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  Introduction


  Sixteen years after the standardization of the percussion cap, at a time when the contemporary armies depended on flintlock firearms, Samuel Colt’s revolving arms became the first practical repeaters. The earliest revolvers came into being in the production modalities of the Iron Age, and then drove the development of assembly line mass production interchangeable parts and the use of power machinery that would define the industries of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The manufactories of Colt and Eli Whitney Jr. gave rise to the role of skilled and semiskilled labor within the assembly line environment. The revolver was a key artifact in this defining era of history, contributing to the spread of Western culture and practically demonstrating democracy. It granted personal empowerment at a time when, while the individual was the common denominator in the social contract, reality was that free people often had to take up arms to assert that ideal. The “Gun Culture” that arose with the coming of the first revolvers frustrated the social planners and Utopians. Now, a century and a half later and fifty years beyond the Civil War centennial that brought them back into the public consciousness, the original guns and their replicas remain popular among collectors, shooters, and students of history.


  Samuel Colt developed his first percussion revolvers in the early 1830s and began producing them in 1836. Dynamic development continued into the 1860s, and the revolvers stayed in general use until the middle 1870s with the widespread availability of metallic cartridge revolvers. In examining the percussion revolvers within their historical context, it is useful to divide this short era into three convenient segments.


  The Early Period extends from 1836 until 1848, with the Paterson and Walker revolvers representing the bulk of development. During this time, the Colt patents covered several essentials of the revolving handguns and long arms. Early examples of both developed at the same rate.


  Between 1849 and 1855 was a realistic Middle Period, where the basic and simplified single-action mechanism came to full development. Colt had distributed his revolvers across the Western world and much of the Orient and Africa. Some of the European patents had expired, and competing companies entered their own revolver designs. A flirtation with self-contained metallic cartridges began with the development of the Lefaucheux Pin Fire revolvers.


  In the Later Period, from the late 1850s through the 1860s, Colt’s American patent extension no longer afforded even a domestic monopoly. Consequently, innovations such as the double-action revolvers, already popular in England and the European continent, came into full development, and competitive designs appeared on both sides of the Atlantic. Long arms had advanced beyond the evolution of the revolver, and practical metallic cartridge arms were coming into use. Revolver development was at a temporary standstill because Smith & Wesson owned the Rollin White patent to the through-bored cylinder and had an effective monopoly on breechloading cartridge revolvers. In the late 1850s, Smith & Wesson began producing small-caliber pocket revolvers chambered for the .22 and .32 rimfire cartridges, but they did not develop full-sized metallic cartridge revolvers until the end of the 1860s.


  While revolver developers awaited the expiration of the Rollin White patent, percussion revolvers benefited from developments in the mass production of steel of consistent, controlled quality. The latter Colts were stronger and lighter than those made from the earlier processes, and designs by Remington, Adams, LeMat, and others benefited as well.


  So, within this rough chronology, we examine the revolvers with particular attention to those available as modern replicas, shooting characteristics, routine maintenance, and such modifications as were applied to the originals in keeping with the practice and technologies of the times. Load selection and methodology are consistent with historical practices, with performance data extracted from shooting modern blackpowder, the substitutes, and currently available components. We explore availability of the spare parts and after-sale support necessary to keep the modern replicas up and running. Diverging from our primary interest in the designs and practices of the 19th Century, we also examine recent innovations in percussion revolvers and evolving shooting modalities.


  The historic vignettes deal with the actual use of the arms within their historical framework. We present the stories and legends with the assumption that they are true. Of course, we do so with the full understanding that many of them are no more than the oft-repeated pronouncements of would-be experts, gun industry hucksterism, and journalistic flapdoodle. In other words, our stories are the constituent ingredients of history books, modern news reports, and politicians’ autobiographies. Strict historical accuracy is illusive. In studying the available literature, we encounter many variations and contradictions. On rare occasions, direct observation casts doubt upon the literal truth of written history. Climb the Enchanted Rock in central Texas, and you will find no crevasse or redoubt where Jack Hays might have taken refuge to pick off advancing Comanches. The top of the dome is a moonscape that would hardly conceal a rabbit. Hays either took his stand out in the open or encountered his adversaries on the boulder-strewn fringes of the Medicine Rock.


  Some of the contradictions arose contemporary with the events, and others suffered the morphology of history, repetition, and Hollywood. Did Hickok make Dave Tutt famous with an 1851 Navy, or did he, instead, scrag him with a USMR Dragoon? Was the actual distance of the shot 75yd. as commemorated by plaques in the Springfield, Missouri, town square, or was it 50 or even 80yd. as given in some accounts? Did Wild Bill go town-taming in Abilene with the Navy, or was it a model 1860 Army revolver? In his last days in Deadwood, was he carrying a presentation Navy, or was it a version of the revolver converted to fire metallic cartridges? Those variations (and many others) abide in the Gospel of Gundom. When multiple accounts of the same incident compete, we strive to pick the best-documented version. Absent those criteria, we chose the version that is most consistent with history as we would like it to have been.


  Chapter 1


  Prelude and Timeline


  The desirability of a handheld arm capable of repeat fire was recognized early in the history of firearms. Some fairly ingenious designs emerged during the early 17th Century, and some even approached practicality by the later years of the flintlock ignition era. Nothing was new under the sun, and it was not surprising that the revolving cylinder concept, and even a percussion revolver, came well before Samuel Colt’s 1836 patent. Problems that prevented these early weapons from achieving mass distribution included difficulty in producing the intricate mechanisms with available manufacturing technology as well as the rather nasty nature of black gunpowder.


  The Mortimer magazine pistol was a very well-engineered example of 18th Century firearm technology. It used a lever-actuated, multi-chambered rotor to feed ball and powder from magazines located in the pistol grip into a locked firing position at the rear of the barrel. When everything was clean and in good adjustment, it worked fine. When major structures failed to contain and direct the ignited powder, the outcome was not good. A considerable powder reservoir encircled by the shooter’s hand, inadvertently ignited, lent a new meaning to the term “offhand shooting.”


  In 1818, with percussion ignition in the final stages of practical development, Elisha Collier obtained a London patent for a flintlock revolver. This was a functional design and several hundred of them made it into production. An unknown number were converted to percussion, and, had Collier not moved on to other projects, Samuel Colt might never have become a motivating force in the late Industrial Age.


  Industrialization proceeded at a rapid pace during the 19th Century. Revolvers that seemed the final expression of personal weaponry one year might be obsolescent by the next. Novelists and screenwriters are notorious for placing firearms and other artifacts in the wrong historical milieu. Nothing destroys the audience’s ability to suspend disbelief more thoroughly than seeing a returning Civil War veteran wearing a Colt Peacemaker with a Model 1892 Winchester in his saddle scabbard. With this in mind, a brief synopsis of the material and cultural events of the percussion era is in order. We present our timeline as a general chronology of the period with the hope that it might encourage those who deal with historic themes to exercise care when incorporating firearms in their work.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	1821–22

      	Venezuela, Peru, and Mexico declare independence from Spain. William Becknell opens the Santa Fe Trail.
    


    
      	1824–25

      	Beethoven composes Symphony #9. First railroad operates in England.
    


    
      	1825–26

      	James Fennimore Cooper publishes The Last of the Mohicans. Photography is invented.
    


    
      	1829–30

      	Mexico abolishes slavery. France annexes Algeria. Last execution of the Spanish Inquisition occurs.
    


    
      	1830

      	Oregon Territory Settlement Society
    


    
      	1831–32

      	Nat Turner leads slave rebellion in Virginia. France forms the Foreign Legion to police colonial possessions. The British upper-middle classes gain the vote. Socialism arises in England and France.
    


    
      	1833–34

      	Bent’s Old Fort is established on Arkansas River. Slavery is abolished in British Empire. Spanish Inquisition ends. British and Bantus go to war in the Cape Colony.
    


    
      	1835–36

      	Texas declares independence from Mexico, and the Alamo falls. Colt patents and manufactures the first revolver (Paterson). Allen and Thurber multibarrel revolver (pepper box) is patented.
    


    
      	1837–40

      	Victoria becomes queen of England. Samuel Morse develops the telegraph. Charles Dickens writes Oliver Twist. Bicycle is invented. Chopin composes his waltzes and mazurkas.
    


    
      	1841

      	First emigrant train to California and Oregon
    


    
      	1842–43

      	Boers set up the Orange Free State. US-Canadian Border is ratified. Edgar Allen Poe writes Murders in the Rue Morgue. Britain, France, and the U.S. replace their military smoothbore flintlocks with percussion pistols and carbines. John Deere plow is introduced.
    


    
      	1842–44

      	First (British) propeller-driven ship crosses the Atlantic. The British conquer the Sindh region in India and declare Natal a crown colony. Charles Dickens writes A Christmas Carol. Charles Goodyear invents vulcanization to produce flexible rubber.
    


    
      	1845–46

      	British defeat the Sikhs in India. Texas becomes the twenty-eighth state. The U.S. declares war on Mexico and annexes New Mexico. Edgar Allen Poe writes The Raven.
    


    
      	1847–50

      	The Walker Colt, Colt Dragoon, Colt Pocket, and Navy Revolvers are developed. The U.S. captures Mexico City. Mexico cedes Texas, New Mexico, and California to the U.S. Charles Dickens writes David Copperfield. Karl Marx writes The Communist Manifesto.
    


    
      	1851–52

      	Crystal Palace Exposition in London displays British industry and Colt revolvers. Adams Revolver is patented. Louis Napoleon abolishes French constitution. Herman Melville writes Moby Dick, and Harriet Beecher Stowe writes Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
    


    
      	1853–56

      	Crimean War is fought. Tennyson writes The Charge of the Light Brigade. The Republican Party forms in the U.S. Admiral Perry opens Japan to Western commerce. LeMat Revolver is patented. Bessimer steel mass-production process develops simultaneously in Britain and America. Bloody Kansas occurs—guerilla warfare among pro- and anti-slavery factions in Missouri and Kansas. The French Lefaucheux 1854 pinfire cartridge revolver develops and sees later use in the American Civil War.
    


    
      	1857–60

      	E. G. Otis develops the safety elevator. Sepoy Revolt occurs in India, Garibaldi unites Italy. Richard Francis Burton discovers Lake Tanganyika. Dickens writes A Tale of Two Cities. The first practical storage batteries and internal combustion engines are developed. Colt develops the New Belt Revolver of Army Caliber. Remington acquires the Beals patent and manufacturers a closed-frame revolver. Smith & Wesson introduces a .22 rimfire cartridge revolver. Oliver Winchester and B. Tyler Henry develop the first successful lever-action metallic cartridge rifle. First Intercontinental Stagecoach begins route from Missouri to California.
    


    
      	1861–65

      	American Civil War
    


    
      	1861–62

      	Russian serfs are emancipated. Herbert Spencer writes First Principles. Gatling gun is invented. Colt develops the last of his percussion revolver designs.
    


    
      	1863–64

      	Leo Tolstoy writes War and Peace. Pope Pius IX condemns Liberalism, Socialism, and Rationalism.
    


    
      	1865–66

      	American slavery is abolished. War occurs between Boers and Basutos in the Orange Free State. Lewis Carol writes Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Franz Schubert’s The Unfinished Symphony is performed for the first time posthumously. The transatlantic telegraph cable is laid. Alfred Nobel invents dynamite.
    


    
      	1867–69

      	David Livingston explores the Congo. Garibaldi is defeated in Rome. Johann Strauss writes The Blue Danube Waltz. The transcontinental railroad is completed. Karl Marx writes Das Kapital, Volume 1. Smith & Wesson introduces a hinge-framed .44 caliber metallic cartridge revolver. Jules Verne writes 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.
    


    
      	1870–71

      	The Franco-Prussian War begins. John D. Rockefeller founds Standard Oil. The Rollin White patent expires. Colt introduces the open top cartridge revolver. Henry Stanley finds David Livingston in Africa. The German states unite as an empire. The first Communist government rules Paris for two months. Charles Darwin writes The Descent of Man. The State of Texas outlaws the general carry of handguns in the settled counties.
    


    
      	1872

      	Dodge City, Kansas, is founded.
    


    
      	1873–75

      	
        E. Remington manufactures typewriters. The first color photographs are developed. British and Ashanti fight in East Africa. Colt develops the Single-Action Army revolver in .45 Centerfire caliber. Johannes Brahms composes his Hungarian Dances.


        Remington replaces its percussion revolver with a metallic cartridge arm.

      
    

  


  [image: image]


  Collier Flintlock Revolver (1818)


  * * *


  Chapter 2


  Replicas: The Good, the Bad, and the Awful


  Many original caplock pistols and revolvers existed but were not valued as collectibles in the early years of the 20th Century. Shooters used them routinely, and the supply was more than adequate to meet the needs of enthusiasts.


  The real boom in blackpowder revolver shooting arose in the 1950s as the U.S. prepared to celebrate the centennial of the Civil War. By this time, collectors were scooping up the 19th Century arms, and it became too expensive to shoot them. American businessmen contracted with European manufacturers to produce affordable copies of the most significant arms of the middle 19th Century. This relationship continues even now with the major producers of replica revolvers located in the Gardonne Valley, Brecia, Italy. Early entrepreneurs like Val Forgett of Navy Arms and Turner Kirkland of Dixie Gun Works were true enthusiasts, and they cast a broad net among the European manufacturers to produce a wide sampling of caplock arms. The outcome resembles the early globalization network pioneered by Colt and the Beuregard-Lemat concerns. Like the early collusion, the outcome was very different and much less salubrious than anticipated.


  Firearms publications, closely aligned with the industry, reported that the replica revolvers were much stronger and of higher quality than the originals. There was some truth in the former assertion. The original Walkers and the fluted cylinder 1860 Army revolvers were prone to blow up with full charges of blackpowder. This did not occur with the replicas unless somebody loaded them with smokeless powder. The metal used in the replicas, soft though it was, had greater tensile strength than the original material.


  If the claim had any merit that the Italian revolvers possessed better overall mechanical quality than the originals, revolvers would never have come into general use in the previous century. The first replicas and many of those in the current marketplace were, and are, plagued with indifferent or absent quality control and manufacturing standards. Inconsistent tolerances, poorly fitted actions and brittle springs, and action parts made for expensive paperweights rather than shootable firearms. It is not unusual to find original Colt and Remington revolvers still fully functional after a century and a half, and it is equally common to encounter Italian replicas that are nonfunctional at the onset or break down after firing a few shots.


  By and large, the owners, staff, and management of the replica factories are not shooters or “gun people.” Even with recent improvements, the shooter often has to fine-tune the product. Importers complain of poor response to gun orders and unavailable spare parts for repair. Shooters learn by experience or word-of-mouth about the unreported negative factors in the industry-driven periodicals and books on muzzleloading.


  Fortunately, a sea change is now underway, and we hope that current improvements in the industry reflect a long-term trend. The Aldo Uberti Company emerged at the apex of the replica industry and then played an essential part in producing caplock revolvers under the Colt Firearms banner. The bulk of these guns were well-engineered and finished to high standards of function and metallurgical integrity. The Uberti revolvers imported by the Replica Arms, Allen Firearms Company and their contemporary heir, Cimarron Arms, were of the same high quality. Mike Harvey, the CEO of Cimarron Arms Company, has continued this tradition, adding much to the authenticity of current replicas and setting a revolutionary standard of quality control. Since acquisition of Uberti by the owners of P. Beretta, Uberti products seem to be of consistently high quality regardless of the distributor. This does not mean that every individual revolver will be functional from the box. Minor issues of fitting and assembly can usually be handled by the buyer—often without resort to the spare parts box. Revolvers with serious misalignment of the major components should be sent back to the point of origin for exchange.


