that premature explosions often occurred. All of which might well have inflicted more casualties on the gunners themselves than on their human targets, making that type of weapon the enemy’s best friend.

The process of forming gunpowder into grains, discovered in the fifteenth century, worked a change. By this method of “corning,” as it was called, one could vary the size of the grains, and therefore the strength of the powder. To charge adequately a hand cannon, it was not necessary to fill half the barrel with powder, when a smaller amount of the larger grains would do the job. The natural consequence of this was the introduction of one-man hand cannon—the forerunner, or remote ancestor, of the hand gun and shoulder arm used on the constantly shifting American frontier. Yet—characteristically of all firearms—this improvement does not imply that the former type of muzzle-firing weapon was obsolete. Hand cannon, both muzzle- and breech-firing types, were used right alongside the crossbow, for the development of new types of firearms was slow and often like the way to heaven, one step forward and two steps back. We will discuss this phenomenon a little later—for phenomenon it is when compared to the history of almost all other mechanical devices.

Use of the fifteenth-century hand cannon is shown by figures 1 and 2, for infantry, and in figure 3 as it was used by mounted men, usually knights or men of high estate who could afford such expensive armament.

When used by horse soldiers the hand cannon was called a petronel, and it was secured to the horseman by a thong or chain about his neck, attached to the butt of the weapon. His armored breastplate was just as necessary in absorbing the heavy recoil as it was in fending off enemy missiles. So, filled with sound and fury, his charger pounding ahead at full gallop, with one gauntleted first clenching a flaming torch and the other steadying his petronel in its forked metal rod, this knight must have struck terror to the hearts of a less combat-wise enemy. And that’s probably all that he did strike, for his armament—despite all its noise and fire and smoke—was far more frightening in appearance than deadly in performance.

Just how effective these ancient weapons were is something we may never accurately know. We do know that historians of that period were wont to rely on hearsay, gossip and their own personal biases. Objective, on-the-spot reporting was unknown, and usually literacy was limited to monasteries and princes of the church and the realm. Moreover, history and the stories of battles were often not written until decades had passed after the engagements. However, for what it is worth, an Italian writer in 1430 described the use of hand cannon in the siege of Lucca in this manner:

“The Luccanians invented a new weapon. In their hands they held a block of wood, about one and one-half yards long, fastened to which was an iron tube filled with sulfur and saltpeter which threw iron bullets by the force of fire. The blow, when it struck, brought certain death, and neither armor nor shield were a sufficient protection; then not seldom did a single bullet penetrate a file of two or three men.”
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1. A Small Hand Cannon Called a Hand Culverin.
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2. Arabian Miquelet Pistol.
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3. Italian Snaphance Pistol.

Before going further, we might warn the reader who may be new to gun lore that it is impossible to assign various types of guns to neat little boxes, labeled by dates and specific kinds of arms. No strict chronological division is possible, because no gun authority would care to say, for example, just when the flintlock period ended and the percussion era began. Even though, in the latter case, we are more or less agreed upon dates of patent, first model, the time of general public acceptance and the date of government use for martial arms, from first date to last there’s a time-stretching spread of over three decades. Even when authorities agree—as they rarely do—who is to say if the percussion period began with the granting of patent, the completion of the first model, or the time when the system came into general public use? And even today not only percussion pieces, but flintlocks and almost every other form of historic firearm are in use in some part of the world. When does an era in gun design end? Apparently not quite yet.

So it is throughout the history of guns: the various periods of development and progress are like a number of overlapping circles, each with its own center and each cutting over the circumference of the others.

What happened to old guns? Sometimes they were converted from an old firing system to a newer type. Sometimes they were melted down for their metal, or sold for junk, or gathered dust and rust in the attic. But a surprising number of them are somewhere in regular use.

Madison Avenue, New York, is Advertisingland and it is governed by the Priests of Pursuasion. One of their great basic laws is that obsolescence is the life of trade. This may apply to household equipment, automobiles, toys, clothes, and to other things we use, but within the scope of our book, that law very rarely was valid, and then only as applied to Martial Arms (that is, arms actually contracted for by the government and put into active military use). The guns that come within our purview originally attracted no seeker for prestige; their hidden motivation stayed cozily hidden and they carried no keeping-up-with-the-neighbors snob appeal. The only prestige, motivation and snobbery when a man obtained a gun was a great desire to remain among the living, and a gun was a tool that would help him mightily to do just that. Considerately cared for and used with skill, a gun would argue loud and persuasively for you against man and nature when both were hell-bent on your immediate personal destruction.

