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WHAT a fascinating and worthwhile pleasure it is for a passionate young or adult fisherman or hunter to glimpse the sporting world of more than a century and a half ago. Technology has thrust us so far forward that the tools of sport—the gun, the rod, the reel, the flies and lures—are almost unrecognizable from those used in the 1850s, let alone the customs and practices. Customs have changed radically too—and conservation, because of threatened species and their environments, has become one of our primary concerns. The Complete Manual for Young Sportsmen was first published in 1852, and republished in 1873, in the present edition, twenty years after its author died.

Frank Forester, the pen name of Henry William Herbert (1807-1858), was a man of many parts. He was born in London, the oldest son of the Dean of Manchester, and came to America in 1831. With a classical education at Eton, he was well enough versed in both Latin and Greek to teach both in New York City. He translated French novels, wrote a variety of entries for a prominent encyclopedia, wrote eight novels himself and half a dozen biographies, and—under his pen name—published popular articles and books on hunting, fishing, and horsemanship, including this long manual, in twenty-five years. And he illustrated many of his books. He took his own life at 51, in 1858.

Much of what he wrote about sport, because so very much has changed, is impractical, irrelevant, even outrageous. But not all. We are mesmerized by this book partly for the reasons we love an early Sears Roebuck or Montgomery Ward catalog; we love the nostalgia that wraps itself around guns, rods, and lures available at eye-opening prices and the fact that we’ll never know how they were used. But we’re especially interested by the older practices and the good number of continuities that still obtain. Here’s Forester in his chapter “The Gun, and How to Choose It:”


“First the gun must be a good one in itself, well built of good materials, strong, sound, and safe, by the excellence of finish, which also produce efficient carrying of its charge, rapid firing, and clean killing.”



Though too abstract, the principles remain valuable and even contemporary.

Forester is very good on guns and field sports, which he loved, and he often offers sound practical advice that remains pertinent:


“. . . the gun must particularly suit the individual owner . . . and no man can any more shoot well with a gun that does not come readily to his shoulder and fairly to his eye, than he can be at ease in a suit two sizes under his fit, or walk a footrace in boots that pinch him.”



He offers us a broad vision of what guns were then available, from the shotgun to the minié rifle to Sharps, and is severe and uncompromising on matters of safety, carelessness, and care of equipment. Always he is patient in distinguishing what his favorites are, and what is more a matter of taste and not what he would insist upon. He is especially careful on the matter of learning to shoot and quotes at length from “Oakleigh’s Shooting Code” or another authority when he deems something has been said as well as it could be said.

Much of what he tells us about dogs—setters, pointers, spaniels, retrievers, hounds—and dog training or care is most interesting for the way it was done then. We don’t whip dogs these days, but they did then. Some advice is simple and quite viable today: “Never lose one’s temper.”

Game was more plentiful and diverse then, and too often the hunter lacked any sense of conservation. Forester shot golden plover, sandpipers, along with woodcock, grouse, and waterfowl. He reports that Audubon once killed 127 snipes, “three barrels” worth. He announced, without explanation, and much before the turkey “revolution” occurred, that “turkey hunting is not a sport.”

Forester grants fishing less than one quarter of his book. It clearly interested him much less than hunting and though he claims that what he offers will “contain all that is needful in theory and practice for the instruction of the young angler,” it clearly doesn’t. So much is different. Salmo fontinalis, the beautiful brook trout, is the only trout present and the ways we fish for brown, rainbow, and cutthroat trout today are vastly more complex and interesting. He sets out to cover all forms of fishing, fresh and salt water, and too often his treatment here is thin.

Most interesting, I think, are his views of fly rods made of ash, hickory, lancewood, and whole bamboo cane. But there’s a very early mention of fly rods being constructed from “rent and glued bamboo,” forerunners of the fine split bamboo rods we treasure today. It’s fascinating to hear what flies were used in the mid-nineteenth century, the nature of the early hooks, the natural materials used in fly construction. Fly fishing, called “whipping,” has come the greatest possible distance since then and not out of nostalgia alone but to appreciate how much twentieth and twenty-first century innovation has advanced the practice of the sport, the book is invaluable. Of course, we’re interested in the baits they used, too: salmon-roe paste, shrimp paste, parts of fish, live fish, grubs, caterpillars, live mayflies and stone flies, and, of course, good old garden worms. What good fun and how instructive it is for the curious sportsman of today, to know what his world was then.

The Complete Manual for the Young Sportsman has much about what sport so many years ago was—how it was practiced, and with what weapons and rods. There is much to learn and enjoy in this journey back—and much to admire about how fortunate we are to have such good sport today.

—Nick Lyons
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INTRODUCTION.
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It is not known, probably not now to be discovered, at what period in the history of man, the pursuit of wild animals—which was originally undertaken by the semi-barbarous tribes as a means of procuring animal food, or for protection against formidable carnivora, which threatened either their own existence or that of their flocks and herds, as they gradually adopted stationary homes and pastoral habits—began to be regarded as a sport. But from a very remote period of antiquity such has undoubtedly been the case; and so universally diffused in all countries, so generally implanted in all hearts, does this passion now exist, that we may assume it as certain, that so soon as hunting ceased to be a laborious and painful necessity, obligatory on the nomadic tribes for the support of life, it came to be followed as a sport, to be the delight of the warrior nobles, and, as game gradually became scarce and rare, to be regarded as the privileged prerogative of the crown.

In the Bible, it is true, there is little mention of hunting, either as a method of procuring meat, or as a pursuit of pleasure. Nimrod, the son of Cush, we are told, indeed, was a mighty hunter before the Lord, but the probability of the case would point to him as a destroyer of savage beasts, like Hercules and Theseus in Hellenic fable, rather than as one,


With hound and horn his way who took

To drive the fallow deer;



even if we do not regard him, in the wider light, as a hunter not of quadrupeds but of men, by the chase of whom “he began to be a mighty one in the earth.”

Esau, again, we read of, somewhat as an exception among the pastoral people, over whom he was born a leader—although, partly in consequence of his addiction to this pursuit, which with him clearly must have been a sport rather than an occupation, he lost his hereditary title—in the light, probably, of the first authenticated hunter of the deer. There are, however, many natural reasons, among which not the least is the sterile, rocky and rugged face of the country which they inhabited, why the children of Israel should never have acquired a taste for, or proficiency in, field sports. The horse, whose pliable pasterns and delicate hoofs were ill adapted to the craggy hill-sides and rocky roads of Palestine, was prohibited by the great legislator of the people of the Lord; and his place was filled by the stiff-jointed, stubborn, long-enduring ass, between whom and the chase there is the least imaginable connection. To the Israelites, as to many oriental peoples, the dog was an unclean animal; his name a reproach, and himself, instead of the best servant and domestic friend of man, the very outcast and pariah of creation. Lastly, owing to the strictness of the Levitical prohibitions, many of the chief animals of the chase, as the hare, the coney, the wild boar, and not a few of the choicest game birds, were forbidden as articles of food to the chosen people. The means, and inducements, to carry on hunting to any profitable or pleasurable extent, seem, therefore, to have been, alike, wanting to the Israelites; nor, under these circumstances, can it be a matter of surprise that it was little, if at all, practised among them.

In the other great kingdoms of the East, however, from the earliest ages, hunting and hawking were practised on the largest and most royal style by the monarch® and their chosen nobles.

The noble sculptures recently disinterred at Khorsabad, in the vicinity of Mosul, and the ruins of Nineveh, contemporaneous with the events described in Holy Writ, abound in delineations of this regal mimicry of war. The histories of the Median, Persian, and Assyrian empires are filled with allusions to the eager spirit of sportsmanship with which the chase was prosecuted at a time, when, “to speak the truth, to ride, and to shoot” were esteemed the brightest educational gems in a Persian prince’s diadem. We learn from Xenophon, soldier, hunter, philosopher, historian, that wherever, on the line of the long march of the Ten-thousand from Sardis up to Babylon, there was found a royal residence, it was accompanied by a great pleasure park and preserve of wild animals, some of them the savage carnivora, which Cyrus, he says, hunted on horseback, when he desired to take exercise. It is remarkable, moreover, that the name paρádeisos—by no means a word of common occurrence in the Greek language, nor, so far as I remember, ever used of any enclosed ground within the confines of Greece proper, which is invariably applied to these pleasure parks maintained for hunting purposes—is identical with the word Paradise, otherwise rendered Garden of Eden, in its primary terrestrial signification, which we have transferred to the seat of celestial beatitude and repose hereafter.