  At this time, the major players in the replica revolver field are the Aldo Uberti Company in Italy and a handful of American distributors. We have had excellent service from Cimarron Arms Company and Texas Jacks of Fredericksburg, Texas; Midway Arms; Cabela’s; Dixie Gun Works in Union City, Tennessee; Navy Arms Company in Martinsburg, West Virginia; and Uberti USA. Cimarron Arms and VTI Gun Parts keep a comprehensive supply of high-quality, metallurgically sound spare parts that are readily available by mail-order or Internet store. The Pietta Company, located in the Gardone Valley, is a high-volume, worldwide distributor of percussion revolvers. The company has recently upgraded its production lines with Computer Numeric Control (CNC) machinery. Recent buyers are expressing a much higher degree of satisfaction with Pietta quality than has ever been the case in the past. In early 2013, they supplied cartridge revolvers to the discerning Cimarron Arms company. The Smith Carbine, LeMats and a 2006 vintage Remington Pocket Revolver from Pietta that we have handled have been of excellent quality. Dixie Gun Works, Cabela’s, and Midway arms are major Pietta (and Uberti) distributors. All have an extremely customer-friendly exchange program and will make good on any revolvers that emerge defective from the wrapper. Cimarron Arms actually inspects the Uberti imports before sending them to the customer.


  Euroarms, a producer of quality Civil War era replica long arms, has acquired the Armi San Paulo factory and produces replicas of the Colt and Remington Civil War era revolvers. Users of those arms report excellent results, but these revolvers, compared to Pietta and Uberti products, are difficult to find in the U.S. Our single experience is with the Euroarms Rogers and Spencer revolver, and we found it to be fully equal to the best efforts of the major brands. (For distributors of guns and parts, see Chapter 14, Rogers and Spencer.)


  Many replicas find their niche in the percussion revolver world as nonfiring decorations. Unfortunately, even the worst are quite expensive. Otherwise their owners could use them as bait, leaving them out in plain sight so that burglars would make off with them without bothering to look for the good stuff. Most customer reviews of these reproductions conclude that the manufacturer should be consigned to the lowest epicycle of perdition and issued a pick and shovel. However, it is possible to find rave reviews of revolvers from companies other than Uberti, Pietta, and Euroarms, but they almost invariably end with “. . . ‘n someday I am gon-uh take it out ‘n SHOOT IT!” Palmetto of Italy made somewhat authentic pistols and revolver replicas that were not available from other sources. Some owners find them suitable for display purposes. After 2007, their Internet address became invalid, and they had mercifully disappeared from the Dixie Gunworks catalog.


  Also more suitable for display than shooting are the brass-framed replica revolvers, which tend toward frame stretching and quickly deteriorate under normal use. This observation about brass-framed revolvers is by no means universally accepted. Some owners shoot them with light charges and report good service life. Bates began his percussion career with a brass Navy that he used to kill West Texas jackrabbits. He shot it loose, tightened it up by screwing in the arbor, and then shot it loose two more times before retiring it. He currently has two brass ersatz Navy .44s, one of which has remained tight through a moderate amount of shooting and the other so stretched out that it will not reliably set off the percussion caps.


  The potential buyer with more than occasional shooting in mind should confirm the availability of spare parts if he wishes to keep these replicas in long-term service. A test order to several sources is a much more reliable indicator than a call or e-mail to the company of origin. Even the best of the replica caplocks require a great deal more maintenance than modern handguns. The industry publications gush on about the joys of shooting blackpowder but fail to mention that the shooter must become something of a gunsmith-in-training. Nevertheless, with careful attention to selecting arms, the modern enthusiast can expect to spend more time shooting the replicas than keeping them in repair.


  MAIL-ORDER


  Replica arms are not considered firearms under federal law and, unlike their modern counterparts, travel relatively freely through the mail and by common carrier. Examining the revolvers prior to purchase is the surest way to avoid quality issues and the inconvenience of exchange, but the enthusiast learns quickly that he will usually have to resort to long-distance shopping to pursue his hobby. Most of the above concerns have reliable Internet stores, and Midway actually has the availability status on-site. In most cases though, it is advisable to order the guns or critical parts by telephone. A back order to a European factory may take two months to fill—or the company may never fill the order. It all depends on the priorities of the manufacturer. A telephone contact should reveal whether a product is actually in stock at the local distributor.


  Chapter 3


  Managing Caplock Revolvers and Their Loads


  [image: image]


  Sometime in the 1850s, Colt produced a single-page instruction flier that concisely described the loading and handling drill of his revolvers. The instructions applied across the board to other revolvers of the period:


  1. Place the revolver on half-cock to allow the cylinder to turn.


  2. Fill the chambers with powder.


  3. Seat a bullet without wadding or patch into the chamber and ram it in with the seating lever.


  4. Place caps on the “tubes.”


  5. Lower the hammer to rest on one of the pins located on the cylinder between the tubes.


  That is it. There was no mention of covering the balls or bullets with grease to prevent cross firing or to keep fouling soft. There was no hint that the user might wish to find an accuracy load by varying the powder charge and employing Cream of Wheat as inert space filler. The only mention of placing a felt wad between ball and powder was the injunction not to do so.


  So loaded, the immaculately clean revolver, free of fouling or lubricant within the chambers and loaded with a properly sealing projectile, should fire with perfect reliability. With proper handling to prevent hang-ups from cap fragments, it should fire each chamber in turn until empty and land each of its projectiles within the span of a closed fist at 75ft. In practice, the shooter accustomed to the workings of modern firearms and well acquainted with the Ten Commandments of Firearms Safety finds himself in much the same situation as the archeologist scratching around Mount Horeb. He stubs his toe on a tablet engraved with yet another Ten Commandments heretofore unknown—more rules to follow with more dire consequences in store. The shooter’s task is to bring reality as close to the graven ideal as possible. With deft handling and nerdish attention to cleaning after each cylinder, both the Colt and Remington pattern revolvers will function nearly flawlessly.


  STRATEGY


  At the first shot, a number of things occur. Flame envelops the revolver along with a considerable amount of vapor from the blackpowder or substitute propellant. Fire crosses the chamber mouths and proceeds from the nipple to race around the breech face. Surface lubricant blows away, replaced by thick, dry residue from the vaporized powder, which builds up in the barrel, chamber, nipple recesses, and action parts as the deposit becomes thicker with each shot. Moving parts begin to bind, and cap fragments stick to the cylinder, hammer, and breech face.


  Early in the development stage, Colt found that rebating the nipples or tubes within the standing breech provided a perfect channel for the flame escaping from the back of the nipple. This allowed the flame to race around the enclosed back of the cylinder, setting off any open chambers imperfectly sealed or lacking percussion caps. Placing barriers between the caps and leaving them in the open did much to minimize this problem, but the modern shooter still risks multiple discharge should a cap fall off during the firing sequence.


  In the beginning (and to a lesser degree, still), it was common to encounter a bullet or ball that was too small to adequately seal the loaded chambers. The envelope of fire from one shot crossed to another chamber and caused a chain fire. In the case of the Walker revolvers with their huge payload of powder and their primitive metallurgy, the revolvers sometimes exploded. All of this was no doubt made worse by haphazard loading practices that allowed powder from one chamber to come to rest on top of the bullet already seated in another.


  The chronicles told that soldiers in the Mexican War quickly learned to put a small amount of grease or tallow over each chamber mouth to kill the embers, but there was no indication that anyone published this bit of information. Detailed pictures of loaded Civil War era revolvers sometimes showed unlubricated bullets in the chambers. The public learned of it by word-of-mouth, if at all. Clearly, sealing the chambers became a universal recommendation to modern shooters. Some shooters of our acquaintance—notably Mike Gemind of West Virginia—experimented with using carefully selected balls of adequate size and sealing characteristics without any grease. We followed his example, and no chain discharges resulted. Still, the shooter who has experienced a single chain firing is not anxious to repeat the performance and generally uses over-ball grease as a precaution.


  Use of greased or treated felt wads between the powder column and ball has historic precedent. In the early 20th Century, Elmer Keith, a prolific gun writer and researcher, picked up the practice from old western gunmen still living in Idaho and Montana. Some modern shooters prefer the practice because the wads provide a less messy alternative and tend to reduce the amount of fouling accumulation in the bore and other parts of the gun, whereas over-ball grease actually encourages its accumulation. Keith said that he could load his .36 Navy with lubricated hard felt wads cut from old hats, blow across the chamber after each six shots, and the barrel would remain clean all day. Gatofeo, cited elsewhere in this volume, has concocted a period-correct lubricant made primarily with blended mutton tallow and beeswax. Rigid revolver wads impregnated with this lube prevent any significant fouling even after multiple cylinder loads. This is equally true of the lubricated wads from Eastern Maine Shooters Supplies and available from The Possible Shop.


  The need to fully seat and compress the projectile on top of the powder charge leads shooters to search for lighter loads to use organic fillers and bring the ball within reach of the loading stem. Cream of Wheat and similar breakfast foods receive frequent mention. The longstanding conceit is that the most accurate loads are those with only enough powder to send the ball into the target. We find little basis for this when many of our full loads will group in the 1–3in. range at 50ft. to 25yd.


  Depending on the time of the original design, Colt revolvers have between one and five pins located at the rear of the chamber to mate with a notch in the hammer face and prevent the hammer from resting on a capped cone. The Paterson and some of the new modern replicas lack this feature, but when present it constitutes a perfectly adequate means of safely carrying the fully loaded revolver. The Remington and some others have notches machined into the rear of the cylinder. These are even more effective, as they are not prone to wear or breakage. The half-cock position of the hammer is not a safety notch, and it is not safe to use it as one.


  Directly upon firing, the percussion cap often expands into a flattened and irregular wafer of metal. When the shooter draws back the hammer for the next shot, the cap either falls off or rotates with the cylinder into a channel in the breech. Sometimes it wedges between the breech and cylinder and ties the revolver up, which can simply lockup the action or throw the timing sequence out of kilter.


  At other times the cap falls down inside of the action, either dropping through behind the trigger or really locking up the works. Another variation has the cap fragment resting against the hammer or inside the hammer cut in the frame. In this case, it acts as a hammer block and prevents firing the next chamber. No perfect solution exists for these occurrences, but a multipart strategy can help.


  Modern Cowboy action shooters sometimes place a short sleeve of plastic tubing over the capped nipple, which was not available to period shooters and is outside the realm of our discussion. A reasonable strategy for maximizing reliability of the revolver is the best we can do:


  1. Before loading the chamber, remove all oil using alcohol, chemical degreaser, and clean cloth. Degrease the nipple, and the nipple threads in the cylinder.


  2. Fire one or more caps on each of the chambers. Run a nipple pick or straight pin through the nipple to clear away fouling or paper from the percussion cap. Do this after every firing if absolute perfect function is the goal.


  3. Fill the chambers with powder, leaving enough room to seat the bullet or ball beneath the chamber opening. Place a moderate amount of grease over the bullet—Crisco, automotive cup grease, or lubricating grease sold as a muzzleloading component. Alternately, before seating the ball, place a properly sized wad made from felt or purchased readily cut and chemically treated over the powder charge.


  4. Pinch percussion caps so that they grip the nipples when applied. Seat them firmly. If using the hammer or a dowel to seat the caps fully, be aware that the revolver may fire at any time.


  5. In cocking the revolver for subsequent shots, revolvers with sufficient clearance between the back of the cylinder and the frame work is best held at a downward angle to prevent the caps dislodging from the nipple. This generally prevents all malfunctions with well-setup revolvers. For those with less clearance, rotate the barrel straight up to allow the fractured cap to fly free at the initial cocking motion. This “gunfighter’s flip” might help to dislodge caps that do not fall off on their own. All in all, though, it is a less-than-satisfactory option.


  6. Before reloading the emptied revolver, remove fouling from the hammer channel, the hammer, and from the nipples and their recesses.


  Having the frame, hammer, and nipple area free of fouling buildup helps to minimize malfunctions due to burst caps. It is also advisable to swab the bore after each chamber load, as fouling from traditional blackpowder causes rapid deterioration in accuracy. We have found that a single cylinderful of blackpowder loads will render the bore black and caked to the point that the rifling is invisible. Whether or not over-ball grease has been used, the cake of residue is hard and thick and requires multiple passes of the cleaning rod to get the bore completely clear. Blackpowder loads using rigid felt under-wads and no grease over the ball keep the bore clean for extended firing. Pyrodex and the other substitutes leave less fouling and is very easy to remove from the bore.


  We find no consistent accuracy or velocity advantages among these loading methods. The soft, commercial, wonder wads make field removal of barrel fouling somewhat easier and seem to lessen or delay its accumulation. They are too fluffy to be as effective as the wads from Eastern Maine Shooters Supplies. One of the LeMats recorded lower velocities with the same components and charge with wonder wads added. The .36 Navy recorded lower velocities with the wads using blackpowder but somewhat higher averages when we used them with Pyrodex P. Switching to a .44 New Model Army, the situation reversed itself. Point of impact remained the same with a given load whether or not there was a wad between ball and powder. (See load tables in the 1861 Navy and Remington NMA chapters.)


  Larger revolvers like the Dragoon, the Colt Navy and Army, and the LeMat tend to handle cap fragments better than smaller revolvers. Original revolvers also had the upper edge of the capping relief higher on the frame than some replicas do. Some shooters find enhanced function when they modify their revolvers to reduce the initial travel of the cap through the upper-right channel of the frame. As we will see in a later chapter, modification of the frame-to-cylinder clearance can be beneficial to reliable function, particularly with the smaller arms.


  Even with the best practices, action hang-ups occasionally occur. At these times, it is important to diagnose the problem and correct it without attempting to force the action.


  LOAD VARIATIONS


  Original period-correct loading procedures include loose powder loaded directly from a measure or flask in combination with a bullet or ball cast from a mould. In the mid- to late-1850s, a great deal of interest was in self-contained cartridges combining the bullet and powder in a single package that could be rammed into the front of the chambers.


  The conical bullets and the accessory moulds that produced them were in use by the time of the 1847–48 Mexican War. Thereafter, a commonly supplied revolver accessory was a brass mould with two cavities. Some of the moulds issued during the 1847–48 Mexican War had as many as six cavities. In the later and most common form, one chamber would throw a round ball while the other produced a conical bullet with a rebated heal to facilitate seating. The small base of the bullets contributed to the making of paper cartridges, as it provided an attachment point for the powder cylinder.


  Bullets of heavier weight became common in the Civil War era, providing longer base reductions and a better attachment point for paper cartridges. We have samples of original Dragoon bullets weighing 240 and 246gr. Similarly shaped, one type seems to be cast from a mould while another, with a small hollow in the base, seems to have come from the swaging process common to the English Enfield rifled musket.


  It is possible to find claims that the bullet was superior to the round ball because of increased penetration, greater target impact, and better flight characteristics. There were also frequent claims that the bullet was more accurate. The experts who made such claims were on solid scientific footing. They made perfect sense, although none of them were precisely true. The round balls are usually more accurate than 19th Century conical projectiles pretty much without regard to the design of the bullet. This is very true of the bullets thrown from the brass decorator replica moulds of current manufacture and those jammed into the chambers with an ill-shaped rammer. The disparity in accuracy between optimum bullets and balls is not as great as the literature of the last century would suggest and often shows up only in shooting from an effective rest. The iron scissors moulds from Dixie Gun Works throw perfectly formed bullets of the original design to correct diameter. We have been pleasantly surprised by the accuracy of these bullets. Contrary to the available literature, they are nearly as accurate as the round balls under ordinary field shooting conditions. The secret, if there is one, is that we cone the seating stem for an exact fit to the bullet, assuring concentric seating. The fit of the bullet nose to the seating stem is an important factor. The Lee cast bullets and the swaged bullets from the Buffalo Bullet Company with noses in the same shape as the round ball often fit the unaltered modern seating stems. This allows straight seating, and many bullet/load combinations will group nearly as tightly as round balls.