New arms, manufactured on the Atlantic seaboard and shipped overland by wagon or by sail to the Coast, were costly, and the pioneer usually had little cash. He was accustomed to “making do”; he was characteristically thrifty, largely because he had to be, but anyway he liked things that had served him well and would still do so. Old buckskins grew soft and comfortable with use; a good horse or mule was one that was seasoned and disciplined to the dangers and hardships of the wilderness trails; a knife might be honed to stiletto thinness and be the better for it, and a well-cared-for rifle might have had the lands so worn with shooting that the barrel had to be rebored for a larger ball, but the gun was still an old friend, and could still be trusted to do a job. Why change it for a more modern weapon, unless there was a good and definite reason?

With the exception of some famous makes of firearms, whose development and descriptions are treated in separate chapters, we will follow the usual method of following the progress of these forebears of Western guns—according to their ignition, or firing, system. Since strict chronological divisions are nonexistent in gun history, the changing method of setting fire to the powder charges in weapons has come to be accepted as the logical line which—no matter how vaguely in point of time—sets off one period of firearm development from another. The reason for taking this mechanism as a kind of yardstick is simple: On the ignition system depend the various loading, aiming and rifling methods—in other words, how the gun is fired determines how it is used, and how effective the arm is for its purpose.

We can see that very clearly below, in a development of a system and a weapon which was the natural outgrowth (or development or evolution, if you wish) of the hand cannon. This is called …

The Matchlock

Although the matchlock was probably invented in Europe about 1450, it was possibly developed in Asia before that date. In its first stage it was a vast improvement on the hand cannon, for, instead of the awkward hot irons and torches used to ignite the priming powder, this new gun was equipped with a burning wick, attached to what we would call the hammer, but what in the illustration is an s-shaped piece of metal that became known as the serpentine. The wick was called a match, thus giving the piece its name. This device was a considerable step forward, for it allowed the shooter to aim and fire at the same time.

In the meantime (again see the illustration) gunmakers moved the touch-hole from the top of the barrel to the side, where they placed a tiny pan, called the flash pan, and which held the priming powder for setting off the main charge. Various changes were to follow, chief among them being the introduction of a match soaked in a saltpeter solution, dried and then issued in four- and five-foot lengths. This, however, proved both awkward and unsatisfactory and resulted in the snapping type of serpentine, which was by this time called a cock, held back by a spring until released by pulling the trigger. The cock then fell with a quick blow, igniting the priming powder in the pan. The long, awkward match of the nonsnapping type was replaced by a short piece of match held in the cock by a tube, instead of by the former clamp.

Many shoulder arms and some pistols using the older nonsnapping type of matchlock were introduced to America by the original settlers, and continued in use until the latter part of the seventeenth century. The chief advantages, accounting for their long span of usefulness, were that they were simple to make and easy to repair. They were also very inexpensive—a fact not without attraction, especially for the Indians, who used this arm well into the eighteenth century, probably during the French and Indian War in what was then our Western frontier.

The serpentine, or nonspanning, type of matchlock (see illustration) worked like this: First the end of the match is lighted (A), being held by the clamp (C) at the upper end of the serpentine in which the match is carried. The lower end of the pivoted, s-shaped piece of metal—later to be known as the trigger—(B) is then pulled to the rear, which lowers the burning end of the match into the pan (D) that holds the fine priming powder. This is ignited and starts a fire going through the touchhole (E) into the rear of the barrel. The main charge of powder is thus ignited, causing the explosion that propels the bullet from the barrel.
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Almost three-quarters of a century was to pass before the next development in ignition locks appeared, and as usual this new invention was designed to overcome the defects of the older type. Although the outstanding advantage of the matchlock lay in its simplicity and cheapness, its exposed wick almost precluded game-hunting or human hostilities during damp or rainy weather. Other practical disadvantages were that the matchlock took a long time to prepare for firing, and the burning wick was too often an unwelcome advertisement of the shooter to wild game or human enemy.