The Greek and Roman writers, both in verse and prose, abound with allusions to this heroic pursuit and passion, which is attributed especially to their most favorite and famous demigods. The legends of the Nemean lion, the Caledonian boar, the tragical hunting of Acteon, the tales of Cephalus and Procris, of the wild Thessalian Centaurs, who nursed the martial vigor of the young Achilles on the marrow of hunted bears and lions; of Phoedra, Atalanta, Adonis the beloved of Venus, and above all Diana, the huntress queen, with her attendant train of nymphs, are familiar to all, and point evidently to a period, when, in the intervals of war and warlike forays, the chase was the daily delight and occupation of the patriarchal hero-kings and their rude aristocracies, who held their ancient sway over the scattered Argive or Ionic tribes, from sandy Pylos and the blue waves of the Mediterranean waters to the broad plains of Thessaly and the far hills,


That loot along Epirus’ valleys,

Where freedom still at moments rallies

And pays in blood oppression’s ills.



In like manner, those great world-conquerors, the Romans—though, after they had attained to greatness, and become, for the most part, city-dwellers, they were too much occupied in the forum or the field, too busy in the struggle for existence, or in the pursuit of empire, to give much time to mere amusements, however manly or martial in their tendencies—always continued in some degree to hold the sports of the field in esteem and honor; and no young man was thought much the worse, if he did at times neglect forensic duties and the “long business of his clients,” to couch him in the open field “beneath the frigid Jupiter,” awaiting the first gleam of the wintry dawn, when he might hope


“latitantem excipere aprum fruticeto.” 1



It was not, however, until the advent of the Northern deluge of invaders, Scythians, Huns, Scandinavians, Teutons, Norsemen, that the hunting mania took permanent possession of the popular heart, in every land which yielded to the sway of those warrior and hunter races.

And to this day, wherever a drop is to be found of that fierce Northern blood surviving in the people’s veins, there you will find, and in no other land, the passion for the chase alive and dominant.

In southern Europe, in the nations which speak the soft bastard Latin, in Italy, Spain, Portugal, the shores and isles of the Mediterranean, there is no hunter-spirit in the people; and even where the chase has been attempted, as a regal pastime, by the rulers and the princes of the lands, it has fallen dull and ineffectual, a mere mimicry and simulacrum of the genuine sport, and no more like the real hunts-up, “than I to Hercules.”

In the Teutonic wolds and woodlands, on the contrary, on the bleak mountain-tops and misty moors of Scotia, in the deep green morasses of Hibernia, in the rejoicing valleys, over the breezy downs, in the time-honored forests of old England, among the perpetual snows of the frore and frozen Alps, upon the broad and burnt karroos of soul horn Africa, among Australian gum-trees or Canadian pine-woods; from the ghauts, from the grand peaks of the Himalayas, to the stern flanks of the Rocky Mountains and the skirts of the American salt desert, how genuinely, how spontaneously burns the hunter ardor of the Norse populations.

So long as Britain remained provincial, the inhabitants having become almost entirely Romanized, during four centuries of subjugation, the chase, if it were followed at all, was but a desultory, casual and unsystematic pastime; but so soon as the Saxons obtained a foothold on the soil, hunting with well-trained hounds, and the pursuit of fowls, “along the atmosphere,” by means of reclaimed falcons, became at once a science, a systematized royal recreation, and in the end, as it has continued to this day, wherever the Saxon and Norman strains of blood are extant, a popular passion.

During the reigns of the Saxon monarchs, to such an extent was this sport carried by the nobles, that “the sportsmen in the train of the great were so onerous on lands, as to make the exemption of their visit a valuable privilege; hence a king liberates some lands from those who carry with them hawks or falcons, horses or dogs.”2 At the same time, so general had the taste become, that statutes were framed, and even the church interposed its censures, to prevent its abuse or misapplication. “Hunting3 was forbidden by Canute on a Sunday. Every man was allowed to hunt in the woods, and in the fields that were his own, but not to interfere with the king’s hunting.” The increase and prevalence of this recreation may be judged of, by the fact, that the “Saxon Boniface4 prohibited his monks from hunting in the woods with dogs, and from having hawks and falcons.” Even that weak, impassive, priest-ridden, half-monk king, Edward the Confessor, had “one earthly enjoyment in which he chiefly delighted, which was hunting with fleet hounds, whose opening in the woods he used with pleasure to encourage; and again, with the pouncing of birds, whose nature it is to prey on their kindred species. In these exercises, after hearing divine service in the morning, he employed himself whole days.5

Up to this time it would appear that game laws, such as they were, had been enacted only with reference to the maintenance of the liberties of all persons, the conservation of good order and decorum, and the prevention of violations of the Sabbath; not as yet with any bias to the preservation of game, much less to interference with the natural rights of classes.

With the Norman conquest, however, while the passion for the chase received a vast farther impetus; while as a science, under the gentle terms of venerie and woodcraft, it was materially advanced; while in its appliances of all sorts, imported Andalusian coursers, partaking largely of the desert blood, which has since rendered the English horse so famous, imported hounds from Pomerania, Albania, Germany, imported falcons from Norway, Iceland, and the Hebrides, it was carried forward to a systematic completeness unheard of before, it was fenced in, as a royal and aristocratic privilege, with forest laws so cruel, so arbitrary and so stringent, as rendered the life of a red-deer, or even the egg of a swan, a heron, a bittern, or a long-winged hawk, more valuable than the blood of a low-born man; and finally it drove a large proportion of the rural, Saxon populace, into outlawry and direct rebellion, under chiefs who have acquired immortality, like Robin Hood and his merrymen, through the medium of those contemporaneous ballads, which sound so truly in unison to the chords of the popular heart.

Parcelled out, as greater and lesser fiefs, to the high Barons of the realm, and again by them to their knightly vassals, as were all the lands of England, as fast as they were overrun and conquered by the equestrian army of the Norman William and his successors; the sole right of following and taking game in the field, the forest, the morass, of keeping animals or implements of the chase, was vested firstly in the king, and secondly in the holder of feudal and manorial tenures; without the smallest reference to the ownership or cultivation of the soil.

By degrees the stringency and the cruelty of these statutes were remitted; and it is a curious fact, that the cooperation of the Barons in securing the liberties of the English people, as against the encroachment of the crown, was induced mainly by their desire to abridge the royal prerogative in the matter of the forest laws.

From this period, and the state of things then existing unquestionably, dates the hunting spirit of the English gentleman; his addiction to field sports, in utter disregard of climate, country, toil, hardship or exposure; his jealousy concerning manorial rights and the preservation of his game; qualities and ideas, which he carries with him into whatever quarter of the globe he migrates, whether to the snows of Canada, the unwatered barrens of Australia, the pestilential brakes of Africa, or the tiger-haunted jungles of Hindostan,


Coelum non animum mutans si trans mare currat;—



qualities and ideas, to which, though at times, perhaps, pushed to extremes and degenerating into something of license, he yet owes much of his excellence; and for which his country has a right to be proud and thankful, in that she may rely on him to rough it, as the noble of no other land can do, in the hour of toil and trouble.

And this brings me to the gist and bearing of this my introduction. When first it was my fortune to become a dweller on the Atlantic seaboard of the United States, to be a lover of field-sports, was in some sort to be tabooed, as a species of moral and social pariah—the word sportsman was understood to mean, not him who rises with the dawn, to inhale the pure breeze of the uplands or the salt gale of the great south bay, in innocent and invigorating pursuit of the wild-game of the forest or the ocean wave; but him who by the light of the flaring gas-lamp watches, flushed and feverish, through the livelong night, until the morning star, to pluck his human pigeon over the greenfield of the faro table. The well-to-do merchant foreboded no good of the younger man, who borrowed twenty-four hours in a month from business and Wall Street, for a day’s snipe-shooting at Pine Brook, or a day’s fowling at Jem Smith’s. The lawyer, who, by chance, loved such sports, took them on the sly—packed up his gun and shooting toggery in his carpet-bag, and stole across the Fulton ferry in full court-fig, having the dread before his eyes, of becoming, thenceforth, a briefless barrister, should but one of his clients begin even to suspect that he knew the butt-end of a Manton from its muzzle, much less could stop a cock in a July brake, or land a four-pounder, without a gaff, on a single gut.