  As a practical matter, there is actually little advantage to routine shooting of any of the early pattern conical bullets. Any existing practicality for the caplocks is at least equally well met by the very available and inexpensive lead balls. The bullets are interesting because they were an important factor in early percussion revolver loads. We use them to explore early shooting modalities while attempting to learn about the capabilities of the revolvers within their historical milieu. By contrast, the experimental RamLock produces terminal energy on the order of a .38 Special factory load from our ’61 Navy. The truncated cone nose portion cuts a full diameter hole in paper and animate targets, and accuracy is very fine with the 110gr. and 130gr. versions of the bullet.


  Loaded simply with powder and ball, the best of the modern percussion replicas provide accuracy equal to many modern revolvers. With meticulous attention to loading and handling, the modern shooter can aspire to a high level of reliability.


  SELF-CONSUMING CARTRIDGES


  In the mid-19th Century, there was an increasing interest in convenient, self-contained cartridges for revolvers. Experiments with metal foil gave way to paper containers made self-consuming by treatment with nitrates. The principle was the same as that employed in the nitrated paper and linen cartridges used in the Christian Sharps breechloaders of 1848 and afterward. By the middle 1850s, Colt and others sold such revolver cartridges in bulk. They came in sealed wooden boxes, six to a box, with individual compartments to protect the fragile paper tubing. The shooter inserted the cartridge into the front of the chamber, rammed it home, and then capped the revolver to make it ready for use. The metal foil designs usually carried instructions to employ a nipple prick to open the seated cartridge, while the combustible ones often functioned with this step omitted.


  From the Civil War onward, cartridge boxes often appeared among the accoutrements of cased Colt revolvers. Fragile as they were, they were a great convenience for troops in the field, who often had to reload quickly under adverse conditions. Some modern shooters find the combustible cartridges to be quite useful. They employ the mildly nitrated cigarette rolling paper or relatively thin paper soaked in a solution of potassium nitrate. The paper is rolled into a tapered cone around the spout of a powder flask, glued, fitted with a tapered-base bullet, charged with FFFg or Pyrodex P, crimped, and sealed shut at the base. Such cartridges must be short enough to fit easily into the chamber and rotate under the loading lever. The .36 caliber rounds generally contain 15 to 18gr. of powder instead of the full load of 22 to 25gr. often used with bullet or ball. They are necessarily less energetic than flask-thrown loads, but the mounted soldier or wrangler might well find the trade-off in power for convenience to be very worthwhile.


  We put together a few such cartridges using cash register receipt paper treated in a solution of Hi Yield Stump Remover picked up at the local garden store. It contains a high percentage of potassium nitrate that melts down in hot water. The KN03 dried on the paper, making it totally self-consuming when ignited. The resulting cartridges were convenient to load when charges were light and short enough for the chambers. They ignited even when we forgot to run a pick through the nipple. The only material left in the chambers was small fragments of paper shielded by the white glue we had used. Users of paper cartridges should make sure there are no burning embers left when it is time to reload.


  UNLOADING


  To unload the revolver without firing, first remove all percussion caps. Then remove the barrel, cylinder, and cones. Pour the powder out through the back of the chamber and insert a metal rod, tapping the ball out of the front of the chamber. Many caution that a non-sparking brass rod is mandatory, but this hardly seems necessary if all chambers are already emptied of powder. If the powder is clumped and difficult to remove, thoroughly rinse the chambers with water before proceeding.


  CLEANING


  Periodic partial cleaning in the field is part of the shooting process. With true blackpowder and Pyrodex, accuracy deteriorates very quickly because of fouling buildup in the barrel. A good practice is to swab out the bore after every shot from a percussion pistol and after every cylinder load from a revolver, unless using over-powder wads. Cleaning solvent, plain water, or spit keep the bore at the optimum for accuracy. The same substances are useful for cleaning fouling from the cylinder arbor, the base pins of revolvers, the breech face, and the nipple cuts. Keeping these areas and the hammer face and hammer channel free of fouling promotes smooth function and helps to prevent tie-ups from burst caps.


  The most reliable and recommended cleaning method for revolvers requires full disassembly and removal of all action parts. Everything is washed in hot soapy water and rinsed in near boiling water to promote quick drying; some recommend placing everything in an oven at low temperature. We find that extremely hot water is sufficient for quick drying, and we start to coat the parts, bore, and cylinder chambers with oil while the drying is still underway. To loosen fouling for easy removal while preventing rust during the cleaning process, a mixture of equal parts oil soap, alcohol, and hydrogen peroxide is effective. The vegetable-based cleaning chemistry sold by the blackpowder arms industry is effective when used as directed. Many shooters keep their revolvers in top shape by thoroughly cleaning the barrel, cylinder, and exposed surfaces and only occasionally fully dismounting the gun. We have found this abbreviated cleaning method effective when using Hogdons H777 and GOEX Pinnacle.


  TRUTH


  We have fallen into the practice of cleaning in the following manner:


  • Perform basic takedown and removal of nipples.


  • Remove grips. On Colts, remove both backstrap and forestrap and trigger guard. On the LeMats, remove the sideplate. On the Remington, remove grips and trigger guard to provide access to the lockwork.


  • Spray/saturate all parts with the oil soap/peroxide/alcohol mixture, making sure that it flows between hammer and frame and around all other recesses.


  • Loosen fouling with toothbrush and pipe cleaners.


  • Rinse with hot flowing tap water. Pump soapy water through barrel, chambers, and nipple holes.


  • Immerse in near-boiling plain water until very hot.


  • Wipe with oil immediately upon removal, flowing generous quantities of oil into all parts of the action and running oiled patches through the barrel even before drying is complete.


  We have maintained revolvers and pistols free of rust or finish damage with this method.


  ACCURACY


  Our purpose is to explore the level of accuracy that the reasonably adept 19th Century revolver shooter might have attained with the handguns of the period. Straight-armed, single-handed shooting was the standard of that time, if you discount the atrocious bent-elbow stance adopted by some and represented in the Fredric Remington paintings. That presentation resembles nothing so much as a poodle taking a bowel movement and is about as steady. For this reason, the bulk of our shooting is from the traditional one-handed mode, firing deliberately from an optimal standing position. Our shooting distances extend from 50ft. and under to 50yd. and more depending on the size and purpose of the handgun. We have done some benchresting, mainly to explore differences in accuracy from varying ball sizes and bullet types. Limiting factors include sights that are crude by modern standards and personal limitations pertaining to marksmanship. The occasional shot that diverges from an otherwise nice group derives from either or both variables.


  The traditional, full-size revolver replicas display a level of practical accuracy much like the modern service-type semiautomatics and revolvers, with the best fully equal to the target pistols. Much of our chronograph work takes place on a 50yd. range with the shooter seated on the ground and resting the revolver across bent knees. While the position hardly approaches a gun rest for steadiness, it does allow us to observe potential accuracy as we record velocities. Our best loads from the Colt and Remington belt-sized revolvers and the larger Colt replicas frequently range from 3.5–5in.


  The pocket arms in .31 caliber are effective at the same ranges and to about the same level of accuracy as the smallest of the hideout auto-pistols. In our hands, they are inferior to the snub-nosed pocket revolvers.


  POWER


  Throughout this volume, we make frequent comparisons of the power level of the various pistols to that of modern cartridges. We derive our velocities using two chronographs from Competition Electronics. Performance is essentially identical. The bullet/ball weight and velocity of the .36 Navy load corresponds very closely with that of the modern .380 ACP pocket pistols. In most cases, such direct comparison does not work out so well. Weight of projectile and velocity seldom correspond directly between a given caplock load and modern cartridge. For that reason, we base our comparisons on calculated energy at, or near, the muzzle and expressed as foot-pounds (ft./lb.) of energy. This is a common expression of handgun power derived by Velocity (fps) × Velocity × Bullet Weight (grains)/the conversion constant, 450240. Thus, a .36in. ball over a near-full chamber of blackpowder would produce energies close to a .380in. ball cartridge given: 966fps × 966 × 81 = 75,585,636/450240 = 168ft./lb. energy, the amount of energy needed to move a 168 pound weight 1ft.


  None of this constitutes an ironclad prediction of what a given round will actually do when it encounters a target. Much of the data we have about the effectiveness of the blackpowder handguns is anecdotal. We read of a hunter riding into a herd of bison firing to the left and right with his Dragoon and dropping several of them on the spot. Reading of James Butler Hickok’s exploits, we gain the impression that his .36 Navies racked up a count of instant, one-shot kills that would put a modern service pistol, loaded with jacketed hollowpoint rounds, to shame. The various .44 belt revolver loads produce approximate energy levels that span the performance of the .38 Special cartridge. The more powerful combinations produce energy equivalent to the upper range of commercial loads for that round. The heavier loads exceed the power available from the later .44 Russian and .44 Special cartridges. The Walker, at the highest velocities obtainable with blackpowder substitute propellant, produce about the same kinetic shove as a traditionally loaded .45 Colt. The Walker might very well have been the most powerful repeating handgun up until the advent of the .357 Magnum in 1935, but it was by no means even close to the energy levels of the .41 and .44 Magnums.


  The early Texas Rangers expressed no qualms about the effectiveness of their .36 Paterson belt revolvers and reported devastating results against their Native American adversaries. Even the puniest pocket pistols we tested proved adequate to cause serious injury and death under normal use. Few people advocate using any of the traditional revolvers for hunting big game, though if reports from individual hunters are accurate, many do so with great success. Common wisdom has the caplock revolver bullets outpenetrating the balls, and the balls producing a terminal effect out of all proportion to the paper ballistics. One frequently repeated theory is that the balls tend to “flatten out” on impact and produce a larger wound. Even those that are very close to chamber diameter swage into a truncated form during the loading process. This produces a wider surface area than most standard round-nosed bullets as well as sharper shoulders behind the point. Whether this actually increases the “stopping power” of the load is open to debate, but it does seem likely that it would produce a wider permanent wound.


  WEIGHT, VOLUME, AND VELOCITY


  Blackpowder shooters generally charge their firearms from measures that approximate a given weight of blackpowder. The actual weight of the charge is subject to some variation depending upon characteristics of a given lot or brand of powder, but the nature of blackpowder is such that a few grains’ variation has little significance in the belt- and holster-sized revolvers. A shooter who finds that his 30gr. spout is actually decanting 28gr. GOEX FFFg would probably see no difference in individually weighed charges over the chronograph screens. Such is the nature of blackpowder and the various modern substitutes (which, in equal volume, weigh considerably less than blackpowder.)


  The five- and six-round averages in our load tables hardly constitute an intensive study of blackpowder ballistics. They do provide a reasonable basis for an educated guess about the performance a shooter might expect from his revolver. Where multiple revolvers of the same type are available for testing, we incorporate the data into the load tables. We have also recorded velocities from the same loads recorded on different days and under different temperatures and conditions. Performances recorded over time have proved quite consistent.


  PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS


  The question frequently arises, “What about percussion revolvers for personal defense?” Modern examples of interpersonal conflict involving percussion revolvers occur but are extremely rare, a prime reason they have largely escaped the attention of the gun control nannies in many jurisdictions. Notable exceptions are the nations of Zimbabwe and South Africa, whose governments are now moving to strictly control muzzle-loading arms, having learned that the otherwise disarmed farmers have been using them to defend their lives.


  While the pocket models are marginally lethal, the larger revolvers produce velocities and energies that allow close comparison to the modern accepted handgun rounds. Negative factors include the greater probability of parts breakage or action jams from spent caps. A frequently mentioned concern is reliability of ignition. According to legend, Hickok fired and cleaned his revolvers every day to assure a fresh charge. Contrary stories attest to blackpowder firearms discharging reliably after many years of storage. It is noteworthy that the first cylinder-loading of a percussion revolver is more likely to exhibit misfires and hang fires than subsequent ones. This stems from the difficulty of removing all traces of lubricant or moisture from the chambers and nipple channels prior to initial loading. More often than not, firing a percussion cap on each chamber is not adequate to the purpose. Nevertheless, unfired blackpowder is remarkably stable and lacks the moisture-gathering tendencies of the fired product. After meticulous cleaning, degreasing, and drying, we loaded a Colt Pocket Model and left it in a safe and dry place for one month. It fired routinely with no ignition hesitation. Other shooters report the same experience, and we now believe them.


  Pyrodex is somewhat more difficult to ignite than blackpowder—a circumstance very evident with imperfectly cleaned chambers and nipples. Some shooters deem it unreliable if left loaded over a single night, but our camping trips have not supported this contention. We found that the fired revolver could be reloaded and protected from rust by external oiling and running an oily patch down the barrel. It fired without incident the next day. Considering that Pyrodex tends to clump in the can, we wondered if the unfired product had hygroscopic properties. We carefully cleaned the Pocket Model, lightly oiling only the nipple threads to prevent rust, and left it loaded with Pyrodex P and tight-fitting balls and caps for a bit more than two weeks. Performance was no different than with the blackpowder.


  A percussion revolver with a broken mainspring is hors de combat. All you can do is yank out your spare revolver. A broken trigger/bolt spring has much the same effect though it might respond to slip hammer shooting if the lower leg has let go. Shooters have been known to digitally align the chambers when the spring arm that loads the cylinder bolt lets go. Frequently, a revolver with a broken hand spring will still function if you cock it at a downward angle and let gravity do the work. Naturally, not all of the above concerns apply to the modern Ruger Old Army series, which also tends to dispose of spent caps in a smoothly reliable fashion.


  Practically speaking, selecting a percussion revolver as a primary weapon because you are a traditionalist or a neo-Luddite would not be the best thing to do. On the other hand, if a caplock is the only available tool, it will probably suffice.
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  Chapter 4


  Ammunition Components for Percussion Revolvers


  Shooters of traditional blackpowder arms find themselves in much the same situation pertaining to the 1960s and before. Local retailers who stock muzzleloader components generally limit themselves to products that are compatible with the modern in-line arms used in the special Primitive Weapons deer seasons. In many and perhaps most locales, sporting emporiums are not equal to the task of supplying a reliable minimum of the necessary components and have surrendered the business to mail-order companies. Some retail stores that sell percussion revolvers refuse to order balls, powder, and caps and are ignorant of sources for spare parts.


  Fortunately, Internet and mail-order shopping has improved greatly in recent years. The concerns that handle blackpowder are forced to charge fees for shipping of Hazardous Material and take steps to verify that an adult intends the stuff for sporting use. The Hazmat fee, regardless of the amount of powder ordered, currently adds up to the approximate cost of one can of Swiss blackpowder. Reliable sources for powder are Graf and Sons of Mexico, Missouri, and Powder, Inc. and Clarksville Gun and Rod, both of Clarksville, Arkansas. Minimum orders are in force and may vary from 4 to 25 pounds.


  Firearms, ammunition, and components are very sensitive to economic fluctuations. This is particularly true of the blackpowder guns and components. Such factors as protracted wars, shortages of material, and economic downturns have a profound and negative impact on the availability of the replica arms and the supplies required for shooting them. When we began this series of books and magazine articles, replicas of the major Colt and Remington revolvers were readily available. By late 2006, the revolvers were in short supply and sometimes missing from the domestic distributors. A check with VTI Gun parts in 2013 reveals that the customer is now advised to call or write to confirm availability of some spare parts that at one time were always in stock.