For these defects, a remedy of sorts appeared with the application of what was even then an ancient ignition principle—flint and steel. Thus was born what might be termed the great-great-great-grandfather of the later and justly famous flintlock. It was called …

The Wheel Lock

Although this marked a definite milestone on the strangely twisting road of gun development, even less than other innovations did it replace its predecessors in popularity. During its lifetime its effect on the general use of matchlocks and even longbows and crossbows was negligible.

Probably invented in Germany about 1515, this mechanism, for its period, seems of almost Rube Goldberg complexity after the primitive and simple systems preceding it. The device consisted of a notched steel wheel motivated by a straight spring and cam. The spring was wound with a keylike tool called a spanner, and when the trigger was squeezed, the cock, its jaws holding a piece of flint, descended against the whirling wheel and a shower of sparks ignited the priming powder in the pan. The rest of the process—the fire in the pan running through the touchhole in the rear of the barrel, and so forth—was the same as we have seen in other ignition types. The hardness of the flint, however, wore down the notches in the wheel rim, so iron pyrites, the brassy yellow mineral called “fool’s gold,” was successfully substituted.

While this was almost weatherproof, and had the further advantages of one’s being able to conceal it on the person, and greater accuracy than the matchlock when fired from horseback, it suffered two major intrinsic liabilities. For one thing, the mechanism was both complicated and delicate, and as temperamental as a privileged courtesan. When something went wrong with the wheel lock—oftenest, you may be sure, at a crucial moment in hunting or in combat—nothing less than the services of a skilled locksmith were required. Another built-in disadvantage was the high cost of its construction; the average yeoman or knight of modest means simply could not afford this fancy firearm. Even sovereigns, barons and rich merchants who habitually equipped large units of fighting men from their own private purses, balked at the price of issuing this arm, and as a military gun it was in relatively scant supply. This was just not the stuff to feed the troops; and the crossbow, hand cannon or matchlock that was good enough for grandfather was plenty good enough for the ordinary levied soldier or huntsman. It is probable, however, that our yeoman would not have traded his clumsy but dependable old weapon for the costliest wheel lock that ever lost a nobleman an eight-point buck—or his own life on the battlefield.

This weapon, a rich man’s personal arm and often richly ornamented with inlaid ivory, silver and gold, was never in use on the American frontier. It does, however, deserve mention because of its important place in the story of guns, and because it brings us closer to a firing system which, on musket, rifle and pistol, was to play a long and active role in the history of the pioneer West.

The development of guns, as we have seen, was a slow and almost a reluctant process. Improvements and refinements appeared very gradually and over a relatively long period of time. This is specially noticeable when we consider the comparatively breath-taking pace in the changes of other mechanical devices for use in homes, offices and in commerce generally, from the post-Civil War years onward.

The very nature of early firearms—always precision instruments and skillfully hand-wrought to last for generations—precluded any sudden, sweeping dramatic changes which overnight would make yesterday’s guns fit only for the junkyard. An exception may be entered here in the case of martial arms; but even then, no matter how vitally urgent the need, alterations took time to design and produce. To offset improvements in enemy weapons—if and when it could be done—meanwhile taxed to the utmost both military and civilian ingenuity and courage until the new guns were available for the field.

Rare indeed was the invention that could revolutionize the entire field of firearms. Later on, however, we shall explore some of the startling inventions, along with their applications, which seeemed to accomplish exactly that. Miracles could do no less.

It is not too surprising, then, that it took thirty-five years after the introduction of the wheel lock for the next ignition system to make its appearance. This lock had a peculiar-sounding name to our ears; it was of Dutch or German origin and is said to have originally meant either “chicken thieves” or “pecking fowls.” Although it was spelled in various ways, we may settle for …

The Snaphance

About 1550, there originated in any one—or more—of five countries: Spain, Holland, Germany, Scotland or Sweden, a new and sorely needed simplification of the flint-and-steel principle. This used a hammer, and—as in the wheel lock—its jaws, called the cock, held a piece of flint. The hammer, again, was connected to a spring, and a pressure on the trigger caused it to fall forward with a snap onto a piece of steel called the hen, sending a shower of sparks into the pan containing priming powder and connected through the touchhole to the main charge of powder in the barrel.