It is a fact undeniable, and there be many yet alive, beside myself, who know it, that, when T. Cypress, jun., was inditing those exquisite bits of natural and sporting humorism, his Fire-island-ana, and other similar morsels of unsurpassed simplicity and art, which and which alone have made his name to be remembered; it was under the strictest seal of secrecy that he communicated his productions to the favored few, who were allowed to introduce them to the world,—it was in fear and trembling, in some sort, that he saw himself in print J and with a firm conviction that, if it should be once discovered, that he, a practising counsellor of high standing in New York, was actually guilty of the authorship of genre sketches, on sporting subjects, second, if second only—as I think not second, but superior—to Elia Lamb’s best Essays, “Othello’s occupation” were done for ever. That to be an author first, and then a lover of field-sports, must be the “deep damnation” of any New York lawyer, though he were a Blackstone himself, and a Coke upon him.

At that time no man, however fine a scholar, however brilliant an artist, was held altogether reputable as an associate, or entirely right in his mind, if he were not wholly and solely devoted to business; and the only business, which was esteemed business, in the eyes of the wise men of Gotham, was that of making and hoarding money.

In many respects matters have mended since that time. It has been discovered that there are other uses for money besides hoarding it; that a merchant may be just as much Sir Oracle on Change, and that a lawyer may hold fully as able an argument before a Supreme Court, though he be able to read a French novel, to enjoy an Italian Opera, or to have an opinion of his own concerning the merits of Maud or Hiawatha; that a native poet is not, necessarily, an idle fellow, fit for nothing rational or useful; nor a profound historian a sad misapplier of his time and talents; though still, be it said with all humility, the last-named laborers in the vineyard are far from holding the same place in society here, which they do, and ought to do, every where else.

Still, while it must be admitted that some species of mental culture and improvement, which were, but a few years since, held to disqualify a man for success and usefulness in life, are now tolerated, and even admitted, if they do not prevent the main end of money-making; it cannot be denied, that all bodily recreations, all athletic relaxations of the mind by alternation of physical efforts, all tastes and tendencies toward field-sports are as much or more discountenanced by the grave men of cities, and less practised by the gay young men of society, than they have been at any time before.

With the former, it is regarded as pretty much the same, whether the young man, who has his way to make in the world by a trade, an art, or a profession, borrow a few hours or days from the counter, the studio, or the closet, to unbend the overstretched bow of his intellect by that needful exercise of the body, without which the mind cannot be preserved sound; or to waste them in morning practisings of polkas with fast girls, or in nocturnal battles against the Tiger with fast men.

And as to the latter, one need no more than look at the bleared eyes, sallow half-valanced faces, dwindled limbs, undeveloped frames, and rickety gait of the rising generation of those, who, by virtue of their natural advantages of wealth and position, ought to be the flower of the land, to see that they are utterly degenerate both in vigor of mind and stamina of body, and to prognosticate them, if they wed—as doubtless they will wed—like to like, with the fast, precocious, weedy beauties of the polka-nursery, as


—mox daturos

Progenien vitiosiorem6



Of late, I have observed with pleasure, that many of the best and clearest intellects in America have perceived the necessity of calling public attention strongly to this peculiar feature of the American character and constitution. One of the most eloquent, perhaps, the most finished of American orators, has dwelt impressively on the fact, that the headlong race and struggle, the earnest, life-enduring and life-consuming contest, for advancement, for wealth, for preeminence, for power; beginning before the gristle of youth is hardened into the bone of manhood and ending only in the grave, is, in far too many instances, never relaxed for a moment, to enable the competitor to seek those changes and diversions from unremitting care and travail, which are as necessary to restore the tone of the mind, as are repose and sustenance to recruit the forces of the body.

Even from the pulpit, the true sense of the word recreation, which men are wont to use frivolously as equivalent to pleasurable excitement, has been pointed out—much doubtless to the wonderment of those ascetic geniuses, who have set up their witness against all amusement—as if it were at best idle and unprofitable, if not sinful in itself, apart from its consequences.

Much exercised, one can understand these Pharisees to find themselves in the spirit, on discovering that this re-creation, as they are wont to style it in their nasal self-sanctification, is so called, because it has the acknowledged potency, indeed, to re-create; or make anew from the beginning, and restore to all its pristine elasticity, lost and worn out by overcarefulness concerning the things of to-day, the mind, which has been actually unmade by preternatural tension.

That relaxation of the overtasked mind is necessary even to the maintenance, much more to the improvement of its powers, has never at any period of the world been doubted or disputed.


Neqne semper arcum

Tendit Apollo—7



has at all times been a proverb with the most Draconian of pedagogues; and never surely was there a time, when its value is so appreciable, as this age of high pressure, when every thing,—education, business, politics, all that concerns or interests mankind, is forced ahead without stay or stop, whether for consideration or repentance, as if by steam and electricity.

And if it be admitted, as I think it will not be denied, that never was it more needful for the advantage, moral and physical, of all classes, that some comprehensive plan of rational diversion and relaxation from incessant labor and anxiety should be devised and recommended—it will scarcely, I think, be questioned or disputed, that never was there more need that some measure of manliness should he infused into the amusements of the youth of the so-styled upper classes—the jeunesse doree—of the Atlantic cities, some touch of manhood inoculated into the ingenuous youths themselves.

It is worthy of remark that whatever faults, whatever weaknesses, follies, deficiencies or vices, may be justly laid to the charge of the English gentry and nobility, want of manliness, of pluck to do or to endure, is not of them.

Of European armies alone the English is officered, from its subalterns to its commanders-in-chief, by the gentry. In France, the nobility have long ceased to be the nobility of the sword; the splendid hosts of the French are officered entirely by the juste milieu. While all other aristocracies are wholly effete, effeminate, evirated, field sports have preserved the English gentleman strong, at least, of body, capable to walk, to ride, to endure cold, heat, hunger, weariness, wounds as well—he could not do it better—as the meanest of his fellow-countrymen or fellow-soldiers.

Lamentable as has been the misconduct of the war. disgraceful as the incapacity of the leaders of the war, infamous, I had almost said treasonable, as the apathy and nepotism of the home government, no word of blame has found utterance concerning the pluck, the stamina, the endurance, the devotion of the highly-born, softly-nurtured, noble subalterns of the English army.

They died in their stirrups in that appalling charge at Balaclava, avenging themselves by tenfold slaughter of their outnumbering foes—they rotted piecemeal in those charnel trenches—they weltered in mute agony, in that dreadful ditch of the Redan, compelling their comrades in anguish to like silence by the wonderful example of their young constancy.

Heaven knows I wish to draw no invidious distinctions, or to institute odious comparisons, but I must be permitted to doubt whether the Schottishing flower of young York, who would shrink dismayed from the verge of snipe-bog, and faint at the idea of a ten hours’ July tramp over the Drowned Lands after woodcock, would have shone with much splendor in that hand-to-hand affair, in the Valley of Death, or have come with the vivacity of the Polka out of the semi-liquid, semi-frozen mud of those disastrous trenches.

Seriously speaking, I believe that over earnestness in the pursuit of gain on the one hand, and over frivolity in the pursuit of pleasure on the other, are two of the besetting vices of the age; and I farther believe, that a little more charity and less austerity on the part of the old, and a great deal more manhood and less Miss Nancyishness on the part of the young men of our Atlantic cities, are desiderata much to be desired.

For both complaints I would seriously recommend, as a physician no less of the mind than of the body, moderate doses of field sports, to be systematically taken, as the disciples of æsculapius have it, pro re natâ.

As I have, however, little faith in the docility, obedience or teachability of the old men, it is principally to the young men, and more especially to the young men of pleasant rural villages, of flourishing inland cities, and of the beautiful free country itself, from the pine forests and clear trout-streams of the farthest East, to the boundless prairies and towering crags of the farthermost West, that I commend this my complete manual of field sports. And this I will promise them, that, if they will follow my precepts in the letter and in the spirit, although I may fail to turn them out very Nimrods and perfect Izaak Waltons, I will at least put them in the way of acquiring what is known, as the mens sana in corpore sano—in other words a good appetite, a good digestion, a good constitution; the use of their limbs for the purposes to which the God of nature intended them, “the slumbers light, that fly the approach of morn;” the consciousness of living innocently before God and manfully among men, and the certainty of dying, when the time of death shall come, as it behooves men to die, not misers or monkeys.