  Many of the replica powders are compatible with percussion revolvers. Manufacturers of the replica powders advise that these modern propellants are volumetrically equivalent to the weighed blackpowder loads and are lighter than the original mix. The Hodgdon Powder Company strongly discourages the use of conversion formulae because the weights of the powders may vary from one lot to the next. Replica powders are packaged as equivalent to FFg or FFFg, depending on the intended application, although their performance, response to compression, and behavior with different projectiles often depart significantly from those seen with the original blackpowder. This is in keeping with the realities of the blackpowder era. Nobody can know the exact performance values of original blackpowder, and the manufacturing standards did not adhere to any degree of uniformity.


  It is noteworthy that there was no consensus about what grain size constituted the various F grades of powder (Appendix B). Likewise, there was little or no agreement about the proper charge and bullet weights among the various producers of paper revolver cartridges. Early loading instructions often failed to identify any specific powder type or granulation or to recommend FFg for all pistols above .31 caliber. Current loading recommendations advise that FFFg is correct for all pistols and revolvers and base most velocity tables on that granulation.


  PROPELLANT CHARACTERISTICS


  Only black gunpowder or replica powders are safe in percussion arms. The modern smokeless powders produce very high pressures and will destroy the guns. They might destroy the shooter, too.


  FFG BLACKPOWDER (FINE, FINE, GRANULATION, OR GRAPHITE)


  F grading of blackpowder began circa 1825. Velocities recorded with GOEX FFg are significantly lower than with FFFg and otherwise identical loads. Extreme spreads were also quite a bit wider in the smaller bores.


  FFFG BLACKPOWDER


  In most cases, loads with FFFg produced the smallest shot-to-shot variations and velocities fairly close to published data. SWISS FFFg is substantially more energetic than current GOEX and delivers the same or higher velocities as Pyrodex P. SWISS is also denser than other blackpowders, compresses less in the chambers, and weighs slightly more than GOEX when poured from the same measure. Two of our commonly used measures are a valve flask with interchangeable spouts and a graduated adjustable drop tube. The former is convenient for charges up to 40gr. while the later is used with the large revolvers. Actual weights for the valve measure are:


  21gr. GOEX FFFg = 24gr. SWISS


  30fr. GOEX = 34gr. SWISS


  35gr. GOEX = 39gr. SWISS


  40gr. GOEX = 49.3gr. SWISS.


  The drop tube:


  50gr. setting = 45.2 GOEX and 52 SWISS


  55gr. setting = 51.2 GOEX and 57 SWISS


  60gr. setting = 57 GOEX and 64 SWISS.


  HOLY BLACK


  We will note here that many purists insist on using only true blackpowder in their pre-cartridge arms. They sometimes refer to the niter, charcoal, and brimstone mix as Holy Black, and thereby invite theological debate on the subject. The sulphurous odor is frequently associated with the Underworld and makes “Unholy Black” a reasonable alternative. It was even responsible for some early gun control measures.


  In some regions, killing Christians with bombards and hand cannons was illegal, but OK to use them on heathens. Early clerics equated flatulence with the presence of demons and insisted that whenever someone had occasion to “maketh of his asse a trumpet,” he expelled a surplus of Satan’s little stepchildren. This sounds like a bad thing, but Martin Luther, the famous 16th Century Protestant, took a somewhat different view. A chronic sufferer from constipation, he reflected often on the workings of his lower digestive tract. “With but a single fart, I can drive the Evil One from my presence!” Before that revelation, the absence of accuracy in early firearms was explained by the presence of little bitty demons that rode the leaden balls and caused them to go astray. Conversely, the relative accuracy of arrows derived from the equally little bitty angels that rode astride the shafts and made them fly true. The ingenious faithful discovered that rifled bores made the lead balls fly true because any demon that attached itself to the projectile would be thrown clear by centripetal acceleration.


  PYRODEX RS


  Pyrodex RS is the Replica Powder sold as a substitute for FFg. Velocities and extreme spreads with Pyrodex RS Rifle/Shotgun closely matched those recorded with FFg Black when fired from our Walker Colt and a .50 pistol. From large revolvers, Pyrodex RS is sometimes a closer equivalent for GOEX FFFg performance than is Pyrodex P.


  PYRODEX P (PISTOL)


  Pyrodex P is the Hodgdon Powder Company’s FFFg equivalent powder recommended for pistol and revolver loads. Loaded volume for volume from the same measure as GOEX FFFg black, it usually records higher velocities and somewhat larger extreme spreads, but occasionally the reverse will occur. Pyrodex compresses farther with less effort than the same volume of FFFg, and seems to produce nearly equivalent results with the small .31 pocket revolvers. It produces higher velocity than GOEX FFFg does with the larger capacity pistols and revolvers. The increased velocity shown by Pyrodex P is often quite significant in the Walker Colts and Dragoons.


  Pyrodex P is a very useful substitute for blackpowder. Velocities are very close to those obtained with SWISS FFFg, with Pyrodex loads being faster on some occasions and SWISS taking the lead on others. Pyrodex fouls barrels less or more slowly than blackpowder and responds to the same cleaning methods, although it will rust as fast or faster than black gunpowder. Pyrodex is more difficult to ignite than blackpowder and has given rise to a new generation of more powerful percussion caps to compensate. Pyrodex loads, at least in handguns, are every bit as accurate as those with FFFg blackpowder. Of the current blackpowder substitutes, Pyrodex is the most predictable in behavior and the least problematic in overall application.


  It seems likely that the formulation of Pyrodex has varied over the decades. One noted writer recorded velocities that compared more closely with GOEX FFFg than with SWISS. We have a can of Pyrodex P from the first shipment and while it is as consistent as the current lots, velocities are lower and in the region of expected performance from GOEX. It is noteworthy that this can had been opened in the 1970s and stored under extremes of temperature for the next three decades.


  HODGDON H777


  The propellant Hodgdon’s Triple Seven appears intended for shooters of “In-Line Muzzleloaders.” These rifles cropped up to allow deer hunters to use modern guns in the special primitive deer seasons. Hodgdon H777 is the most energetic of the replica powders. Containing no sulfur, it cleans up with soap and room temperature water. While it produces little fouling buildup, it is necessary to remove all residues to prevent rust. Loaded volume for volume with blackpowder in pistols and revolvers, it frequently produces very high velocities and extreme spreads of over 200fps. With slightly reduced loads delivering velocities in the same range as Pyrodex P or FFFg, performance is much more consistent and fine accuracy results. Our negative experiences with the higher loads may stem from excessive compression during the loading process. H777 has delivered excellent results in single-shot pistols and carefully concocted revolver loads as long as the ball is seated on top of the powder column and not overly compressed.


  AMERICAN PIONEER


  Advertising presents this replica powder as noncorrosive and non-hygroscopic. We have found it advisable to clean the firearm as usual to prevent rust. Nevertheless, a delay of several days generally produces only traces of fine surface rust that disappear during the cleaning process. Velocities with American Pioneer are very consistent with low extreme spreads and are markedly slower than with other replica powders. Accuracy is good, and it is an ideal choice for those desiring lower report and recoil without the use of spacers or fillers.


  GOEX PINNACLE BLACKPOWDER SUBSTITUTE


  GOEX Pinnacle Blackpowder Substitute in its pistol or FFFg variety is advertised as being non-hygroscopic and easy to clean up. We tested it in revolvers ranging from .31 caliber through the .44 Dragoons. It displayed wide variations in velocity, large extreme spreads, and unpredictable reaction to compression in all but the heaviest charge used in the Dragoon. All loads except the one that settled down in the Dragoon were notably inaccurate. The powder was extremely fluffy and prone to bridging across the powder measure spouts and failing to decant with any consistency. This even occurred with an approximately .40in. straight tube measure.


  Pinnacle produced higher velocities than American Pioneer and in the medium loads, lower velocities than GOEX FFFg. In the heavier charged Army and Remington ‘58 revolvers and the Dragoon, the velocities approached those of the GOEX, albeit with much wider velocity spreads.


  The single possible positive quality of GOEX Pinnacle as used in a handgun is that it might actually be easier to clean up than blackpowder and Pyrodex. Field cleaning revealed an early buildup of hard fouling the full length of the barrel, and it was at least as hard to remove as blackpowder. It did respond quickly to alcohol on the cleaning patch. We returned home with five revolvers and one single-shot pistol all fired with Pinnacle and cleaned them with modern gun cleaning solvents and oil. After watching carefully for several months, none of the arms developed any rust or corrosion.


  BLACKPOWDER VARIATIONS


  Debates about the exact nature of 19th Century blackpowder have very little basis for resolution. Many companies produced and marketed blackpowder. Well-known variations in performance were present, and current historians attribute the outcome of a pivotal battle in the Mexican War of 1847–48 to weak cannon powder used on the Mexican side. Early musket powder was of large granulation. Some sources say that the common sporting powder was probably a combination of FFg and FFFg granulation. One intriguing observation is that 19th Century double rifles, regulated so that the barrels converged at a given distance, could not be brought into register with most of the current blackpowders given the original charge weights. Shooters find that SWISS Fg or 1.5 Fg seems to perform like the powders originally used to regulate the barrel.


  We came by a couple of small samples of vintage blackpowder. The DuPont FFg predated World War II and came in the oval can with the 1924 label. In a side-by-side comparison using an Uberti ’58 Remington, 30gr. of the DuPont powder produced 50fps less velocity than the same amount of new GOEX FFg. The shot-to-shot consistency was essentially the same with 30 and 25 fps spread, respectively. We also tested some Remington-Union Metallic Cartridge .44 Special factory loads from 1913-16. The original loads produced 719/73 fps spread. When we substituted GOEX FFFg with all other components being the same, we clocked 763/50 fps spread. We also made a direct comparison in an Uberti Paterson replica using 20gr. of each powder. In this instance the results were reversed, with the older powder providing the higher velocity. The old powder also outsped modern GOEX in our Remington Pocket Revolver.


  As is often the case, when we think we have added to our store of knowledge, we run butt-up against conflicting data. Our inclination is to regard blackpowder as remarkably stable over time and to attribute differences in performance to manufacturing variables. Don Eichenberger of Clarksville Gun and Rod in Clarksville, Arkansas, has worked directly with several powder manufacturers regarding manufacturing specifications and standards. He identifies significant variables such as variations in the basic chemicals, the amount of density of the given powder, and the care taken in segregating grain sizes. Some precision long gun shooters actually sift their blackpowder themselves and can derive quantities of FFFg and FFFFg from cans of GOEX FFg. According to Eichenberger, such screening is not necessary with the very dense and uniform SWISS powder.


  SWISS blackpowder comes from the same production facility as it did in 1850, and the original mill wheel is still in use. We do not know if the current performance remains consistent with the powder of that period. We did find that our lot of modern FFFg produced velocities much higher than GOEX (with volume equivalent or charges of identical weight) and on a par or higher than Pyrodex P when thrown from the same volume measure. This caused us to revise the power estimates of several handguns we tested and to regard Pyrodex P as an even better blackpowder equivalent than we had previously thought.


  Recorded performance is very much like SWISS. This is an important consideration because the original blackpowder qualifies as an explosive. Insurance companies, and to some extent governments, dictate onerous transportation and storage procedures that make many merchants unwilling to keep it in stock. Local shoppers usually have better luck finding Pyrodex or one of the other substitutes in the retail outlets. The shooter who insists on the authentic nitre, charcoal, and sulfur mixes often has to journey far and wide in search of it or buy in large quantities with accompanying hazardous materials transportation fees. Replica powders are non-explosive propellants and travel comparatively freely in interstate commerce.


  PERCUSSION CAPS


  The original caps contained the mercury fulminate/nitrate formula and then potassium chlorate. They seem to have been more sensitive to percussion than the current lead stipenate primers. Early shooters report caps detonating under thumb pressure when seated on the nipples. While it is essential to have the gun pointed downrange while loading with current caps, they do not seem to be at all prone to this. Caps have come in sizes ranging from those specifically for the large muskets and martial pistols to a graduation ranging from #9 to #12. Currently available are #10 and #11.


  Caps are available by mail-order, which is fortunate because most of the muzzleloader distributors recommend #11 caps for their firearms. Frequently, this is the only size available in retail stores. They are also prone to stock only CCI percussion caps, a complicating factor with many revolvers and pistols. In general, CCI #10 caps are the same size as Remington #11 and fit about equally well. Unfortunately, the CCI caps have extremely thick cups and require a heavy hammer fall for reliable ignition. The current Uberti Colt-type replicas usually have light mainsprings and will reliably detonate CCI caps only when they are dowel-seated onto the cones with considerable pressure. RWS (formerly Dynamit Nobel) caps seem to be intermediate in toughness and have been reliable in our guns. At this writing, RWS caps are available from Dixie Gun Works, and Remingtons have disappeared from most catalogs, including the products catalog of Remington Arms Company.


  COMMERCIAL BULLETS AND BALLS


  High-quality commercial bullets of a nontraditional design, available from the Buffalo Bullet Company, are very accurate in both .36, .44, and .457 (Ruger Old Army) calibers. The Ram Lock line of dedicated percussion revolver bullets is in development at the time of this writing. We have shot the 85gr. and 130gr. varieties, finding both very accurate and producing good velocities in our .36 Colt 1861. The nose profile is truncated cone, and the bullets cut wadcutter-type holes in paper targets. For small and medium game hunting this design is superior to the round-nosed aspect of other available commercial bullets. The Ram Lock bullets in .44 caliber weigh 192gr. and have proved very accurate in our Remington and Dragoon revolvers, turning in 50yd. groups in the a range of 3.5–5in. The shape of these bullets do not allow loading in our Colt 1860 Army revolvers because of close barrel-to-chamber relationships and inadequate clearance in the loading-lever window.


  Pistol balls are available from Speer and Hornady and are still stocked in some gun shops. The .375in. balls swaged by Speer are suitable in both Uberti and Pietta revolvers. The Hornady .375s are not of consistent diameter and many of them within a box will roll into the chambers of Uberti revolvers with no tension. It is not unusual to withdraw the seating stem and find a Hornady ball stuck to the end of the rammer. Pietta revolvers have marginally tighter chambers and may do better with the Hornady balls. Track of the Wolf sells .380 balls, and Dixie Gun Works stocks .380in. cast both of consistent size and good quality. For the bullet caster, a Lee Mold in .380in. diameter is a good investment. Pure lead is the longstanding recommendation, but wheel weight balls and conicals group just as well.


  We avoid percussion bullets marketed by the Warren Muzzleloading Company or its heir, Ozark Gun Works. They are simply dry-lubricated standard centerfire pistol bullets sold as blackpowder components. They lack the reduced diameter heal for straight seating and are too long to fit under the rammer window of the 1851 Navy or Army Colt or Dragoon frames. Distributors may have caught on to this, as we have not found any of the bullets advertised lately. The company no longer distributes bullets or balls. Nominal .44 revolver balls come in .451, .454, and .457in. diameters. The smaller balls are generally fine for Pietta chambers and frequently work in the Ubertis. The middle diameter is usually ideal for both and probably minimum if Hornady balls are the only ones available. The .457in. will usually work perfectly well in either Pietta or Uberti—the tighter fit notwithstanding. This larger ball diameter is the preferred round ball size for the Ruger Old Army revolvers.


  WADS


  Lubricated wads between bullet and powder can eliminate the need to clean the bore after each emptying of the cylinder. The shooter’s decision balances whether it is more efficient to attend to bore cleaning or add five to six additional steps each time he loads the revolver. Mutton tallow and beeswax are available from Dixie Gun Works, as are various punches for rendering the correct-sized wads. Excellent commercial lubricated wads are available from The Possible Shop and are much more effective at preventing barrel fouling than the more commonly distributed Ox-Yoke Originals Wonder Wads.