Today, gun experts identify the snaphance by a sliding cover for the priming pan and a separate piece of steel for the flint to strike, as opposed to an arm that had the pan cover and steel plate in a single piece. The steel plate against which the flint strikes is called a “frizzen,” or a “battery.” Either is correct, and both words refer to the same part. To avoid possible confusion with other meanings of the latter word, we’ll use frizzen in this connection when speaking of the steel plate.

Not only does the snaphance have an established place in gun genealogy, but it was also used in both shoulder arms and hand guns by American hunters during frontier times. Until fairly recently some gun collectors classified this system as a flintlock, and it is very likely that the buckskin-clad frontiersmen—usually noted for a cavalier attitude toward the niceties of nomenclature—referred to their snaphance-equipped guns by that same name.

At about the same time that the snaphance made its appearance, a slightly different form of flint-and-steel lock was made in Spain, and it forms another of the transition pieces between the wheel lock and the true flintlock. This is called …

The Miquelet

The name comes from a corps of armed men known as Miqueletes who acted as escorts for distinguished persons and shipments of valuable cargoes in Spain. They were named for one of their leaders, Miquel de Prats, an armed retainer of Cesare Borgia, who might have personally equipped the guards with guns of this type.

In the miquelet the heavy mainspring and hammer assembly are outside, as distinguished from the snaphance, with its mechanism protected inside a lock plate where it cannot be easily injured. In this respect, the miquelet is inferior to the snaphance, but it still has one advantage in that the frizzen and pan cover are in one piece, so that the pan is uncovered automatically when the flint hits the frizzen.

Another advantageous feature was incorporated by pure chance. It was the introduction of a safety catch, made necessary by a defect in the design of the lock that permitted the cock to slip when in the half-cock position. Here the safety catch consists of a bolt at right angles to the lock plate, and a nose on the front of the cock that, in the half-cock position, rests on the bolt. The first part of the pull on the trigger releases the bolt, leaving the cock now free to strike the frizzen. Another distinguishing feature of this lock is the hammer. It is invariably a straight piece of metal as opposed to the s-shaped hammer used on other locks, a descendant of the old serpentine of the hand cannon.

Both pistol and shoulder miquelets were used for centuries in the Mediterranean countries, and it was probably introduced into the American West via New Spain and California. The weapon was doubtless used by Mexicans in their revolution against Spain in the first decades of the nineteenth century. About the same time American mountain men and trappers obtained these guns from Mexicans, since Mexico held most of the land from what is now eastern Texas westward to the Pacific Coast, a rich country for beaver and other peltry. Later, these guns probably figured in the Santa Fe trade.

Because they were neither expensive nor complicated, and readily adapted to a great range of firearm types and calibers, they continued in use in various remote parts of the world long after flintlocks became obsolete in the more settled regions.

It is the true flintlock firing system that was used for the first models of the famous Kentucky rifle and pistol. In the next chapter we shall take a brief look at the pre-Kentucky flintlocks, and then concentrate on the story of the Kentuckies, called the first true American firearm.


II


The Kentucky Rifle and Pistol Head West



But Jackson, he was wide awake

And wasn’t scared of trifles;

For well he knew the aim we’d take

With our Kentucky rifles …



STOMPING, whooping and hollering, the crowd of tough-fisted keelboat men jamming the New Orleans music hall that sticky May night of 1822, shook the walls as they shouted the chorus of the new song, “The Hunters of Kentucky.” For the song had a special meaning to most of these men, who, seven years before, had trekked from the wilderness of the Kentucky and Tennessee countries to join General Andrew Jackson in the cypress swamp at New Orleans. With them, of course, went their personal weapon—the beautifully and meticulously made long-barreled flintlock, with its graceful lines and burnished tiger-flame maple stock that snuggled into a man’s shoulder as sweet as a girl at a log-cabin hoedown.

But the voice of the Kentucky rifle that eighth of January, 1815, wasn’t raised in any dance tune. Its deadly accuracy sent Packenham’s 5,000 red-coated regulars reeling back once, and then again from the molasses-barrel and spongy log entrenchments before the Crescent City. It accounted for almost as many British casualties as the entire American defending force of some 3,000, while Jackson’s loss was eight killed and thirteen wounded in the greatest American land victory of that war.