1 “To receive upon his spear the lurking wild hoar, when it rushes from the thicket.”—Hor.

2 History of the Anglo Saxons.—Sharon Turner, 3, 38.

3 Ibid. 3, 37.

4 Ibid. 3, 38.

5 William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of England.—Book II. Chap. 13, p. 217, Bolin’s edition.

6 Soon about to produce a progeny yet more defective.—Hor.

7 Nor does Apollo always bend his bow.—Hor.
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THE GUN, AND HOW TO CHOOSE IT.

In the United States and British Provinces of North America, as a general rule, shooting with the shot gun or the rifle, must he regarded as the head and front of Field Sports; and not, as is the case in Europe, second, as a tamer and far less exciting pursuit, to the glorious excitement of the chase.

In the northern States of the Union and the British Provinces, the extreme severity of the winters rendering the country too hard to be run over by hounds or ridden over on horses, except during a few weeks in the autumn, and a few more in the first opening of the spring, as well as the difficulty of the almost unjumpable timber fences, nearly debar the possibility of fox or deer-hunting with complete packs and mounted hunters. Nor, were it otherwise, is it probable that this sport could ever become very general or popular, owing to the dislike of farmers to have their fields crossed, and their fences broken down, by a rout of hard-riding Nimrods.

Some years since, indeed, two packs of fox-hounds were regularly kept up in full English sporting style, the one at Washington, in the District of Columbia, by the gentlemen of the British legation, while Sir Richard Vaughan was at the head of it, the other at Montreal by the British residents and the officers of the garrison. They languished, however, in an uncongenial clime, and year by year were less and less strenuously supported, until both have, I believe, fallen into total abeyance.

In the southern States, where the seasons are not so unpropitious to the sport, where the properties are much larger, vested in fewer hands, and owned for the most part by the wealthier classes, who themselves constitute the sporting population, as in Maryland and Virginia, foxhunting is still carried on, to some extent, by the planters; though with none of that accuracy of detail and completeness of appointment which attach to it, and render it so magnificent, both as a spectacle and a sport, in England; and, it is believed, with decreasing spirit and smaller favor, even in the imperfect manner which there obtains.

In the Carolinas, Georgia, and some of the southwestern States, deer-hunting on horseback with packs of hounds prevails; but even there the shot gun is the modus operandi, and the object of the hunter is to get a killing shot, not to ride across the open to a long and slashing run, and to be in at the death, when the quarry is pulled down by the pack at the end of a gallant chase. Bears are also hunted in the same style with packs of bloodhounds in Louisiana, Mississippi and Arkansas, but there the rifle does the execution, and the slaughter of the game by that instrument, not the rapture of the pursuit, is the end and aim of the pursuer.

The only sport which bears any considerable analogy to hunting, as it is practised in Great Britain, is the coursing of the stag or elk with greyhounds, as it is, within the last few years, beginning to be considerably practised in some of the western prairie States; for in that, as in the English chase, the pursuit of animal by animal, the hunters and the hunted both, for the most part in full view, and the keeping them in sight by the speed of horses and by skill and daring in equestrianism, are the sources of enjoyment and the ultimatum to be obtained.

Still, this phase of the sport being yet, as it were, in its infancy, few hounds of the peculiar race requisite being thus far introduced, and the pursuit itself rather exceptional than of common practice, it must be admitted that hunting, in the European, and more particularly British sense of the word, is not an American field sport. The pursuit of the larger animals of game, where they exist, as the deer, the bear, the elk, the moose, the cariboo, and perhaps I may add, the turkey; although it is usually known in common parlance as hunting, is not properly such, but comes under one of three heads,—“stalking,” which is here generally termed still-hunting, where the animal is followed by his sign, left on the soil, or on the trees and coppice which he may have frayed, by the aid of the eye and experience in woodcraft and the habits of the quarry alone, without the assistance of hounds—“stable-stand,” where the sportsman, taking his station at the intersection of deer-paths, at a haunted salt-lick, or at a well-ascertained watering place, awaits the voluntary advent of the animal, when he shall be impelled to move by the solicitation of his own instincts—or, lastly, “dog-draw,” where, posting himself, as before, in such place as he judges likely to be passed by the fugitive, the shooter expects its coming when driven by slow hounds, who have drawn for it, and aroused it from its lair, under the guidance of his servants or companions.

The last terms “dog-draw” and “stable-stand,” have long ceased to be sporting words in England, those methods of taking game having long fallen into disuse as sport; and the latter being practised rarely by the park-keeper, only in killing the half-tame fallow deer for the table—an animal, which is no more looked to for sport, or regarded as a beast of chase, than a south-down sheep, or a fatted calf.

They were, however, common in the olden time, when a large portion of Great Britain was still covered with the natural forest, in which the wild animals roamed nearly unmolested, preserved by rigorous forest statutes, and obtainable only as game for the table, by shooting them, in one of the two methods described, with the cross-bow, which then played, though less effectually, the part of the unerring rifle.

Shooting is, therefore, as I have said, with one arm or other, the head and front of all American field sports; since but one species, the fox, and that only in one or two States, and in them but partially and exceptionally, is pursued and killed for sport, without the use of firearms. While every other animal, which we follow for the excitement of the pursuit, or for the sake of its flesh on the table, from the gigantic moose and formidable grizzly bear to the crouching hare, from the heaven-soaring swan or hawnking wild-goose to the “twiddling” snipe, is brought to bag by means of the rifle, the fowling-piece, or the ducking-gun; and to his thorough acquaintance, and masterly performance, with one or all of these, in his own line, the rank of the sportsman must be mainly attributed, and his claim to preeminence ascribed.

I say, mainly attributable; because, although there are many other qualifications which go to constitute the accomplished sportsman, and without which, though he be the best and surest marksman that ever drew a trigger or squinted over a brown barrel, he has no right to arrogate to himself the title of a true sportsman, it is on this that he must rely.

These qualifications may be named generally, as the art of breaking dogs, of managing them in sickness or in health, in the kennel or in the field—the perfect acquaintance with the habits, food, feeding-grounds, breeding seasons, migrations and haunts or habitations of those animals, whether of fur or feather, which are the objects of his pursuit; and, beyond these, the possession of general information as to all the ruses, stratagems, and resources adopted in, and adapted to, the life of a hunter, which assist him not only in his first object, the overcoming or circumventing the victim on which he is intent, but on providing for the well-being and comfort, the subsisting and conditioning, both in and after the chase, in the forest or on the prairie, of himself and his companions, brute or human, quadruped or biped.

Still, essential as all these things are to the character of the real and thoroughbred forester, they are all of no avail, unless he be skilful, prompt, swift, steady, deliberate and sure with the shot-gun or the rifle, at all shots, running, flying, bounding, crossing him to the right or left, going from him, coming toward him, or at rest.

For of what use shall it be to him, though he have the finest, the most thoroughbred, the best-broken, the stanchest and fleetest dogs; though he bring them into the field in the best condition of stoutness and of nose; though he be so well acquainted with the propensities and natural history of the game he may be in search of, that he know almost as it were instinctively, at each season of the year, or at each hour of the day, on what ground to look for it, where, almost to a certainty, to find it, how to mark it down, whither to follow it up, how to bring his dogs upon its scent, to the best advantage; if when it he found, or flushed upon the wing, or started from its covert, he cannot bring it down from its flight, or stop it from its course in full career.

I have known many men in my life, both on this side and the other of the Atlantic, who have kept dogs which they could not hunt, horses which they could not ride, guns out of which they could not shoot; lovers, or at least, pretended lovers of a sport, which they assuredly could not pursue to any profit, nor, so far as I can imagine, to any possible pleasure; who have yet fancied themselves, and even been called by others—who knew even less about it than they did themselves—sportsmen. But, though I may have been willing to give them credit as good fellows and promoters of sport for the benefit of others, I never could be induced to prostitute, by bestowing it on such as they, the noble appellation in which all, who have the right to bear it, rejoice with so legitimate a pride and pleasure.

This being admitted, therefore, it will necessarily follow that the first thing to be done by the person aspiring to be a sportsman is, to provide himself with a good and effective weapon, and next, to obtain proficiency, in the highest degree possible, in its use.

To both these ends, therefore, I shall devote a few pages of instruction, founded on long experience, and tested to my own satisfaction, at least, by the only sure proof of practice.