  [image: image]


  Chapter 5


  Early Revolvers, 1836–47: The Paterson and the Walker Colts
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  In 1836, Samuel Colt obtained patents in the U.S., France, and England for the first practical revolving pistol. A subsequent patent renewal in 1849 and aggressive litigation against infringements gave him a domestic monopoly on revolver development until the middle 1850s. The first Colt manufactory in Paterson, New Jersey, taught Colt a great deal about the challenges of successfully promoting innovative concepts and the realities of Victorian era firearms marketing.


  Although Colt might have been familiar with the Collier Revolving flintlock, legend insists that he conceived of the idea of a pistol with a multi-chambered revolving magazine while studying the ship’s steering mechanism during his seafaring days. Prototypes of the revolvers suggested an engineering concept more in keeping with the precision timepieces of the era than with a weapon destined to be besooted with blackpowder fouling and subject to battlefield conditions. Production revolvers and long arms retained close tolerances, a multiplicity of small parts and fragile springs. The trigger and sear bar arrangement seem unnecessarily complicated by the standards of the day and the trigger remained flush inside the frame until cocked and ready to fire. This delicate affectation appeared on even the larger revolvers, where a rigid trigger and guard might have made more sense.


  By the time of first production, Colt had eliminated a couple of esthetic niceties that could have launched the inventor into the middle of next week rather than the history books. The earliest of the demonstration pieces fully enclosed the percussion caps within the standing breech, which provided a perfect channel for back blasts from exploding caps and encouraging chain fires. They also had a blast shield covering the front of all the chambers except the one aligned with the barrel. The combination of these features lent an undesirable grenade-like potential to the pistols that would have discouraged even the most avid supporters of the Colt innovations.


  The handguns in particular were finished and accoutered to appeal to Colt’s investors, who were avid technophiles and aesthetes, and appreciated the careful finish and the ingenious accessories that came cased with each firearm. Colt developed ball-and-powder flasks, capping tools, bullet moulds, and a multitool that served as a seating lever, screwdriver, nipple wrench, and pick. They frequently came in case sets with two revolvers, a spare cylinder for each, the full array of accessories, and even a spare 12in. barrel for precision at extended range. The handguns ranged in size from the .28 caliber pocket models on up through .34, and .36 to .40 caliber belt and holster revolvers. There was at least one example of a huge .52 caliber job complete with belt hook that Colt proposed as a horse pistol for the mounted soldier.


  Colt’s aggressive promotion of the smoothbore and rifled long arms resulted in an early sale to the Army, then fighting the second Seminole War in Florida. On the whole, though, military reception was singularly unenthusiastic. Tests revealed the arms to be overly complicated and subject to malfunction. With minor exception, peace broke out and the military did not see much need for innovative weaponry. Fortunately for Colt, the newly independent Republic of Texas was open to anything that might provide an edge in the two-fronted war with Mexico and the Comanche Nation. In 1839, the Texas Navy took delivery of a quantity of revolving carbines and # 5 belt pistols. The Navy passed some of them along to the mounted ranger companies engaged in guerilla warfare on the fringes of the expanding Austin Colony. In the hands of Captain John Coffee Hays and his band of mounted rangers, the new five-shot Texas Paterson revolvers provided the Anglo-Texans with a real advantage over the superb Comanche cavalry and revolutionized the nature of their encounters.


  Late in 1840, Jack Hays and a small surveying party were encamped at the base of the Enchanted Rock, a 400ft. pressure dome rising out of the Texas Hill Country. Hays had climbed to the top of the dome to survey the surrounding countryside when a large band of Comanche raiders cut him off from the main expedition. In most such encounters, the Ranger would fortify and try to pick off the natives with precision rifle fire. The Comanche in turn would await the rifle fire and charge in with lances to finish the rangers before they could reload. This time, Captain Jack had the standard ranger field equipage consisting of one carbine and two five-round Colt revolvers. He wedged himself into a pressure crack at the top of the dome (or on the fringes) and commenced killing Comanches as they came into sight. By the time the other members of the party came to the rescue, Hays had piled up a significant body count and educated the southern Comanches in a new form of warfare.


  The above scenario recurred with minor variation many times over the next several years. In 1844, about fifteen of Hays’s Rangers defeated a band of Comanche at the Pedernales River, charging into a party of about eighty warriors, killing and wounding a many and setting the rest to rout. Hays became a celebrity of the early republic and never failed to give the major credit for his successes to the Colt Revolver. By 1842, Captain Hays had taken delivery of the improved Paterson, with loading lever and capping window. He was overjoyed with the prospect of being able to reload on horseback. Thus began the mystique of the revolver, the tradition of the Texas Pistol Fighter, and the foundation of the Colt enterprise as a major player in global manufacturing.


  Significantly, although the Paterson is an overly complicated and fragile arm, the Texas Belt Revolvers saw effective, active duty through the Mexican War of 1847 to 1848. The Patent Arms Manufacturing Company went broke in 1842, but one John Ehlers, treasurer of the company and a major creditor, continued to assemble and market the revolvers right up until the time Samuel Colt re-emerged at the forefront of the arms industry. Of the 2,800 Paterson revolvers, about 1,000 were of the Texas belt revolver type and about 500 were assembled and marketed by Ehlers. Patersons served their owners long afterward. We have seen pictures of models fitted with ’51 Navy loading levers with the improved front latch system.


  SHOOTING THE PATERSON


  Modern replicas of the Texas Paterson come from the Uberti and Pietta factories in Brescia, Italy. They are faithful to the original with no (or only minor) visible departures from the original specifications. We have a leverless model made by Uberti in 1991 and an example with the loading lever, also made by Uberti in 2005. The revolvers are very well fitted, with excellent polish and a carbon blue/true color case-hardened finish on the first and standard blue/color case on the second. Operation with the guns unloaded is smooth and the trigger pull is light in comparison with many replica arms. The first revolver came with a loading tool that is an exact copy of the original. The tool, made of cheap pot metal, broke at the first attempt to seat a bullet, not an uncommon occurrence with the Italian replica items, particularly those from a few years ago.


  To load the earlier pistol, place hammer on half-cock, and:


  1. Remove the barrel wedge and pull barrel off cylinder arbor, prying between cylinder front and frame, if necessary.


  2. Remove the cylinder and charge chamber with powder.


  3. Seat ball or bullet using ball Starter, cylinder arbor, or bullet seating tool. Repeat for all chambers.


  4. Apply lubricant seal over each bullet (or make sure the bullets seal the chambers).


  5. Reassemble, place on half-cock, and cap chambers with capping tool.


  We use a Traditions Ball Starter to load the cylinder. (The cylinder arbor of the original was tapered and also served as a bullet-seater.)


  Many early users of the Colt revolvers were accustomed to capping the cylinder before reassembly and carrying fully loaded spare cylinders, a potentially hazardous practice generally avoided by the modern shooter. The shooter should reassemble the revolver, place the hammer on half-cock, and place the caps with a capping tool. Unlike later revolvers, the Paterson had no definitive provision for safe carry. The Texas Rangers loaded all five chambers and probably routinely lowered the hammer between the chambers. Some might have relied on the half-cock position or even allowed the hammer to rest on a percussion cap, trusting to providence that nothing would go wrong. Of the three, the hammer set down between chambers is much preferred. Modern shooters should follow the accepted practice and lower the hammer on an empty chamber. The Paterson cylinder has a bit less capacity than the later 1851 Navy but accepts the same 22gr. charges often used in the later revolvers.
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  This is closely equivalent to the current loading of a .380 ACP full-jacketed bullet. In the realm of usable accuracy, Uberti Patersons presented a pleasant surprise. The grips, while odd in appearance, fit our hands well, and the revolvers hung steady on target. The light trigger pull greatly compensated for the strange, forward thrusting angle of the trigger. Both revolvers presented similar negative issues pertaining to functionality.


  Frequent ignition failure was due to the sear riding the hammer face and the hammer riding against the left side of the frame and slowing the hammer fall, exacerbated in the levered model because the mainspring flexed up against the grip insert. We improved this to some extent by polishing the mating parts.


  Early binding due to fouling buildup was most pronounced with the levered revolver and stemmed from the extremely close fit of the cylinder against frame and barrel and a non-existent barrel/cylinder gap. We corrected this by packing the arbor seat hole of the barrel assembly with metallic foil and creating a small barrel/cylinder gap. Later Colt designs had much less contact between the cylinder and the other major structures, minimizing and delaying the consequences of accumulated hard fouling. Then and now, a sluggish cylinder is freed up by spitting on the arbor between the barrel and cylinder face.


  Binding and lockup due to cap fragments wedged between the cylinder and frame. Later revolvers of the belt and pocket sizes had a channel cut into the upper-right breech area between hammer and capping window. No doubt cap cycling was a significant problem with the historic Paterson as well as with the replicas.


  With the levered example, caps falling down inside the hammer cut and blocking subsequent shots was accentuated by the tendency of the hammer to blow back after cap ignition, with or without a powder charge. The mainspring impinged on the one-piece grip as it drove the hammer forward during firing. Relieving the wood behind the spring reduced blowback and improved ignition.


  Total lockup of the action due to spontaneous misalignment of the internal hand and cylinder ratchet was common to both revolvers and improved with use. The only response was to remove the barrel and cylinder and reset the engagement pin at the back of the arbor. All later Colts eliminated the pin and had the hand in direct contact with an external ratchet on the cylinder.


  The loading-lever retaining spring on the later revolver was effective until the gun had been fired a good bit. It developed a tendency to let the lever drop with full loads, which explained the practice of fitting a Navy loading lever on the obsolescent Patersons.


  [image: image]


  The replica-levered Patersons have only a small dished-out relief at the lower portion of the barrel where the cylinder rotates a ball under the lever. Out of the box, it was necessary to tap the ball into the chamber before it rotated under the ram. We relieved this area much like the historic revolvers to allow routine loading. Of the two Patersons on hand, the early example with no loading lever is now the smoother functioning revolver. After an initial break-in period, we can routinely discharge all five rounds without malfunction. Pointing the revolver downward during cocking was necessary to prevent cap fragment jams.


  Firing one-handed at 25yd. we held a 6–7in. group with most shots inside the 8 x 15in. A Zone of an IPSC target. Shooting in the same manner from 20yd. a tight group inside the head portion of a silhouette target occurred with regularity. We found that we frequently produced 2 × 3in. groups firing off hand at 50ft. with either of the Uberti replicas. Captain Hays had advised his rangers not to shoot “Until you can touch ’em, boys.” While this seems sound advice for troops shooting from horseback at moving targets, it does not fully demonstrate the capacities of the Paterson fired from a steady position. In practice, the Paterson proves marginally more difficult to shoot accurately than the well-tuned Navy or Army Colts or the Remington of 1858. The practical difference would not have proved much of a limitation given the usual close ranges of its intended use.


  FULL DISASSEMBLY


  The process resembles the full takedown of the Colt revolvers covered in later chapters but is materially more complicated. The Paterson mastered, all others become simple by comparison. Readers should carefully observe the original relationship of the parts, remaining alert and mentally flexible. We hope this discussion is beneficial for those embarking on the process. We found it so ourselves upon returning to the Patersons after several months.


  1. Start by removing the backstrap from the grip frame. There is a screw at the bottom of the grip frame and two others at the top/back.


  2. Apply enough tension to the mainspring to take pressure off the swinging hammer strut. We cock the hammer and tie the spring to the grip frame front with a leather strap.


  3. Lower the hammer, swing the strut away from the spring, position a brass drift against the short leg of the mainspring, and tap downward to remove. The spring goes back on much easier, as spring tension is not critical at that point.


  4. Remove the standing breech held in place by the screw visible at the bottom rear of the frame behind the trigger, and then the screw within the frame structure on the opposite side.


  5. Remove the screws at the bottom front of the frame (front of trigger) and lift off the action block, which exposes the internal lockwork. Disassembly to this point and simply loosening the action block (cover) is sufficient for cleaning.


  6. Remove the hammer.


  Removal of the bolt-sear spring and the handspring is not problematic, as is removal of the trigger, sear, and bolt. However, getting them back in is a different story. A magnifying glass and flashlight are very useful here.


  Note that the handspring and bolt/sear springs attach with a single screw at the bottom inside rear of the frame (under the hammer). The up-curving leaf of the bolt spring engages the bottom of frame while the leftward leaf rides underneath the sear, providing upward tension. The handspring sits atop the bolt spring with its long upper leaf riding inside the breech and behind the hammer-mounted hand. Initial insertion of the springs is fairly easy; aligning them with the threaded hole and the screw is not.


  With the hammer all the way forward, insert the leaf inside the breech and behind the hand. Rotate gently until it goes into place. Then align both springs with the threaded hole and replace the screw.


  Assure that the bolt, trigger, and sear are in proper relationship and functioning properly. The split arms at the rear of the cylinder locking bolt fit in front of the cam on the right side of the hammer. With the action block back in place, the bolt should move in and out of the notch as the hammer moves, and the small peg at the back of the cylinder arbor also rotates with hammer movement.
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  At times the action will lockup during the assembly process or routine dismounting for loading, or as mentioned above, actual firing. The usual cause is a slight misalignment of the hand with the internal ratchet. Attempting to apply force may result in broken parts, but sometimes force becomes necessary to take the frozen revolver apart. The object is to remove the cylinder from the indexing peg at the back of the cylinder arbor and rotate the peg/pall slightly until the hammer will again move freely. Then replace the cylinder and align the peg at the rear of the arbor with the slot in the back of the cylinder.


  We found two sources for spare lock parts for the Uberti Paterson. VTI Replica Gun Parts of Lakeville, Connecticut, was able to supply all springs and internal lockwork except for the sear spring. Cimarron Firearms of Fredericksburg, Texas, supplied all lock parts and springs with no omissions. The Paterson has between three and four times the number of parts, static and moving, as the designs that emerged between 1847 and 1850.


  Fully disassembling a Navy Revolver is an exercise in simplicity compared to this early Colt. Loading of the early model is a slow and laborious process fraught with its own safety concerns beyond even those of the more advanced cap-fired revolvers. Since no capping window is in the frame, there is a strong temptation to cap the cylinders before reassembly, and even the use of a straight-line capper through the hammer cut can be hazardous. Our early example would initially allow the hammer to fall from the half-cock position, either due to trigger action or pressure on the hammer. This required total attention to muzzle control during the loading and shooting process. The problem resolved itself after the parts had settled in from use.


  Inevitably, other examples of this revolver present their own pitfalls to the unwary, just as was the case in 1840. Both of our revolvers became more functionally reliable as the parts settled in from shooting. Neither has presented any broken parts. Although the Patersons are complicated, the springs that drive the hand, the trigger, and the bolt are larger and probably stronger than those on later designs.


  The Republic of Texas acquired approximately 180 Paterson revolvers between 1839 and 1842 and equal numbers of revolving rifles and carbines. Sales of handguns of all sizes reached about 2,850. Starting in 1839, Colt added the loading-lever assembly and capping window to the revolvers. This was true of new production as well as a substantial amount of the older revolvers. John Ehlers marketed the revolvers right up until 1847, and he also had a couple of Navy contracts in 1845. The impact of the design went far beyond what the numbers would suggest. The firsthand accounts of the Texas Rangers captured the public imagination and greatly assisted Colt in his return to the gun industry at midcentury. The 1847 Walkers, early Dragoons, and several other models featured a roll engraved representation of the Hays Big Fight on the Pedernales. The Navy model depicted the naval battle between the Republic of Texas and the Mexican Navy at Campeche.