Although the victory had no effect on the war’s outcome—the battle was fought two weeks after the Peace of Ghent was signed, and more than a month before news of it reached America—the part played by that great native shoulder arm was to be important in the history of the growing nation. It acted as a powerful restorative to national pride, since our land operations in the war had been largely dismal failures; and, in creating a new American hero, thirteen years later it helped to blaze the trail from Monticello in Tennessee to the new White House in Washington, where Old Hickory would begin his two terms as President.

This was not the first time that the Kentucky had won its battle honors. Nor would it be the last.

There was that sultry day in July, 1755, when 400 backwoodsmen, carrying their own Kentuckies and under Lieutenant-Colonel George Washington, picked their way westward through the Pennsylvania wilderness as part of General Braddock’s expedition against the French Fort Duquesne on the Monongahela. Surprised and surrounded by a force of French and Indians, Braddock’s regulars, closing ranks and firing volleys from their smoothbore Brown Bess muskets, were mowed down by the enemy, while Washington’s men, firing from behind trees and carefully aiming every shot, picked off the Indians and managed to cover the retreat of the remnants of the ill-fated expedition.

Later in the same war, again the accurate fire of the Kentucky in the hands of Pennsylvania Provincial troops, clearing the way for General Wolfe’s British regulars against the French advance guard, counted heavily in the capture of that ancient French stronghold. With it, Canada was won for the British Crown.

A quarter century went by. Now the fire of the Kentucky was coming uncomfortably close to the powdered wigs of the British Parliament in distant London, as those gentlemen listen to a report of their War Office:

“The settlers from the backwoods of America used their hunting rifles with so much effect that the only effective rejoinder was to pit rifle against rifle; for this purpose Jägers were recruited on the Continent.”

The Jägers, coming largely from Hesse, were riflemen and most of them had been foresters and gamekeepers before being levied. But their arms could not compare in accuracy with the Kentucky, nor their spirit as mercenaries compare with that of men who were fighting for their farms and families.

Such American victories as that at King’s Mountain, in 1780, when the frontiersmen’s skill accounted for British losses of 400 to 88 of the Americans’, also gave rise to heated debates in Parliament. There were many suggestions for adopting the rifle as a military arm, but it was not until 1794, eleven years after Cornwallis’ surrender at Yorktown, that a single British battalion was exclusively equipped with rifles. That battalion, it is safe to say, was not in evidence at the Battle of New Orleans.

At this point, two facts may strike the general reader as calling for some sort of explanation. One is that since the rifling of gun barrels had been known for over two centuries (it was invented in Germany sometime between 1515 and 1550, and the Kentucky rifle was not developed until about 1728) why hadn’t it come into more widespread use? And, second: Since the effectiveness of the Kentucky had long been recognized and tested in military actions, why wasn’t it issued by the government as an official martial weapon?

To hazard an explanation of the first question, we must remember, as always, that firearm development was an extremely slow process, especially before tools of engineering and mechanics were perfected into efficient instruments. Frequently it was a process of trial and error that lasted over decades or more. The primitive German gunsmiths were on the trail of a revolutionary idea, but it would be a great many years before a rifled barrel would be a part of an effective arm. Although the rifling was known to have added impact to the projectile, the pitch of lands and grooves seldom gave the ball an accurate spin—sometimes the rifling was straight instead of spiraling inside the barrel—and the weapons were clumsy, short-barreled and, in fact, like most other shoulder pieces of the time. They were meant to be fired at short range, like a shotgun, and were. Perhaps the only advantage was that the rifling permitted the ball to strike harder—sometimes—than the ball of the more popular musket. As we have seen, it was not until the Kentucky had been proving itself for about seventy years that rifling came into its own, and the rifle became a widely recognized shoulder arm, distinct and separate in many ways from the musket or the shotgun.

Governments are notoriously slow in giving their official sanction for the use of technical improvements, and the young United States was no exception. As a former British colony, its soldiers and officers had long been used to the British government-issue arm—the Brown Bess smoothbore musket. This venerable piece was named for Elizabeth I of England, who ordered one of her regiments equipped with matchlock shoulder guns with browned barrels and fittings. The piece, with various ignition changes, survived until the British adoption of the percussion system in 1836.