I shall begin by assuming, what it needs no argument to establish, that for game-shooting of smaller animals on the field, there is but one weapon; the double-barrelled percussion shot gun. For the most inveterate supporters of the old flash-in-the-pan, flint-and-steel system have long ago been compelled to abandon their prejudices on the subject, and to conform to the progressive improvement of the arm, or to fall behind the genius of the age.

It cannot be, perhaps, denied that, in point of force and range, the flint and steel had some advantage over the percussion fowling-piece; for the charge being more slowly, was more thoroughly ignited, so that nearly every grain of powder in the load was burned before the shot was expelled from the barrel; whereas it is now not by any means uncommon to find—as one may clearly observe by firing a gun over new-fallen snow—at least one half of the quantity driven out of the barrel, unconsumed, and of course useless.

The other advantages of quickness, certainty of discharge, sureness in all weather, in fogs or rain, or at sea, accuracy of aim, absence of smoke from the priming which often, especially in damp days, prevented a second shot, and instantaneousness of explosion, so vastly counterbalance the only existing drawback, that no man in his senses would think of using a flint-and-steel gun, when another could be procured.

Even in military service, where the obstinacy of routine and the economy of governments always cause improvements to be most slowly adopted, and old exploded systems to be most pertinaciously upheld, the percussion system has every where been adopted; and in view of this and the other improvements, as to range and accuracy, in the new arms, it is not too much to say that any body of men armed with the old soldier’s musket, the far-famed brown Bess, of the commencement of the present century, must be annihilated in spite of all advantages of courage, strength or discipline, if opposed to troops armed with percussion and breech-loading minie-rifles, which do not miss fire once in fifty shots, and carry as many hundreds of yards, with accuracy, as their predecessors did paces.

No one, again, it is presumed, who can afford the price of a double gun, would be content to shoot with a single, unless for ducking, where weight length and bore of such magnitude are required, as to render two barrels unhandy if not absolutely unmanageable; since a fair shot will kill at least a third more game in a day’s shooting, beside doing it in far more beautiful and artistic style with a double than with a single fowling-piece.

The prettiest thing in the art of shooting, and that which is the result of the highest skill and practice, so that it may be regarded as nearly the perfection of sportsmanship, is the killing double-shots accurately, cleanly, and in fine dashing style; and I have never, certainly, seen a person, who had any real claim to be considered a crack-shot, or a fine working sportsman, who used a single barrel, after he had attained years of maturity, and had become a master of his craft.

For boys, just beginning to acquire the art of shooting, single guns are, in some respects, preferable, because they can be manufactured of sufficient strength, bore, and solidity, to shoot well at fair distances, yet sufficiently light to be managed by juvenile limbs; where a double gun not too heavy to be brought up to the shoulder cleverly by a boy, must be either a mere plaything and pop-gun, or, if of sufficient calibre and length to be at all effective, must be so lightly put together and so deficient in metal, as to be absolutely dangerous. It is, moreover, perhaps a trifle more difficult to learn to take aim over a single barrel, the double hammers tending, in some degree, to guide the eye along the elevation, so that when the young sportsman is promoted to the height of his ambition, the possession of a double-barrel, he will readily come into its use, and find it, apart from its superior weight, the easier of the two to direct rapidly and effectively toward its object.

There is, moreover, clearly, less danger of accident, which is a matter calling for much attention from beginners, where there is only a single trigger to be drawn and a single explosion to be guarded against. A very effective gun of fourteen gauge and twenty-eight inches, with a bar lock, capable of doing its work cleanly and well at forty yards, can be turned out, not to exceed five pounds in weight, at a reasonable price. Whereas a double-barrel of the same weight could not be manufactured of any thing like responsible materials, strength and solidity, of a calibre to exceed eighteen or twenty, with a length of two feet; a very useless and inefficient tool, incapable of operating, with any certainty, beyond twenty-five or thirty yards; and one necessarily useless for any purpose, after its owner shall have acquired power to wield the weapon of a man; whereas the single piece of the same weight would always retain its utility, and be a handy and serviceable gun for ordinary purposes.

The first thing desirable, then, for every sportsman, I hold to be, to furnish himself with the best and most available gun, as an instrument, suited to the purpose for which he requires it, at a price suited to his means.

First, the gun must be a good one in itself, well built, of good materials, strong, sound, and safe by the excellence of metal and superiority of finish, which also produce efficient carrying of its charge, rapid firing, and clean killing.

Secondly, the gun must particularly suit the individual owner; for one gun will no more suit all men, than one coat will fit all wearers; and no man can any more shoot well with a gun that does not come readily to his shoulder and fairly to his eye, than he can be at ease in a coat two sizes under his fit, or walk a foot-race in boots that pinch him. According to the length of the shooter’s arms and neck, must be the length and curvature of the stock, from the heel-plate to the breech; and that which constitutes a perfect fit, if I may use the word in reference to a gun, is this—that its weight being in duo proportion to the size, strength, and comfort of the shooter, when it is raised deliberately to the shoulder, the right hand grasping the gripe, with its fore-finger on the trigger, and the left hand supporting the barrels immediately in front of the trigger guard, it shall come so justly and handily to the face, that, the cheek being naturally lowered, without consideration or adjustment, the eye may clear the level of the breech, and at once find the sight at the end of the barrels, precisely on its own level. If the eye, above the breech, find any part of the barrel in view between itself and the sight, the stock is certainly too straight; and possibly too short also. If the sight appear sunk below the breech, and it be necessary to advance the left hand, and so elevate the muzzle, in order to bring it into the plane of vision, the stock is certainly too crooked, and not improbably too long. If, on the other hand, the eye palpably over-ranges the breech, or fails to reach it when the head is naturally couched to the aim, the stock is, in the first place, manifestly too short, in the second, as much too long.

An ordinary shot will, by no possibility, shoot decently well with a gun defective on either side. A very crack shot, indeed, perfectly deliberate, and carrying all his experience and practice continually in his mind, will, after a few shots, probably, so adapt his aim, by elevating his line of sight, or by depressing the muzzle of his piece, as to kill his shots; but he will never do so in his usually beautiful, sharp, clean, unhesitating style—for the posture of his head will necessarily be forced and unnatural; the gun will, as necessarily, not hold its correct natural position and purchase against the hollow of his shoulders; and, furthermore, the shooter will be obliged constantly to adjust his aim and search about for his object; instead of finding it precisely in its proper relative position to his eye, as soon as the butt touches his shoulder.

This fitness of a gun to the shooter, can only be ascertained by himself, how little soever he may know about a gun; and he must not think of selecting a friend, how competent a judge of fire-arms soever, to choose for him, in this particular; though, in all other regards, he will be unwise, indeed, if he do not obtain and defer to judgment.

Whether the gun comes truly to his shoulder and eye, he must try himself, and he may easily do it—thus:

Let him, wearing any easily-fitting coat, accustomed to his shape, and buttoned at the throat, place himself in a natural position, having the left foot advanced about eighteen inches; let him seize the gripe of the gun, as I have described above, with the right hand, having its forefinger on the trigger; let him place the left hand edgewise, under the barrel, immediately in front of the trigger guard, with which his palm will be in contact; and keeping his muzzle directly in front of him and his butt below his right elbow, hold his right hand close to his hip. Thus, let him raise the piece, steadily and deliberately, so that the heelplate shall be brought evenly and firmly in contact with the hollow of the shoulder, and bend his head naturally, without any effort or attempt at adjustment, to the cheek-piece of the stock. Then, if the gun suit the holder, the eye will find itself accurately laid on the level of the breech, and the sight will meet its first glance, as if it rose from the base, instead of the muzzle of the gun; for the whole length of the elevated rib, along which the eye ranges, being exactly on the plane of the breech, howsoever elevated or depressed, will be as completely unseen as if it had no existence.

Consequently, when a deliberate point-blank aim is taken at a lifeless or motionless object, all, of which the eye will be conscious, is the breech of the piece, with the metallic sight rising above it, and set off by the substance of the mark aimed at, as if by a background immediately in contact with it.

If this be not the case, without a second adjustment of the aim, after the gun shall be brought to the face—much more if it cannot be made to be the case at all, owing to an incorrigible variance of its build to the formation of the shooter—the gun may be thrown aside; and farther trials resorted to, until a piece be found possessing the necessary length and curvature of the stock.

In addition to this, the pull on the trigger necessary to the release of the tumbler, should be tested, and ascertained to be agreeable to the finger and nerve of the intended purchaser.