  Paterson revolvers have appeared in their proper historic context in the film version of James A. Michener’s novel Texas and in at least one episode of Gunsmoke. The first production of the Patent Arms Manufacturing Company came at about the same time as the fall of the Alamo. A cinematic effort to equip one of the defenders (Sam Elliot) with the revolver squeaks by only because hand-made prototypes existed in the early 1830s.
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  A replica Walker Colt of 1847 with flask, bullet mould, and combination tool (nipple wrench, screw driver, and spring compressor)


  The Paterson replicas do not fit well within the various organized shooting games that grow up around muzzleloading arms. While the Uberti replicas are well-finished and have quality parts, they are functionally problematic compared to later Colt designs. While not really suitable as first or primary recreational revolvers, the replicas allows the modern shooter to delve into the effectiveness of arms common to the early Texas settlers. The Patersons are of great historic interest, providing entertainment for the historically minded student and verisimilitude for cinematic productions.


  WALKER COLT


  By 1845 Texas had traded its status as an independent republic for statehood. The events of 1836 had not ended conflict with Mexico or brought about any consensus about the reality of independence. War continued and statehood brought the U.S. into the fray. By 1847, the war was at full tilt with important skirmishes taking place deep within the uncontested boundaries of Mexico. Samuel Walker, former Texas Ranger and now a captain in the U.S. Mounted Rifles, looked up Colt with the intention of acquiring revolvers particularly suited to his horse soldiers. He wanted a revolver capable of dispatching not only the enemy soldiers but their horses as well. Personal experience with the earlier Paterson revolvers of .36 caliber had convinced him of the utility of the revolving pistol as a cavalry arm. He now envisioned a “. . . revolver half the length of your arm of 44 or 45 caliber. . . .” with more robust features than those of the erstwhile lightweight five-shooters. Colt still possessed the patents that gave him exclusive rights to revolver development as well as high motivation to return to the arms trade. Eli Whitney Jr. had a nose for business and a well-appointed armory then engaged in producing the 1841 rifle in use for the Mexican conflict.


  An Army contract for 1,000 pistols and accoutrements followed in January 1847. The revolvers were .44 caliber, almost 16in. long, and weighed 4lb 9oz. They were larger than the 1837 and 1842 smoothbore pistols they replaced, but exactly in accord with Colonel Walker’s order. In late October, Colonel John Coffee Hays of the First Texas Mounted Volunteers picked up 394 from Army headquarters in Vera Cruz. An additional 180 went to Colonel Walker’s C Company, U.S. Mounted Rifles. Colt had given priority to one hundred additional pistols for presentation and private sales. Thus, well in advance of this general issue, Jack Hays, Samuel Walker, Zachary Taylor, and other officers possessed the revolvers and were familiar with their capabilities.


  Initial planning called for issue of two pistols to mounted soldiers along with a single powder flask, bullet mould, and combination tool that comprised a screwdriver, cone wrench, and spring compressor. Two pistols mounted on either side of the saddle pommel were standard Dragoon equipages. Reasoning that a single revolver would triple the firepower of two Aston-Johnsons, the Army changed the order, affording only one pistol per trooper and creating a shortage of accoutrements. Thus, 500 revolvers awaited arrival of powder flasks, combination tools, and bullet moulds. These remained in the Baton Rouge arsenal until early spring 1848, when they were released to the western Army and still-federalized Texas Rangers fighting desperados and Indians on the Texas frontier. Accompanying the second issue of 500 into Texas were an unknown amount of revolvers that had not been returned to the Army at the end of the Mexican conflict. A strong tendency among the enlisted was to retain any working revolver and report it missing or destroyed. Historians record that it was, in fact, virtually impossible to get a Texas Ranger to turn in his Walker revolver and a losing battle to insist upon it.


  In November 1847, less than a month after receiving the revolvers, the Texas Mounted Volunteers engaged a superior force of 1,500 Mexican regulars at Izcar de Matamoros, charging their lines with Colt revolvers blazing and routing them from the field. The Walker Colts played a pivotal part in several other engagements including a reprisal massacre in Mexico City. More than eighty presumably hostile inhabitants of the city died in that one, chiefly by agency of the Walker Colt.


  Some (Texas Rangers) wore buckskin shirts, black with grease and blood, some wore red shirts, their trousers thrust into their boots; all were armed with revolvers and huge Bowie knives. Take them altogether, with their uncouth costumes, bearded faces, lean and brawny forms, fierce wild eyes and swaggering manners, they were fit representatives of the outlaws who made up the population of the Lone Star State.


  —Observations of an officer of the U.S. Mounted Rifles.


  THE LEGEND GREW


  Mexican citizens stumbling over the translation of “revolver” believed that the bullets could change directions and chase them around corners and up stairways. Medical Officer and Adjutant John S. “RIP” Ford recorded the unlikely observation that the Colts had the power of the 1841 Mississippi Rifle with greater range. Army orders were that none of the revolvers would be issued to staff officers. This order went by the wayside when the revolvers actually arrived, and Adjutant Ford grabbed two of them for himself. He was on hand when the Walker demonstrated its capabilities of dealing with the equine element. Walking through camp, he advised a green troop to uncap his revolver. Moments later, there was a loud report and the trooper’s horse fell dead on the spot, neatly drilled between the running lights by a picket bullet.


  Part and parcel of the Walker Colt mystique, though seldom mentioned in detail, was the conical bullet cast by soldiers in the field. The needle-nosed, flat-based picket bullet receives major credit for initial difficulties with the revolvers. RIP Ford wrote that soldiers unfamiliar with conical bullets assumed that the projectiles would enter the chamber sharp-end first, almost invariably causing the cylinders to explode. Correctly loaded, the bullets afforded a deep, wedge-shaped repository for accumulated powder from sloppy loading. This, combined with canted or undersized bullets, could easily result in multiple chamber ignitions. The incidence of exploded cylinders has been greatly exaggerated, with some sources saying that nearly 300 blew up in service. It appears that revolvers not passing inspection were included in this number, even though they had been repaired and put into service at the first general issue. Damaged revolvers returned by the Volunteers at war’s end was 109, including those with ruptured cylinders. By and large, the Walker Colts performed very well both in Mexico and on the Texas frontier. The major negatives of this early design were an inadequate loading-lever catch and the size of the revolver, which made it impractical for belt carry.


  SHOOTING THE WALKER


  Recent literature makes much of the ability of the Walker Colt to accept maximum charges of 60gr. of blackpowder under a round ball. There has been little exploration of the performance of the more period-correct conical bullet load. The original proof load for the Walker consisted of the designated bullet loaded over the maximum charge of FFFg compressible below the chamber mouths of the cylinder. The bullet was certainly the major projectile of the Walkers used in Mexico, and the round ball likely came into play later on the Texas frontier.


  With this in mind, we ordered the correct Pedersoli Paper Cartridge Bullet Mould from Dixie Gun Works and cast 170gr. bullets from pure lead. The bullet was the size and shape of the frame opening to the loading lever. Duplicating original performance was somewhat problematic since we could not know the actual performance of period components. There was really no industry standard for blackpowder formulation and even the appropriate screen sizes for rendering FFFg flakes varied from one maker to the next (Appendix B). Optimistically, we used the extra-fast SWISS FFFg for the bullet loads and explored the performance of SWISS, Goex, and Pyrodex P with round balls and conical bullets from a Lee Mold.
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  Firing the replica Walker with a heavy charge of FFFg blackpowder


  The sample revolver is a Uberti Walker manufactured in 2005. At this time, the only good quality Walker replicas come from Uberti. Fit, function, velocity, and accuracy of our 2005 Uberti are a close match for the Uberti kit Walker we have used for some time. Unlike the Paterson, the Walker has a positive provision for safe carry. A notch in the hammer nose fits over a single peg placed between two of the chambers of the cylinder when the hammer is all the way forward. The Walker retains the loading-lever clasp used on the Paterson as well as the old-pattern U-shaped mainspring. The loading-lever clasp is inadequate to the recoil of the heavily loaded Walker and almost always drops out of engagement at each shot. We have a functional replica flask from Dixie Gun Works as well as a combination tool. The nipple wrench on the combination tool works, but the screwdriver is not properly ground to fit the screws, and the spring compressor configuration is overly large for its purpose.


  Using common Dremel bits, we deep-coned the loading ram for an exact fit over the nose of the traditional bullet. The maximum charge under compression turned out to be 45gr. which did render the supersonic average of 1,158fps with 506ft./lb. of energy and a narrow extreme spread of 35fps. This bullet had none of the qualities expected of an effective or accurate handgun projectile. The portion of the bullet swaged into contact with the chamber walls was very narrow. and no bevel was on the bullet base to assist in straight alignment in the chamber. Nevertheless, the precise coning of the bullet ram allowed repeatable straight seating, and the ease in loading and resulting accuracy exceeded initial expectations.


  Those negative expectations result from a solid 150 years of reporting that disparages the accuracy and utility of conical bullets in revolvers beginning with a field report by Captain J. E. Johnston, U.S.A. In 1848, Johnston reported to the U.S. Congress regarding weapons in use on the frontier, specifically during his recent explorations of suitable routes to California and mapping Indian trails from Mexico into Texas. Johnson recorded that the Picket bullet was far less suitable than the round ball projectile. He said that greater facility of loading, power, and accuracy was available with round balls. He also complained about the size of the Walkers (and likely the first issue of Whitneyville Dragoons). Major blame fell to the Picket bullet because it required an excessively large cylinder to allow room for a suitable powder charge. Johnston requested a return to the round ball loading and the old pattern Paterson five-shooter, considering it superior to the rifle and saber for close Indian fighting. A key factor in his reasoning was the handiness of the Paterson belt revolver over the saddle-mounted Walkers.


  Flying in the face of a century and a half of common wisdom, our six-shot offhand Picket bullet groups from 30yd. were consistent with the accuracy from round balls and the Lee Conicals. The best cluster came in at 4in. or a fraction more, and the target signatures showed no signs of pitch or yaw in flight. At 40yd. firing from one hand, Cumpston landed six rounds within a 7in. spread dead center on the high scoring ring of the Texas Police Pistol Target. An important step in preparing these bullets for firing was placing a slight bevel on the base of the bullet to further align the bullets for seating. We omitted this step before one shooting session and sprayed Picket bullets all over the target. The Picket bullets barely fit under the loading lever and were slow to load and difficult to align correctly.
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  Even heavily loaded the recoil of the Walker is negligible, but it emits quite a bit of smoke and flame.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	Walker-Uberti

      	

      	
    


    
      	Charge

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Extreme Spread (fps)

      [5 rounds]
    


    
      	140gr. Ball
    


    
      	55-grain GOEX FFFg

      	1001

      	54
    


    
      	60-grain GOEX FFFg

      	1115

      	46
    


    
      	60 gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	1221

      	44
    


    
      	60 gr./vol. American Pioneer

      	974

      	80
    


    
      	60gr. SWISS FFFg

      	1278

      	53
    


    
      	55 FFg

      	956

      	46
    


    
      	60 gr./vol. Pyrodex RS

      	1045

      	35
    


    
      	37 gr./vol. H777

      	1201

      	72
    


    
      	200gr. Lee Bullet
    


    
      	40-grain GOEX FFFg

      	927

      	40
    


    
      	45-grain SWISS FFFg

      	1074

      	33
    


    
      	45 gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	1087

      	47
    


    
      	170-grain Original Pattern Picket Bullet
    


    
      	40gr. SWISS FFFg

      	1031

      	36
    


    
      	Energy 402 ft./lb.

      	

      	
    


    
      	45gr. GOEX FFFg

      	1026

      	84
    


    
      	45gr. SWISS FFFg

      	1158

      	35
    


    
      	506 fr./lb.

      	

      	
    


    
      	45 gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	1035

      	57
    

  


  For the round ball testing, we selected Speer swaged balls of .457in. diameter. Past experience with other Uberti .44s indicates that .454in. would work just as well in these .450in. chambers, but we wanted to insure maximum grip on the chamber walls. GOEX FFg of 60gr. gave low 1100s and a small velocity spread over six rounds.
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  The Walker is quite accurate. This is a one-handed 50yd. group fired with .454in. round ball and 55gr. of GOEX FFFg


  The same volume of SWISS upped the ante to 1.278fps, 575fps, and 53fps extreme spread. Substituting Pyrodex P, the numbers were 1,215/465/43. The Lee Conical over 45gr. SWISS and Pyrodex P clocked into the upper 1,000fps range with over 500ft./lb. calculated energy.


  While firing the revolver from the “duelist” stance, it was no problem keeping all of these load combinations comfortably under the “combat accurate” standard of performance at ranges of 25, 35, and, 50yd. The heavy Walker hung steady on target despite prevailing high winds. Recoil with all load combinations was essentially nil. We had slightly widened the hammer notch to provide a more visible sight picture and found that the revolver hit several inches high with the Lee 200gr. bullets and ball loads and virtually point on at 30yd. with the Picket bullet. Taping the loading lever to the barrel prevented it from dropping down with every shot.


  The Walker experience affirms the big revolver as a very effective combat tool that significantly increased the firepower of soldiers previously equipped with relatively slow-loading single-shot and in many cases, unsighted smoothbore, weapons. It affirms the often-printed assertion that the Walker was the most powerful handgun prior to development of the .357 Magnum in 1935. The surprising performance of the ungainly Picket-type bullet contributes to our evolving rejection that percussion revolvers are not accurate with conical bullets. Said performance might also make us question how much the mainstream gun culture actually knows about the properties of accurate handgun bullets.
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  Walker with replica of the Bowie knife made by Daniel Searles under commission from Resin Bowie--brother of James Bowie. The knife was presented to Captain Henry Walker Fowler of the U.S Mounted Rifles. The original is on display in the Alamo.


  Historical or fictional depictions of the Walker are feasible from 1847 onward. Cinematic appearances include True Grit, The Outlaw Josey Wales, The Long Riders, Lonesome Dove, and Last Man Standing. The Walker figures prominently in any media or discussion of the history of Texas. Its impact was profound on the material culture and societal vectors of the middle 19th Century.


  THE FIRST SHIPMENT


  Before filling the military orders, Samuel Colt had his partner, Eli Whitney Jr., complete 100 nonscheduled revolvers for civilian sale and presentation to dignitaries thought to be an advantage for business. Impressed by the adventures of Jack Hays, Colt sent one of the first pairs of revolvers to him at Vera Cruz. On October 19, 1847, Hays signed for the first shipment of pistols. According to records in the Texas state archives, this included:


  • 214 pistols—Colt Patent


  • 218 powder flasks


  • 230 combination tools (cone wrench, spring vice, and screwdriver)


  • 16 rings for spring vices


  • 22 sets extra springs


  • 8 sets lockwork


  • 8 sets of six cones


  • 8 sets screws


  • 22 bullet moulds casting one ball


  • 4 bullet moulds casting six balls


  • 50,000 percussion caps


  • 1,240lb. bar lead


  • 200lb. rifle powder


  “Ball” appears to be a generic term for the conical bullets used in the Walker.


  The Army pistols proof-tested the Walkers with a bullet over a full charge of FFFg powder.


  Note that the quartermaster believed eight sets of lockwork to be sufficient to keep this shipment of pistols in operation but ordered almost three times more spring sets.


  VARIATIONS


  These are later modifications made to original Walkers.


  D Company #13 has a homemade loading lever with a front latch like the later Colts.


  D Company #81 has a rear sight installed at the rear of the barrel.


  B Company #4 has a rear sight in the same position as D 81.


  D Company #1, confiscated from a Confederate veteran, was converted into a shotgun.


  C Company #164 has a front-loading lever latch.


  B Company #25 has a Paterson two-piece (?) rifle barrel installed. This is considered a period modification.


  E Company #22 is the only known originally engraved Walker.


  From undated Texas Gun Collectors Magazine


  Chapter 6


  The Dragoons
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  The experiences of the Mexican War were a fertile test bed for the Colt revolvers. The Mounted troops and Texas Rangers, fond as they were of the big Walker revolvers, identified many deficits in the design. Colt soon had a fully mechanized manufactory and was engaged in research and development projects.