During the Revolution, firearms of any kind and condition were in short supply and badly needed by the Continentals. Aside from scattered private gunsmiths in their small shops, we had no government armories nor was there time to establish any. France, the first European power to recognize the new nation, was a potential ally and supplied the Continental Congress with several shipments of the French Model 1763 Flintlock Musket, caliber .69, commonly called the Charleville Model, after the city where it was made. It was upon this design that the first regulation United States shoulder arm was made after the War—U. S. Model 1795 Flintlock Musket, caliber .69, at the Springfield Armory. Comparatively few Kentuckies were bought during the Revolution for regulation issue to troops.

To begin with, between 200 and 500 individual gunsmiths were engaged in making the Kentucky, and almost never were any two alike, except in quality of workmanship. Decoration, calibers, over-all lengths and lengths of barrel not only differed with each maker but—since they were usually made to individual order, for a certain type of man and to serve a specific purpose—each gunsmith might work in certain variations of his own, or of the hunter buying the gun. It was not easy to hit upon an exact standard model to use as a pilot. Also, it was a private, personal weapon made expressly to meet the needs of the highly specialized man who used it with superb skill—the frontiersman. And the backwoodsman, because of his environment, already had one or more of those rifles. The city man and townsman, the farmer in a relatively settled community, were not too handy with firearms in any event, and would do just as well with the Charleville smoothbore. Or so the thinking of the time probably went. And, as always, both time and money were commodities all too rare. It was cheaper to bring rifles in from abroad—and a great deal quicker than making them.

During the flintlock period, the Kentucky was the queen of rifles in America, and we shall investigate the various types of these remarkable guns further on. Before we discuss the details of the Kentucky rifle and pistol, however, it is high time to explore the type of firing system they used—the flintlock.

Like many other types of firearm ignition, the flintlock was not invented at any particular time or place or by a specific gunsmith. Topsy-like, it just grew, the result of a gradual development that began to appear as a distinct type about 1630 and reached its final form about 1675. In its last stage the frizzen was made in one piece with the cover of the priming pan. As the trigger was pulled the hammer, striking the frizzen, made sparks and at the same time the hammer knocked the cover of the priming pan out of the way so that the sparks could ignite the priming powder.

It might be mentioned in passing that a few breech-loading flintlocks were made, but were unsuccessful in operation. With the use of loose powder, they had a strong tendency to blow open at the breech, an action not conducive to the peace of mind or the health of the shooter. Several flintlock revolvers were also made, but these, too, were born ahead of their time; both the breech-loading arm and the revolver had to wait for the introduction of the percussion ignition—the “cap and ball” type in the first half of the nineteenth century—before coming into general use.

In the early 1700’s the town of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, could still be called a frontier settlement; that is, settlers nearby were by no means immune to savage Indian attacks. It was also in good hunting country, and hunting at that time was a necessity rather than a sport. The locality had been largely settled by Germans and Swiss, people adept by tradition at precision work, so it was not strange that they would follow hereditary occupations, which included gunmaking. Both time and place, about 1725–1730 and from Virginia to the Jerseys, happily brought together the man who needed a special kind of gun and the craftsman who could make it.

The available shoulder arms were of little use to the frontiersman. The smoothbore musket was no good for accurate work at a distance, and the Central European rifle, as we have already indicated, was short-barreled, large-bored, badly sighted and usually inaccurate because it was necessary to ram down the ammunition with such force that the lead balls were jammed out of shape and the muzzle frequently warped. Moreover, the balance was so far to the rear that it was almost impossible to hold the rifle steady on the target, and the recoil—once experienced—was vicious enough to make the staunchest marksman instinctively flinch. Altogether, the pioneer could have done as well with a boomerang.

What the settlers wanted was simply this: a rifle both easy to carry and to fire, accurate at the usual ranges against all kinds of game and marauding Indians. Above all, it should be loaded easily and swiftly with a few simple tools, and of uncomplicated mechanism so that it could be repaired in the wilderness without having to go back to a gunsmith’s shop. Also of vast importance, the rifle should be economical in the use of powder and lead. Ammunition not only cost money, but it burdened down a man’s shoulders. When you head out across the mountains for the Western Territories, you can get a long distance from a base of supplies, and if you have to pack as much fodder for a gun as you would for a wife and young’uns—well that’s no kind of gun to carry. So the frontier rifle must do its job, and keep lean and handy while doing it.