The way of ascertaining the exact force requisite to discharge the gun, is to hold it muzzle upward at full cock, when the weight attached to the trigger, which will cause the hammer to fall, is the measure of power needful.

This power is very variable. In bad, ill-finished, ill-filed and insufficiently burnished locks, it is ex necessitate great. In coarse military weapons, intended for the use of men with hard, heavy hands, insensitive, nervous systems, and dull natures, as ordinary fighting men, the pull is intentionally made heavy; in order to counteract the occurrence of accidental discharges. The power required for the drawing the trigger of an old-fashioned soldier’s musket varies from fourteen to sixteen pounds. That for the firing of the most highly finished and best London made fowling-piece is from four to four and a half pounds; that of a hair-trigger about one to one and a half pounds.

Common Birmingham, or German guns, are exceedingly various in this respect, ranging from two to ten or twelve pounds power.

Now, it must be remembered, that, while too heavy a pull annoys the firer, frustrates his aim, and, in nine cases out of ten, causes him to overshoot his mark; too light a pull is dangerous, since a lock which works so easily as at two pounds pressure, or under, is liable to be put in motion by an unconscious touch, or even by a jar from a touch or fall. In common, low-priced guns, such easiness is invariably owing to weakness and deficiency, and always augurs danger.

To the beginner, this attention to the pull is comparatively a matter of indifference; since his unmade finger readily forms and adapts itself to any pull. Still, it is advisable that he should early accustom himself to the true pull, which he must one day adopt. At first, it is well to use rather a hard-going gun, say of four or five pounds pressure, but no higher. It is easy to come down from a heavy to a light pull, but almost impossible to make the other exchange.

The best shot, who was ever born, and who had been accustomed for half a life to triggers of four pounds power, would not be able, after daily practice for six months, to shoot, up to his own force, with triggers of eight or ten pounds. Both triggers of a double gun should, moreover, yield to precisely the same pressure; and, if a man desire to shoot equally and evenly, all his guns, pistols, and rifles should go accurately to the same pull, even his heavy ducking guns—stancheon or punt guns alone excepted, which for reasons hereafter to be stated require a hard and heavy hand: hair-triggers, for all field purposes, I utterly eschew. If a rifleman cannot shoot close enough with a four pound pull, he will not do so with a hair-trigger.

More shots in the field are missed by too rapid, than by too slow firing. Nervousness and excitement are, nine times out of ten, the cause of missing; and, whether on the duelling ground, or in the sporting field, the bravest and coolest man will be a shade more hasty and excited, than in the shooting gallery or the target ground. Therefore, no hair-triggers for me!

Now, then, it has been shown briefly, and I trust comprehensively, above, how to choose a gun in reference solely to its peculiar fitness and adaptation of form, length, weight, manageableness, &c., to the individual purchaser, wholly apart from its intrinsic goodness of metal, workmanship, finish or effectiveness. If it be of such weight that he can handle it readily and rapidly, and can carry it without fatigue during a long and hot day’s shooting— if it come up truly and quickly to his eye—if its trigger yield to a pull which requires no jerk or effort, in the first instance, the gun may be said to suit the person.

Of its intrinsic value much more remains to be said. I do not by any means propose, in this place, to follow the example of many of my predecessors in the composition of works of this order, an example I think “more honored in the breach than the observance,” in attempting an elaborate description of the various kinds of metal, the varieties of workmanship, much less the manifold processes used in, or applied to, the manufacture of fowling-pieces; or in pretending to disclose all the various tricks of the trade, and to show how the latter may be certainly detected by the purchaser.

Were I to undertake the first, I should, in all probability, show myself incapable of the task; for few amateurs, even of those the best informed, are competent to describe, perhaps to comprehend, the materials and mechanism of a first-rate gun; although they may he perfectly capable of deciding on the quality of the gun when manufactured. If I should succeed in explaining these matters correctly it is still very certain that the best of such explanations convey but a limited degree of information to readers, and necessarily fail of enabling them to judge for themselves. I know few cases in which the old saying, “that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing,” is more justly evinced than this. A little knowledge will probably suffice to render the possessor of it satisfied of his own ability to choose for himself; and, rejecting the aid of experience, he will probably get cheated for his pains.

It is, in fact, a very difficult task for any person, from inspection, to detect with absolute certainty the nature of the metal of which the barrels are composed. In old times horseshoe-nails, wrought into wire or ribbon form, and welded together, were the basis of what were then the best barrels, known as stub-twist. The use of horse-nails has latterly decreased, owing to the deterioration of the iron used in their formation; and old carriage springs of wrought steel, mixed with Wednesbury iron, which is generally used and known in the trade as stub-iron, are now principally adopted for the manufacture of the best, ordinary twisted barrels. “Gunmakers themselves,” says an accurate and able English writer on field-sports, Stonehenge, in his manual of British Rural Sports, “are often deceived; and therefore it is reasonable to suppose that no inspection, which an amateur can make, will detect the defect in the quality of the iron or workmanship. No one should buy a cheap gun, who values his life or limbs; at all events, he should be careful to have the recommendation of some one who really understands his business, before he trusts to one.”

It is my own opinion, that the only way by which one can be morally certain—physically one can not be certain of the quality of a gun—is by dealing with a house of established character and reputation, who have therefore credit to lose and name to sustain. And by the word house, be it understood, I mean gunsmiths or gunmakers, and not importing-hardware-man’s house. From the former, if he state frankly the manner of gun he desires, the price to which he means to go, and leave himself to the just dealing of the firm, the purchaser will probably, in nine cases out of ten, be fairly dealt with and well-suited. From the latter, do what he may, he never will, and never can, obtain a safe or decent piece; because such men do not themselves know any thing about the quality or character of the guns they are selling, merely purchasing them in the lump, by invoice, according to sample, to sell again singly at ten dollars, or at fifty, or at a hundred, each, including all the intermediate prices; all being guns precisely of the same intrinsic worth, but valued at more or less, according as they are filed down, French varnished, damascened by aid of acids, tricked out, with German silver, and fitted up complete with velvet-lined cases and all appurtenances and means to boot, from the wholesale furnishing shops of Birmingham, and its vicinity.

A good judge of a gun, by careful examination of all its parts; of its finish, engraving, the filing, buffing, and working of its looks, and by testing its firing, will be able to pronounce, with something nearly approaching to certainty, on the value of a fine gun; and, from its value and its finish, to satisfy himself whether it be or be not turned out of the shop of the builder whose name it professes to bear; since, be it known, the names of makers of guns are forged much more easily, much more frequently, and with much less risk of detection, or of punishment if detected, than are those of the makers of securities and powers of attorney.

I have certainly seen many hundreds of guns, unquestionably short of three English pounds sterling value, to the original Birmingham wholesale manufacturer, bearing the names of Richards, Lancaster, Moore, and Joe Manton, sold in the United States, and shown by the purchasers as authentic productions of those makers, at prices varying from 50 to 150 dollars; for no one of which would I have given a ten-dollar bill—and this in the teeth of the fact, which every one knows, or might know, if he chose to learn, that not one of those makers ever sold a gun at home, for much less than twice the largest sum mentioned.

Now, having satisfied himself, by examination of the finish, and by fixing the actual value of the gun, that it is the work of such and such a maker—which, if much acquainted with the work of eminent makers, he will do the more readily, that all of these have in some sort a peculiar style and character of their own—an amateur may at once rest content, that the workmanship is not out of proportion to the goodness of the material; and, in short, that the weapon is, what it assumes to be, first-rate.

For instance, an amateur, who is a tolerable judge, can easily recognize a lock of the first and finest quality, and distinguish between it and one even slightly inferior, on a very cursory examination. So he can judge, also, positively of the finish, fitting, and mechanism of every part of the stock, there being nothing in the whole gun wherein the hand of the master more clearly renders itself visible. Now, if the locks and stock be manifestly of first-rate quality and workmanship, if they show in those niceties, for which every judge knows where to look, the skill of the cunning craftsman, the appearance of the barrels outwardly corresponding to the details of the rest, the purchaser need not fear but that there is “that within that passeth show’’—for it is not the habit, nor would it be worth the while of any workman to bestow labor of the most costly description, that which is the best paid, and to be procured with the most difficulty at any terms, on materials intrinsically valueless.