  The military contracts with the Mounted Rifles, popularly known as Dragoons, were a top priority, and a rapid phase of development took place between 1848 and 1850. Modified Walkers (Whitneyville Dragoons) gave way to three major model improvements in short order. The first model retains the square-back trigger guard of the Walker, the U-shaped mainspring, and round cylinder bolt/locking notches. By 1850 the round configuration gave way to rectangular notches with leads, and a flat single plane leaf mainspring became standard. The Dragoons often had a barrel-mounted rear sight for use with detachable shoulder stock. They remained in production until circa 1860 when they were replaced by a light belt revolver, the metallurgically improved New Model (Army) revolver. The barrel length of the Dragoons was 7.5in. down from the 9in. of the Walker. A shorter cylinder held a charge of about 50gr. and weighed 4lb. 2oz. The most obvious and significant improvement of the Dragoon series was the replacement of the early Paterson and Walker loading-lever retention spring with a positive front barrel latch.


  The heavy .44 Colts were popular with frontiersmen, and contemporary literature makes much of their power. A Colt-commissioned artist mentioned riding into a herd of buffalo firing right and left, and dropping several with single shots from his Dragoon. One story, used by Colt, told of a group of soldiers engaged in combat with a bear. The soldiers were peppering the beast with shots from their Navy belt pistols when somebody came up with a Dragoon and finished the job. According to the story, the .36 bullets had only penetrated an inch or so, while the larger Army rounds inflicted deep and fatal wounds. The capable researcher Gatofeo surmises that the Navy revolver may have been loaded with the very weak combustible cartridges, while a Dragoon more likely carried a full chamber of blackpowder and either a ball or bullet.


  The Dragoons were the big revolvers in the Colt line and went far toward expanding Samuel Colt’s personal empire across Europe. In the 1850s, the London Factory produced about 700 for the European trade, and several ornately finished .44 Dragoons were given to heads of state from Russia to Turkey. The third model Dragoon served alongside the Navy revolver in the Crimean War and in the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857.


  SHOOTING THE DRAGOON


  Dragoons were among the second generation of Colt blackpowder revolvers and were finely finished revolvers jointly produced by Uberti and the Colt Company. Our first sample came from the now defunct Armi San Marco firm. It was, in contrast to our Uberti, very problematic. The reality of the ASM revolver highlights many of the quality-control problems a user might encounter with various revolvers and corrective steps available to the amateur enthusiast. It has a nice external finish but very haphazard attention to the mechanical aspects. This company acquired internal parts from several different vendors with no attempt at consistency or compatibility.


  The revolver arrived from Dixie Gun Works as a do-it-yourself project and fortunately, our man Bates was up to the job. He applied conservative stoning to arrive at a smooth action and light trigger pull. To avoid eliminating the case hardening of the trigger and hammer full-cock notch, he placed a dab of epoxy just under the notch and stoned it to minimal adequate engagement. The assembler had dropped an undersized locking bolt into the action with no effort at fitting. It was engaging early and scoring the cylinder, so Bates fitted a new locking bolt.


  However, the revolver still would not group. The factory had bored the barrel to .451in. while reaming the chamber mouths to .449in., which had the effect of putting an undersized bullet into the bore, a factor that frequently causes poor accuracy in revolvers. Bates knew it was up to him to try to make the Dragoon an interesting shooter. Using a caliper and several grades of sandpaper wrapped on a dowel, he hand-reamed the chambers to a consistent .451in., making it adequate for the available .454 or .457in. diameter balls. By the time we shot the Dragoon, he had added one finishing touch, widening the sight notch of the hammer for greater visibility. The gun still shot high at revolver-reasonable ranges, so we simply selected an aiming point well below the target. The 4lb. muzzle-heavy iron hung steady, and Cumpston put three rounds into just under 4in. at 50ft. Encouraged, he moved back to 25yd., doped the additional hold-under, and fired the other three without widening the group.


  We tried two types of bullets in the ASM Dragoon. One was a hollow-base design of the traditional weight and the other was a 205gr. wadcutter from Ozark. They were too long to fit under the bullet-seating stem, but made them work by swaging a .41in. bevel on the base. Seated consistently and in a straight line, they were still not particularly accurate. We were getting 5 and 6in. spreads at 60ft. Forty-five grains of GOEX FFFg drove a .457in. ball 1.053fps. while the 230gr. bullet moved out at 738fps over 33gr. of the same powder.


  The big Colt copy, modified and repaired as above, is a complete pleasure to shoot. Recoil from our just-short-of-maximum blackpowder loads was as unobtrusive as a target load from a 2.5lb. .38 Special. The big revolvers handle cap fragments very well, and this Dragoon was no exception. For a long time, Walker and Dragoon replicas were available only from sources of questionable dedication to their end users. Fortunately, this has changed with versions of both now available from the Uberti-Cimarron-Taylor connection and spare parts stocked by Cimarron Firearms and VTI Replica Parts.


  A UBERTI DRAGOON
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  The .44 caliber holster revolvers popularly known as “Dragoons” were contemporary with the early versions of the .31 caliber pocket revolvers. Development of both proceeded from 1848–1850.


  Unlike the Armi San Marco, our 2004-issue Uberti Dragoon was ready to shoot from the box. The only issue was the tendency of the loading lever to disengage and drop with the heavier loads. We corrected this by pinching the frame to tighten the fit and deepening the lever retainer. We thought we had the final fix when we removed the loading-lever latch and dropped a spent small pistol primer behind the latch spring to increase its strength. We soon found that the latch continued to bounce loose. The lever dropped down about an inch after a few shots and stopped at that point because of the tightened frame. The revolver initially shot high, as is generally the case with the replicas. It did not take much lowering of the hammer notch to get it hitting very close to the sights and has proved a consummately accurate revolver. In keeping with the overall size of the arm, the sights are quite big and visible. Not surprisingly, the revolver turned in velocities that differed from those obtained with the apparently identical Armi San Marco sample. Readings with full charges of Pyrodex P and swiss FFFg match the velocities in many published claims. The top loads are very close to the maximum velocities obtained with the Walker Colt replica.
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  The smooth 4lb. 9oz. trigger, the highly visible sights, and the muzzle-heaviness of the arm made offhand shooting at 25yd. very instinctive. Our groups were generally free of the shooter-caused fliers sometimes experienced with the lighter Army and Navy revolvers.
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  The revolver does its best work with balls but has also turned in some very fine offhand groups with the 2100gr. Lee conical bullet. The modern Buffalo 190gr. bullets are every bit as accurate as the round balls. This Uberti Dragoon is amazingly accurate and gratifying from both the shooting and historic viewpoints.


  The Dragoons figured prominently in such mid-19th Century events as the California Gold Rush, the settlement of the Western Territories won from Mexico in the war of 1847, and the growing unrest that would lead to the Civil War. The Colt .44s were largely a civilian phenomena. Of about 22,000 units sold between 1848 and 1861, only 9,300 went to military contracts. Dragoons arrived early in California, by way of the soldiery, peripatetic Texans and a mob of Mounted Rifles deserters assigned to provide protection along the Oregon Trail. The legendary California resistance fighter Joaquin Murietta reportedly favored the Dragoon revolvers.


  Another Gold Rush-era Californian has the distinction of being the first female voter in the region, although at the time everybody thought she was a man. Upon escaping from an eastern orphanage, young Charlene Parkhurst made her way west and arrived in California as “Charlie,” and remained so for the rest of a long life. Charlie’s true gender was not known until discovered postmortem. The news was greeted with great astonishment among her associates and produced consternation in her long-term pal and partner. Charlie had been a rough-and-tumble freighter who could fight and cuss with the best of the western elite. It is documented that she carried a Dragoon in her wagon, and on one occasion had used it to solidly kill two highwaymen.


  Another woman, Harriet Tubman, the conductor of the Underground Railroad, carried a very large Colt, almost certainly the Model USMR “Dragoon.” A dangerous opponent to any slave catchers who might cross her path, she primarily used the revolver to prevent defection by escaping slaves who would alert the authorities.


  One prominent version of the Hickok-Tutt duel has Hickok wearing twin Navies when he came to town but carrying a Dragoon to the Springfield Town Square for the famous 75yd. heart shot (see Colt Navy chapter). Cumpston loaded the Uberti Dragoon with the 45gr. measure and Pyrodex P under a ball and managed to hit the center mass of a silhouette target five out of six shots at 75yd. This demonstration definitely takes the Hickok/Tutt duel out of the realm of fantasy and clearly demonstrates the long-range capability of the old revolver.


  ***


  Chapter 7


  Disassembly of Colt Revolvers after 1850 with Modifications for Function and Accuracy
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  Between 1848 and 1850, the Colt Single-Action lockwork reached its ultimate development. Full disassembly of the revolvers is so similar as to permit a generic discussion.


  Initial field stripping consists of placing the unloaded revolver on half-cock and driving the barrel wedge out to the left side, where it is loosely retained by the wedge screw. Then pull the barrel forward and off the cylinder arbor. If the barrel is tight, the rammer, placed between cylinder chambers, can serve as a compound lever. With the cylinder off the arbor, basic stripping is complete. For general cleaning, remove the nipples from the cylinder.


  Mid- and late-period Colt type revolvers feature a one-piece grip enclosed in a two-piece grip frame. Remove the two screws at the top rear of the backstrap and then the screw on the gun butt.


  1. Remove the mainspring screw and then the mainspring.


  2. Remove the grip front strap and trigger guard screws to reveal the internal action parts.


  3. Remove the screw retaining the trigger/bolt spring.


  4. Remove the trigger and bolt, retained by individual screws through the frame.


  5. Remove the hammer and hand by removing the screw and moving the hammer downward in the frame. Take care not to stress the hand spring within the frame cut.


  6. Reassemble the revolver in reverse with careful attention to the relationship of the parts. The bolt legs fit in front of the hammer cam and will not work if they ride behind the cam. Bolt replacement works best with the hammer forward (down).


  7. Replace the trigger with the hammer at least partially to the rear. The trigger/bolt spring should fit with the long leg on the trigger toe and the short leaf on the bolt. If there is a substantial curve in the trigger arm of the spring, it may appear too short to engage the trigger toe, slipping off the step as tightening progresses. To overcome this, apply steady and hard pressure to extend the spring to its full length while tightening the screw. Current trigger/bolt springs are showing useful service life. At one time, they were so poorly heat-treated that enthusiasts had to produce replacement springs out of tempered music wire. Heinie now offers this as a commercial item. It is worthwhile from a standpoint of durability and often lightens the trigger pull significantly.


  8. Replace the trigger guard/front strap, leaving the screws a little bit loose to aid in positioning the backstrap and grip.


  9. Replace the mainspring.


  10. Replace the grip and backstrap, loosening and tightening the gripframe screws as necessary to align all the screw holes. As a general rule, avoid overtightening nipples and screws. It is better to tighten them often if they work loose during shooting than to ruin the screw slots because they have gotten stuck from excessive torque.
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  FITTING ACTION PARTS


  With basic tools and a set of honing stones, it is easy to fit spare hands and locking bolts by making them conform to the original parts. Doing this with parts free of wear or breakage lessens the element of trial and error. With the hand assembly in particular, it is helpful to use the original part to trace a template on a piece of paper. This permits getting the new part very close to the final shape. The principles remain the same even when a pristine original is not available for a pattern.


  Aside from the three major springs, the hand and locking bolt are the parts most likely to require replacement by the handgun owner. In some cases the part will drop in and function properly. This is more likely to occur when the part comes from the original manufacturer of the replica. Such parts are usually slightly oversized to allow for fitting. A great deal of trial and error by partial assembly and disassembly of the gun is to be expected. A conservative approach to removing metal from the lockwork parts is required.


  In fitting the locking bolt, the initial step is to make sure that the legs spread out enough to allow the outside leg to impinge against the frame. This applies tension to the bolt leg riding in front of the hammer cam. The step in front of the bolt proper can be stoned to allow full engagement of this part with the cylinder lock notches. The radius on the cam-side bolt leg mates with the cylinder bolt, which is usually not present on replacement parts but stoned into shape during the fitting process. The rear of the cam-side bolt leg governs release of the bolt as the hammer approaches full-cock. Ideally, this occurs at the lead of the cylinder lock notch. If the leg is overlong, it can be carefully shortened to eliminate overthrow of the bolt.


  The inside curve of the bolt leg should be stoned deeper if the bolt refuses to reengage after the hammer is in the half-cock capping position or if hammer blowback occurs starting cylinder rotation. Judicious relieving of this angle/engagement will delay unlocking of the bolt and prevent the partial cylinder rotation that can impede function. The top left of the bolt is stoned to an angle to guide it into the bolt notch on the cylinder.


  Suppliers like Cimarron and VTI usually sell the hands and hand springs as a unit. Since breaking the hand spring is common, our practice is to have many in our field kit already fitted for the revolvers. After fitting, this part will interchange between our most-used Uberti ’61 Navy and 1860 Army and make field repair fast and easy. The fitted hand tapers slightly from about the last third of the part. Length is the critical factor, and ideal length provides for full rotation of the cylinder but eliminates throw-by or over-rotation. The optimum hand length occurs shortly after the cylinder fully rotates and allows the hammer to remain at full-cock with the cylinder in place.


  Replacement of the trigger and hammer is a problem because any stoning of the hammer full-cock notch removes the surface hardening, causing early wear and failure of the part. Sometimes the parts mate perfectly; at other times, only the most superficial polish affords a proper fit. Sometimes, changing the angle of the sear engagement is necessary. This operation is best left to a professional gunsmith or to the serious hobbyist who knows how to apply the case-hardening process.


  Careful and conservative progress is the key for successfully replacing the basic Colt and Remington action components.


  MODIFICATION-CYCLING AND FUNCTION


  The first thing to check on a balky revolver is the tightness of the barrel assembly against the cylinder. An overly tight fit probably results from pushing the wedge in too far during reassembly. Loosening it to create a slight amount of cylinder end float often corrects timing and function problems. Replicas of the smaller revolvers, including the early .31 pocket models and the later .36 Pocket Police and Pocket Navies, often possess close tolerances that make them prone to tie up with spent cap fragments. Enlarging these relationships does not adversely affect the revolver. This entails deepening the channel in the standing breech to the right of the hammer cut, beveling sharp edges, and relieving the breech away from the cylinder for greater clearance. So modified, the smaller revolvers become as nearly reliable as the full-sized holster and belt pistols.


  With some revolvers, hammer blowback contributes to rough functioning. When powder gases start the hammer backwards, the hammer cam engages the bolt and causes partial rotation of the cylinder, which throws the timing sequence out of kilter for the next shot. Contributory factors include light hammer springs, overlarge nipple holes in original parts or as a result of long use, and heavy charges. Our light action 1860 Army functions very well with charges up to 40gr. of GOES FFFg. With SWISS or Pyrodex P, it is necessary to drop the charge 5gr. by volume for perfect function. When hammer blowback occurs with reasonable charges, a change of nipples may fix the problem. It is also possible to delay engagement of the bolt with the hammer cam by carefully deepening the back curve of the inside arm of the bolt.


  While the caplock revolvers require a fair amount of kitchen table gunsmithing, most jobs require only simple tools—an array of gunsmith’s screwdrivers, a small file set, and a set of appropriately sized hones. The Dremel tool is useful for deepening the cap channel but requires a light hand and all due caution.