In response to these demands, the Lancaster gunmakers reduced the caliber of the European rifle from about .70 to about .45; increased the average barrel length from about 31 to about 42 inches; made the trigger guard smaller and stronger; used curly maple for the stock; gave the rifle plain open sights both front and rear, fixed to the barrel by a grooved slide which permitted adjustment horizontally; and ornamented the rifle with an eight-pointed brass star sunk into the cheek piece on the left side, this last feature being a strictly American idea which survived to the end of the Kentucky flintlock period. The barrel was made full octagon. On the right side of the stock was placed a box, five inches long by one and one-half inches wide, covered with a hinged brass lid, in which the hunter could keep patches of tallow-greased buckskin. These patches were about the size of a dollar; wrapped around a bullet made about 3/100 of an inch smaller than the bore, the greased patch enabled the shooter to load without the pounding required for the old German guns, thus cutting the loading time to about one fourth the number of seconds formerly consumed.

This description fits the average Kentucky in the early part of its history, but about 1790 the gunsmiths began to give the butt a distinct crescent shape, use imported locks, make the barrels longer, and employ a great deal of carving and silver or brass mounting; flat key pins for fastening the barrels to the stocks replaced the round ones of the early period. This fancier, but not necessarily better, rifle was popular until about 1830 when calibers were reduced to about .33, barrels made shorter and less attention was paid to the quality of workmanship.

From about 1830, the Kentucky declined in general use until, by 1850, it had almost disappeared as an important hunting arm. The reasons were that sizable wild game had been greatly reduced in numbers, the frontiers had moved on westward, and the more convenient breech-loading percussion arms, including magazine rifles, were in general use against game, predatory animals, hostile Indians and lawless whites. The chief targets left for the old muzzle-loading flintlocks were squirrels and turkeys.

The Kentucky rifle, however, by no means suffered a total eclipse. In many remote localities the frontiersmen took a dim view of the percussion cap-and-ball weapons. Why spend good money and send far away for caps, when flint or iron pyrites could be picked up off the ground for nothing? After a useful life of over a century, the Kentucky, like the man who fired it, was mighty tough to kill; and as personal weapons the old flintlocks as well as percussion models were used by both the North and South during the Civil War.

[image: images]

Kentucky (Pennsylvania) Flintlock Rifle.FULLER

There seems to be no record of just what the Kentucky rifle was called before it accompanied the early hunters and trappers to the wilderness west of the Alleghenies. Since it originated with the Lancaster, Pennsylvania, gunsmiths, it might have been popularly known as a Lancaster, or a Pennsylvania rifle, or by the name of the individual gunsmith who made it, or just called a hunting rifle. But from about 1766, when hunters and trappers started carrying the rifle into the broad spread of land now including southern Ohio and Indiana, Kentucky and northern Tennessee—that was generally called the Kentucky country—the rifle had its name, and it was a name that stuck with it for almost two centuries, despite efforts to change it to “the Pennsylvania rifle,” certainly a more logical choice. However, a name that was used since before the Revolutionary War is not easily changed. Kentucky it was, and Kentucky it remains.

The author of this text once spent a week examining a representative collection of forty-three Kentucky rifles, all authentic flintlock pieces in their original condition and probably made before 1800. The average caliber (that is, the diameter of the inside of the muzzle, measured between the lands) was .439, the average barrel length was 44.31 inches, average total length was 58.14 inches, and the average weight was 9.546 pounds.

A rifle of caliber .439 would fire bullets whose weight was such that about 57 balls could be made from one pound of lead, depending upon how tightly the ball fitted the rifling and whether or not a greased patch was used. These figures we have given are only averages. In reality, of the forty-three rifles, sixteen used 60 balls to the pound, four used 80 to the pound, four used 52 balls to the pound, and six fired 120 balls to the pound. The number of balls to the pound of lead for the remainder of this group varied greatly. Furthermore, each man who made Kentucky rifles had his own ideas and never made two rifles exactly alike, hence any figures we give are only indicative.

An examination of more than two hundred early Kentucky rifles, all of which appeared to be in their original flintlock condition, and including some made by Henry Deringer, Sr., showed that the average bore diameter of this group is 0.45-inch, the average weight is 9 pounds, and the average barrel length is 40 inches, although there was evidence that many of the rifles were originally longer.
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