Again, it is only gunmakers of the superlative class, who can command or furnish such work; and their character and interest must alike prohibit them from the practice of low rascality, which must be ultimately, and, to themselves ruinously, detected. Thus, undoubtedly, many an old sportsman of intelligence and observation, who has had the advantage of long experience of the works of a number of distinguished gunmakers, who has compared them with one another, and contrasted them against the highly-finished pretending shams of the furnishing shops, and the mere rubbish of the Birmingham, German, and Belgian wholesale manufactories, will readily decide on the value of a gun in all respects, including the quality of the metal, and the unseen workmanship of the barrels. In the latter respect, however, his opinion will be induced mainly by analogous reasoning, and not by indirect scientific judgment; though, of course, he will, even in this respect, fully appreciate the difference between fine, common, and very inferior work.

As to what is the best quality of modern barrels, the difference of opinion is so great, that it may almost be said that no two sportsmen are of the same mind. Every species of barrel, cast-steel, laminated steel, damascus-twist, stub-twist, has its admirers and defamers; all of whom are charged by their adversaries with deciding, and many of whom probably do decide in many cases, as much from prejudice, as from sound judgment. Many believe exclusively in laminated steel barrels; others hold them to be utterly valueless and dangerous. Some adhere to the stub-and-twist; while others, again, admitting that these were of old the best of all, assert that, the stub-nail iron, having lost its original high quality, the new substitutes have outstripped them. In the same manner some persons prefer fine wire-twist, some damascus-twist, and so on.

I do not pretend to say that I have not my own opinions, though I do not wish to set up for infallibility, or to assert that I have no possible bias, although assuredly I am not aware of any; and, for such opinions as I have, I can in some sort assign a reason.

My own preference is, I confess, for the stub-twist barrels, now as of old, as the strongest, safest, and, above all, the least easy in which to be deceived; and if it be admitted that the modern stub-iron is inferior in toughness to the old horse-nail stuff—which, however, I cannot hold to be sufficiently proved—I still consider it, when of the best quality, to be of superior tenacity, and consequently a safer metal, than even the best laminated steel. I am aware that this opinion of mine is diametrically opposed to that of the advocates of the steel barrels, and that tables and scales of tenacity and endurance, as proved by experiment, have been published, leading to a different conclusion; but it is well known that great changes take place in the crystallization of metals and the arrangement of their component particles, long after they have become perfectly cool, and indeed long after they have been in use, which, according to one theory, causes these changes. These changes, it is admitted, when they occur, render the metal vastly more brittle than it was in the first form, and consequently dangerous.

Now I am not satisfied that the trials, on which the alleged comparative tenacity of laminated steel is assumed, have been carried far enough, in relation to time; and I am all but entirely convinced, that dangerous cases of bursting have been more frequent, and, when they have occurred, more complete and terrible, in the laminated steel barrels of the highest quality and price, than in any other description of barrels of equal supposed and guaranteed quality. I am certain it is more difficult to judge by their exterior appearance of what they are made, than it is of any other work.

The latter objection, also, militates strongly against the damascene-twist barrels, which may be, and are so exactly imitated by means of etching with acid, and high-finishing afterward, that it will puzzle the best amateur to pronounce positively which is the real and which is the imitated article.

It is further alleged, that in twisting and re-twisting the metallic threads to the degree necessary to produce the beautiful wavy appearance, which procures for this species of work the name of damascus—as if it were analogous to the celebrated method of scymitar-making, now lost, which it is known not to be—the tenacity of the separate fibres is destroyed. This question I leave to the expert, not being sufficiently informed to venture an opinion. The fact, however, that there is an apparently reasonable doubt existing among those best capable of speaking to the book, as to the toughness and tenacity of the component parts of these two species of metal, and as danger is inextricably connected with error, I judge it best to hold to the safe side; the rather, that no one will deny imposition to be both easier, and of more common occurrence in these, than in any other form of barrels.

It tells, also, disadvantageously for the damascened twist, that one rarely, if ever, sees one by any of the great London or, even Birmingham houses. I am certain that I have never seen a damascus-twist gun by Purday, Manton, Moore, Lancaster, or—I think—Westley Richards; though I will not say that none such exist. Their rarity, however, goes to indicate that they are not approved by those makers. Laminated steel guns I have certainly seen of rare beauty and finish, and of excellent performance, by many makers of high standing and reputation; as Greener, Ellis, Dean and Adams, and others; still, in truth, I can only say I do not like them—


timeo Danaos et dona ferentes.



I have seen Belgian guns, the best, I think, of all the Belgian work I have met, of the damascened twist, which, to a sound and safe appearance, have united good performance, and have stood well in service. But I have never seen any foreign European work, which for performance in the field and in long endurance can compare with the best English. Le Page, of Paris, turns out, unquestionably, the best French work. I have seen little Belgian, and no German work, I mean on fowling-pieces, not rifles or pistols, which I would care to own.

In reference to laminated steel and damascus-twist barrels, I will state here one fact, which may be of use to novices, and on the correctness of which they may rely. Exceedingly cheap guns of both these descriptions, are to be found in every hardware and every gunsmith’s shop. These are, invariably, shams of the worst and most atrocious kind—infinitely worse than the common rubbish, for the most part, which professes to be little more than rubbish; since the very catchpenny frippery and fretwork are merely put on to cover flaws and conceal the real fibre of the metal. There never was such a thing made in the world, as a low-priced, damascened twist or laminated steel barrel. The labor necessary to produce them real, causes them of necessity to be dear. Therefore, if a cheap one be offered to the merest tyro, let him instantly reject it, without a second glance; and as he values his life, let him not fire it off.

I do not, of course, mean to say that every cheap gun must necessarily burst; but I do say that, against each one, severally, the odds are heavy that it will, at some time or other, apart from any carelessness of the shooter, fail in some part of its mechanism; and then, woe to the holder. No length of acquaintance with such a gun, no goodness of its performance—and I have seen some for which I would not have given a dollar, and which I would not have fired for a hundred, shoot more than passably— can justify the slightest confidence in it. On the contrary, the more times one may have fired it with impunity, so much the greater are the odds against him that he will do so again; as any one would say of a person who should undertake to draw the fusee of a live shell with his teeth, or to lie down on a railroad track before the engine, in the expectation of being picked up safely by the cow-catcher.

By the word low-priced guns, I mean, as a general rule, in reference to buying a safe and serviceable piece, anything like new, with two barrels and the smallest show of exterior ornament, cheaper than fifty dollars.

Of the mere rubbish of the German, and nameless English wholesale-murder-manufactories, sold at prices varying from three to twenty dollars, it is almost useless to write; since it is scarcely to be supposed that any one, who reads, ever thinks of buying such. They are mere cast-iron, in all parts, except the lock-springs, and I should about as soon fire one with a reasonable charge, as I would hold a hand-grenade in my fingers until it should explode.

My opinion, preference and recommendation, therefore, are decidedly in favor of the best English stub-and-twist barrels that can be obtained for the price the individual sportsman can command; of which I shall speak anon. It may be presumed, I suppose, that every person who has the taste and means to follow field-sports at all, intends to follow them to the best of his ability, and to fit himself out with the best appliances and outfit his circumstances will command. Not because I take it for granted, with old Izaak Walton and some modern enthusiasts, that a sportsman is of necessity a larger-hearted and freer-handed fellow than his neighbor—for I must acknowledge to having been cognizant, in my day, of some very bitter screws among sportsmen, though, on the whole, I think they may claim to be above average—but because it is manifestly for their interest and their pleasure, for once, in their case synonymous, to be so.

I shall, therefore, proceed to speak of the work produced by different makers, of different localities; first, in their relative scale of excellence; second, in their relative scale of price. Lastly, I shall state my own views as to the comparative ratio of excellence and price combined; and the method of purchasing suitably to comparative pockets. It must be remembered, that, in all this, I profess only to give my own opinions, not to claim for them infallibility, or even superiority to the opinions of others. I have had some experience, and some opportunities of judging, and according to these, I have formed conclusions which I believe—as most men do of their own conclusions—to be correct and sound. These I proceed to give, sometimes with reasons in brief, sometimes, where to reason would be too long, simply as conclusions, for the benefit of those who have either formed no opinions at all, or hold them in abeyance, subject to farther experience.

I wish to interfere with no man’s notions, which are his own peculiar property; and with no man’s legitimate business—the sale of condemned and perilous fire-arms I do not esteem a legitimate business—and this I think it well here to state, because, some years since, I was assailed in a most ungentlemanly and unjust manner by anonymous scribblers, in various journals—most of them directly set on by persons who were interested in the sale of articles to which I did not choose to award praise; some doubtless actuated by mere prejudice in favor of some old gun of their own, and consequently of its maker—for presuming to recommend certain guns, made by a certain maker, all of which, by the way, have given the highest satisfaction to their purchasers, and for recording my preference of London to provincial English makers.

This preference, I again beg most distinctly, and if possible, more distinctly than before, to record. And I am fully aware and confident that no sportsman, who ever owned a first-class gun, made by a first-class London maker, ever did or ever will exchange it for any other gun in the world. And that no sportsman, who has examined and tried the two articles, and whose pocket will afford the expense of the London maker’s gun, will ever order one from the best provincial.

The reason of this superiority of the London makers, is easy to be discovered. London concentrates the largest number of the wealthiest men and the best sportsmen and judges, consequently of the largest and best buyers in the kingdom, probably in the world—men who will have nothing but what is the best, and will have the best, whatever it may cost.

Therefore, the most ambitious, enterprising, intelligent, best, master-gunmakers make London their head-quarters; they, finding that nothing but the best work will do, and that for it they can realize the best prices, must have the best workmen to execute that work, and, to have the men, must pay the best prices, and do so.

Hence the most intelligent and best mechanics are constantly drawn from the provinces to the metropolis; and so soon as any one becomes known as a fine craftsman in any division of the work, he is sought for, and knowing that he can command larger wages in London, beside a wider sphere of fame, than he can in his province, at once moves thither; for it needs not to premise that no man works for small wages, who can command large, for the same amount of labor.

Hence, London work is necessarily, naturally, and by admission of the most competent judges, the best; and comparatively, that of the highest reputed and highest priced London makers is the best of London work. For, although we may say fashion has much to do with it, very few men of the very richest—unless they chance to be natural fools—will prefer giving sixty to forty guineas for any article of purchase, unless they honestly believe the sixty-guinea article to be intrinsically worth its value above that which they can buy for forty.

Generally, it may be assumed that the sixty-guinea maker pays higher wages than his competitor who sells for forty. It may be answered the price is sustained by the name. Be it so; the name must have been originally gained by something beyond luck—for luck never made a fowling-piece; and by that something which gained it, the name must be sustained. That something is superior workmanship—in all such houses the best of material may be assumed—and I believe fully that the workmanship of the highest priced is superior to that of the lower priced London maker, in full proportion to the superiority of his charges; and I believe the same thing to be yet more clearly the case, as between the London and the provincial maker.

I perceive that this opinion is not likely to be the popular one, for there are of course fifty men, especially in this country, who will buy a Westley Richards gun for two hundred dollars, where there is one who will buy a London gun for twice that sum. And as every man who owns a gun, believes it, and is prepared to maintain it, to be the best gun in the world; therefore there are always fifty best Westley Richards guns, where there is one best London gun. Again, every gunmaker so soon as he ascertains that his customer will go as high as the price of a Westley Richards’, but cannot be possibly induced to rise to a London value, assures him, in the most positive manner, that Westley Richards’ guns are in every respect equal to Purday’s, or whose you will; and that the difference is mere fancy and fashion. It is true that, so soon as he has gone out of the shop with his bit of Birmingham, the seller will laugh at what he has just been saying with the man who happens to be buying copper caps for the London gun, which he imported the other day on his own hook. But then the buyer of the bit of Birmingham does not hear the laugh.

Therefore, dear reader, I believe the best gun is that which you can buy of the best London maker, for something between fifty and sixty pounds sterling; from two hundred and fifty to three hundred dollars, including case and appurtenances, made to your own order.

The London makers, stated by Stonehenge, in the work quoted above, of the present year, 1856, to be reputed the first, are, alphabetically placed, Lancaster, Lang, Moore, Purday. The second is somewhat cheaper than the others; but Stonehenge rates his work at cash prices; and it is well known that all makers give a discount for that indispensable article. Purday has, perhaps, the widest reputation. I have my own favorite, as every sportsman naturally has; but as the preference is, perhaps, more in taste than in stern judgment—


“Between two blades, which has the better temper,”



it is not desirable to insist on it. From any of the four, there is no doubt that an undeniable piece may be procured.

Many of the old names, famous in the gun trade, are extinct, or exist as names only; the present owners of them having no relationship to the departed worthies, nor has the mantle descended on the pretenders.

To those who cannot afford the London prices, then I recommend the best provincial makers of England, unless they prefer, as I should, to build a gun in America, under my own eye, at the best provincial price.

Of the provincial gunmakers, the best, probably, and at all events the most generally known, is Mr. Westley Richards; for it is idle, although he has a London establishment, with Mr. Bishop at its head, to speak of him as a London gunsmith, since his guns are notoriously made and finished at Birmingham, and sold at Birmingham prices. Mr. Richards’ guns are well liked, and, as it is evident from the general favor in which he is held, give satisfaction; I have seen many handsome, well-finished, and strong-shooting guns from his shop, though the tout ensemble of their fitting and finish does not, as in fact it cannot he expected to, come up to the highest priced London guns.

My greatest objection to his guns is, that I think I have observed them to be soft. I do not mean soft-metalled, for that I regard as a merit, not a defect; but incapable of enduring hard usage, and liable to yield and give out disproportionately soon, as considered in reference to their price relatively to London guns. So far am I, however, from desiring to disparage his work, that, for persons who cannot afford to pay £50 or upward for a Purday, a Lancaster, or a Moore, or who consider that price enormous and absurd, as I know that some men do, I have nothing better to recommend, than that they should send their order, for exactly such a piece as they require, accompanied by the precise measure of a stock which suits them, to Mr. Bishop of Bond Street, when they will probably procure what will satisfy them, as well as the others would satisfy me, at a tar lower price. What the exact price of Westley Richards’ best guns is at this moment, I do not accurately know; but I presume that it is from £30 to £35, from 150 to 175 dollars, with case and appurtenances, not including freight or duties; which would bring his best work here to the price of two hundred dollars, more or less. Mr. Lang’s best double gun is stated by Stonehenge to be sold, in case complete, for £38, or 190 dollars, cash on the spot; and he further asserts, that “certainly it will be admitted that, for all the essentials desired by the crack shot, Mr. Lang’s gun may lay claim to as high a standard as those of any of his rivals.”

Besides Mr. Richards, there are other Birmingham makers, who turn out reputable work to order, and who are not to be confounded with the perpetrators of the detestable rubbish which finds its way into the United States, and is sold at almost every price from one dollar to one hundred.

Every principal shire-town in England, or nearly so, has some maker of high, at least, local celebrity; and some of these, as Parsons of Salisbury, Cartmel of Doncaster, Patrick of Liverpool, and others, whose names I do not remember, have become known and of good repute throughout England. Others have doubtless succeeded to these, since I have been a dweller in America, but little of their work has been, or is likely to be, imported; and no person is likely to come in contact with their work, unless he casually visit the spot of their operations, and he tempted of his own choice to purchase. It is needless, therefore, to consider these.

Below a hundred dollars I would counsel no man to buy an imported gun. There is a sort of gun, manufactured even by the best London makers, called a gamekeeper’s gun, at £15 sterling, or 75 dollars, entirely plain, without engraving or any external finish. The locks are sound, well-working, and perfectly finished, though destitute of course of the last exquisite sharpness, smoothness and ring, which at once speak for the first-rate gun. The barrels are stub-twist, and may be relied on for solidity, safety, and excellent performance. I shot with one of these guns, in 1849, during a tour on the Great Lakes, and, though it had not certainly much beauty to brag of it executed beautifully and at long ranges, and was pronounced by “Dincks,” a very competent judge, the best low-priced gun, and the cheapest gun, he ever saw. At my advice, a small number of these guns was sent out hither, for sale, at the lowest possible price; that is to say without any importer’s profit, commissions or the like; and those of them which found purchasers, gave the greatest satisfaction. Their unpretending appearance, however, the incompetency of buyers to distinguish their real superiority to the lacquered trash of the Birmingham hard-waremen, and above all, the interested opposition of the vendors of such trumpery—who caused them to be written down by hireling scribblers, principally in the country-presses, though some of their lucubrations found their way into the Spirit of The Times—prevented the success of the experiment; and such guns never now, and probably never will, again, find their way into this market, even if ordered expressly.
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