  MODIFICATION-POINT OF AIM


  The early Colts consisted of a low bead front sight while Walkers, Dragoons, and later designs employed a blade sight. Aligned with the notch on top of the cocked hammer, they constituted a rough and ready sighting system that proved adequate for most practical purposes. The point of impact at practical ranges was usually quite high and this is especially true of the bead-sighted models. The operating theory is that the revolvers are purposely sighted to hit point of aim at extended distances, but it seems equally probable that the bead sights were short to prevent accidental detachment from the barrel. The favored method of obtaining a more useful juxtaposition of aim and impact is dovetailing a taller sight into the barrel, a method employed by Colonel Colt on his personal Navy. Another option is to replace the front bead with a taller one made from a piece of brazing rod. Press it in or use silver solder for greater strength. Alternatively, the shooter may choose to modify the rear sight by deepening the notch and facing off the top of the hammer.


  TRIGGER PULL-ENGAGEMENT


  Current Uberti and Pietta trigger pulls are usually quite light and crisp. At times, we encounter a revolver with a heavy trigger. Simply reducing the engagement by stoning above at the full-cock hammer notch presents problems. If much metal is removed, the hammer tends to fall into the half-cock notch with likely damage to the trigger tip or the notch itself. An old method of dealing with heavy trigger release is to drill the front of the hammer just under the full-cock notch and install and silver solder a metal peg that is then filed to the ideal engagement. On occasion, Bates accomplishes the same thing with a bead of two-step epoxy, which sometimes proves a temporary fix, but is repeatable and does not compromise the temper of the hammer, as might be the case with drilling and soldering.


  THINGS THAT FALL OFF OR FALL DOWN


  The muzzle of the percussion revolver receives quite a bit of torque and vibration during firing. Consequently, the spring-loaded catch on the end of the loading lever frequently bounces out of engagement with the barrel-mounted seat, which causes the lever to drop down and tie up the revolver. To correct this, deepen the groove in the seat and roughen up the high-polished surface sometimes present. Tightening the loading-lever screw helps, as does pinching the frame to minimize lateral movement of the assembly. Increasing the force of engagement between the catch and the seat is very effective either as a single correction or in concert with the other steps. Replacing the coil spring that drives the catch is the most straightforward approach if a stronger spring is available. Another approach drops a spent small pistol primer, or similar object that fits behind the spring, and then replaces the catch in the loading lever.


  The dovetail mount of the loading-lever seat used by Uberti is a reasonable approach and useful if the unit becomes damaged and needs replacement. Unfortunately, on a couple of our Colt pattern revolvers this part tended to loosen and walk out of the under-barrel dovetail. Tightening the slot with a brass punch proved only a temporary fix, and the seat worked loose after one or two shooting sessions. We finally gave up and used two-step J-B Weld, which stood up to the heating of metal during cleaning. The same situation existed with the small locator pins in the bottom-front of the frame, which were lightly pressed in and tended to fall out when we heated the frame for cleaning. The purpose gave the pins a stronger grip on the frame than on the barrel assembly; using a steel punch to slightly peen the edges of the frame holes worked very well.


  Chapter 8


  Colt Revolvers of Midcentury: The Pocket and Navy Models
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  The U.S.’s war with Mexico put Samuel Colt back in the gun business and in possession of a modern factory that quickly became the model for the mass production process of the Industrial Revolution. His early experiences showed him that government contracts would not sustain a business.


  Early in 1848, Colt made a strong move into the much larger and more stable civilian marketplace. Harking back to the old small-caliber Baby Paterson pocket revolvers, he brought out a small .31 caliber five-shooter of the same pattern as the evolving Dragoon series. The square-back trigger guard and overall appearance gave rise to the popular designation, “Baby Dragoon,” and Colt reaped the full benefits of his still-exclusive patents. Sam Houston, president and governor of Texas, saw one of the revolvers and directed Colt to bring one to his next visit so Houston could buy it. Others followed suit because at that time, the only competitive small defensive arms were Derringer-type single- or multi-barreled pistols or the Allen and Thurber Pepperbox.


  The pepperbox was a revolver but avoided patent infringements because of its multi-barreled construction. Where Colt had learned the folly of enclosing the percussion cap cones within the breech, Ethan Allen had not, and the Allen revolver was prone to ripping off bursts reminiscent of a syncopated machine gun. Mark Twain dubbed the pepperbox, “a cheerful weapon” when he wrote of that tendency in his western travels. A passenger on his stagecoach bragged that his Allen Revolver, when sent to fetch something, would do so, but not always the item he sent it to fetch. Twain elaborated that the pepperbox owner set out to fetch a playing card stuck to a tree and instead fetched “the nigh mule of a farmer’s hitch.”


  The Baby Dragoon and its heirs were considerably smaller, a great deal more reliable, and more likely to fetch the desired target. With the addition of a loading lever and a few minor improvements, the little revolver became the leading seller among all of the Colt revolvers until early in the 20th Century. More than 325,000 pocket models were produced between 1850 and 1873. The number of variations, barrel lengths, and other features were a delight to collectors. This model did not actually replace the Baby Dragoon until 1850, but the collectors decided that it was the pocket model of 1849 and the name stuck.


  A favorite of householders, pristine cased examples are found sitting unfired in somebody’s bedside table. Collectors also report finding revolvers in like-new mechanical condition, showing only the wear associated with riding around in a pocket or holster. One legend has it that the pocket models were popular with Civil War officers, who did not rely on them as combat arms but as defense against battlefield surgeons bent on amputating a limb. While we find little evidence of the pocket models as the “weapon of choice” of any of the Western notorious, or as having anything like the body counts attributed to the other Colts, they showed up in interesting places. We came across an example documented as belonging to the Robert E. Lee family, and Richard Francis Burton mentions a “pocket revolver” in his notes.


  One variation of the pocket model, like the Baby Dragoon, lacked a loading lever. Colt collectors named this one the Wells Fargo Model, which was interesting because no record exists of the Wells Fargo Company ever buying a .31 caliber revolver. In grade school, before guns were censored out of the curriculum, we learned that this variation was popular among the Pony Express riders, who carried a spare cylinder capped and ready for a fast reload. Elmer Keith documented this in his book Sixguns. Buffalo Bill Cody used an 1848 Pocket Model when he rode for the Pony Express in 1860 and kept the revolver for the rest of his life. Colt Pocket Models of all descriptions were literally worth their weight in gold in the California gold fields.


  By any standards, a .31 caliber percussion revolver is a frail reed in the realm of personal combat. It delivers about the same muzzle energy as the .22 long rifle cartridge from the shortest of the North American Arms mini-revolvers. It would have been superior to the .22 cartridge chambered in the tiny Smith & Wesson Model 1 of 1857, and probably very close in power to the contemporary pin-fire cartridge revolvers. Loads with SWISS FFFg bring the pocket model to the power level of the .25 ACP pocket pistols.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	.31 Pocket Model
    


    
      	Load

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (5) (fps)
    


    
      	50gr. Ball 11 GOEX FFFg

      	720

      	5
    


    
      	50gr. Ball 11 Pyrodex P

      	682

      	47
    


    
      	50-grain Ball 8 H777

      	650

      	53
    


    
      	50gr. Ball 12 SWISS

      	814

      	73
    


    
      	60gr. Bullet 11 Pyrodex P

      	668

      	79
    


    
      	72gr. Bullet from Colt Mould 8gr. 90-year-old FFFg

      	307

      	220fps (H) 398 (L) 178
    


    
      	72gr. bullet 8 GOEX FFFg

      	491

      	50
    


    
      	Pyrodex, SWISS FFFg and H777 charges from measure calibrated for GOEX blackpowder. The volume is the same but the weight is different.
    

  


  The 60gr. bullet turned up 59ft./lb. of muzzle energy and demonstrated decent accuracy at 50ft. We cast the bullets from one of the brass replica moulds, an example that threw better bullets than most. We made good center-mass hits but as is usually the case, the round ball loads were a bit more accurate, even when fired from one hand at greater distance. The 72gr. bullets came from an original 19th Century Colt mould. The bullets and balls have the same dimensional inconsistencies as the ones from the replica moulds. The 8gr. charge and the bullet filled the chamber. Fortunately, our forebears lacked chronographs and were not much inclined toward theories of stopping power.


  SHOOTING THE POCKET MODELS


  The two Uberti-made pocket models demonstrated a practical range of about 60ft. for reliable defensive accuracy. Most hits remained well-centered on a silhouette target at 25yd., but we usually managed to score several complete misses at that range. Before modification, our Wells Fargo model shot about a foot over point of aim at 50ft. and it was necessary to aim at belt buckle-level to obtain decent hits. The small size of the arm limited its practical accuracy. Hang-ups from cap fragments seemed a bit more problematic than with larger Colt designs, but reliability improved with frame clearances opened up. Original Baby Dragoons and Pocket Models without loading levers had a cupped point at the end of the cylinder arbor. We modified our example in this manner and found it an effective bullet-seating stem. The nature of small hideout pistols is that their owners carry them a lot, but shoot them seldom, if at all. This being the case, the absence of a loading lever on the Wells Fargo was not much of an inconvenience.


  The pocket models, while enjoyable shooters, are outside the mainstream of organized blackpowder sports. They have little utility as field or hunting arms, and larger revolvers eclipse them for the organized shooting sports. For this reason, industry support is more limited than for the popular replicas. A few years ago, the task of keeping a pocket model running was daunting at the least. The Internet, coupled with a handful of responsible importers, improved the situation to the point that we can shoot the little revolvers routinely and keep them in service. We found several reliable sources for spare parts, such as Cimarron and VTI.


  Balls of the correct size pose a problem, as the .31 caliber is relatively low on the muzzleloading industry totem pole. The chamber mouths on our revolvers measure .317in. so we placed an order with Cabela’s online catalog for Hornady swaged balls in the .323in. The mail-order house substituted some lumpy balls from Ozark, which were not perfectly round and ranged from .321in. to .327in. in diameter. At one time, we picked up some .315in. balls by mistake. They were undersized for the chambers until we smacked them with the wooden handle of a nipple wrench and loaded them with the flattened side up. This worked very well and produced good 50ft. groups. We have not tried using single-ought buckshot although some shooters report that it is a good alternative. Our best and most reliable .31 caliber, .320in. ball source is the Buffalo Bullet Company of Santa Fe Springs, California.


  Barrel lengths of the pocket models ranged from 2 to 6in. with a solid majority in 3 and 4in. lengths. Most were five-shooters but six-shooters with offset bored chambers were also available. In 1855, Colt introduced the enclosed frame Root models in .31, and Remington made a small, enclosed frame .31 pocket revolver on the Beals patent; from the mid-1850s onward, the small Smith & Wesson rimfire revolvers were strong competitors.


  MANAGING THE WELLS FARGO


  The Uberti replica is identical to the Pocket Model except that it lacks a loading lever. Frequently sold at discount prices, the original Colt was not particularly popular in its day. Many examples have 2 and 3in. barrels for greater concealment, but the customers usually preferred the full-featured 1849.


  There are several special considerations when handling the Wells Fargo. The example on hand, due to the smaller channel between cylinder and breech and the narrow hammer cut, is more prone to rough cycling than the larger revolvers. With this individual gun, barrel wedge tension is very critical. Pushing in the wedge too far will tighten the barrel/cylinder gap to the point that reliable function is lost. The Wells Fargo works best with #10 caps, well-pinched and firmly seated on the nipples. When exploded, #11 caps are more prone to wedge themselves in the action and tie things up. The Uberti Wells Fargo functions reliably and smoothly with the Remington #10 caps and the wedge placed to allow enough barrel-cylinder clearance for free rotation. As mentioned above, it also benefits from careful relief of clearances to promote ejection of spent caps.


  Loading, of course, requires removing the barrel and cylinder from the breech, charging the chambers, seating bullet and ball, and reassembling before capping. The cylinder is best loaded held in the hand rather than sitting on a bench or other surface. Loading the chambers one at a time with powder and ball prevents spillage. For initial seating, put the ball on top of the charged chamber and deliver a sharp smack with the wooden portion of a ball starter or nipple wrench handle. The cylinder arbor works very well for full seating. Attempting to ram the balls to full depth with the revolver on a table tends to send the cylinder skittering off sideways. Hand-held, the operation is easy and reasonably fast.


  Clean and carefully loaded, the Wells Fargo and Pocket models provided good close-range accuracy and reliable repeat fire. Snap shots from ten to 30ft. land center-mass in the FBI/B27 target with gratifying speed and consistency.


  THE COLT 1851 NAVY: THE QUINTESSENTIAL CAPLOCK


  Between 1847 and 1850, the Colt concern was engaged in a comprehensive designing program that resulted in the single-action mechanism that would survive into the cartridge era. It first saw light in the Revolving Belt Pistol of Naval Caliber, popularly called the 1851 Navy (although the actual year of introduction was 1850). A big attraction at the Colt display at the London Exposition of 1851, with a .36in. bore and weighing 42 ounces, it was more powerful than the pocket revolvers and more compact than the .44 Dragoons then in production.


  While the intent of the Great Exposition was to provide a showcase for British industry, the Colt display earned top honors. With the recent expiration of Colt’s European patents, the revolver was a new concept in England and Europe, and Colt’s manufacturing methods remained a matter of great interest to the English for some years to come. His mass-production methodology along with his longstanding patents put him well ahead of British developments in producing repeating handguns. The British Institute of Civil Engineers made Colt an honorary member, and the reception of his products led to the 1852 opening of his London Armory. In addition to revolvers manufactured in New York and Hartford, Colt produced some 23,000 Navy revolvers and 700 Dragoon types in the British factory. The revolvers went into service in South Africa, the Crimea, and during the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857–1858. In addition, Colt introduced his revolvers all around Europe, Western Asia, and the Middle East. While there was some Colt-licensed production of the revolvers in Europe, there were also a great many patent infringements.


  The Navy became the archetype Colt revolver. U.S. factories produced 250,000 individual units between 1850 and 1873, and it remained in production even after the New Model lightweight Army .44s and the improved Navy came out in 1860 and 1861. Travelers to Texas during the 1850s remarked that every man and boy had at least one Colt Navy revolver and added that Texas was heaven for men, boys, and dogs, but hell on women and horses. Mounted Rangers still went on patrols as they had in the days of the republic as relations were still strained between the native peoples and the Anglo interlopers. By this time though, Colt revolvers were no longer just a Texas phenomenon, and the .36 caliber belt pistols became a favorite among soldiers and civilians all over the the world.


  “I am killed.”


  —Last words of Dave Tutt, Springfield, Missouri


  James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok favored the Navy Colt and used it in most of his gun battles. Shortly after the Civil War, Hickok got crosswise with another gambler named Dave Tutt. Tutt had taken Hickok’s watch in a card game and was warned by Wild Bill not to be seen flashing it about because he planned to redeem it. They may have also had some sort of rivalry over a woman. In the fullness of time, the two men met on the Springfield, Missouri, town square to settle their differences. According to witnesses, Tutt stepped off the curb and immediately fired his pistol. Hickok braced his Navy in both hands and fired a single, fatal shot into Tutt’s heart from 75yd.


  After performing on stage with Buffalo Bill and a stint as an Army scout, Hickok became a frontier celebrity and was in demand as a guide for hunting parties. In 1868 he reportedly received a brace of personalized, highly engraved Navy revolvers from a rich legislator whom he had guided on a hunting trip. The story was that these remained his favored weapons during the height of his gun-fighting career and while serving as marshall of Abilene, Kansas. The problem with this story is that the engraving on the revolvers misspells Hickok’s name, which leads some critics to consider the entire story a humbug. They are too critical by half. (For a look at typical 19th Century spelling and grammar, see Appendix D.) Hickok, in sharp contrast to most gunmen, practiced regularly with his revolvers. He put on impressive marksmanship demonstrations, and the chronicles of his gunfights contained many accounts of one-shot fatalities.


  SHOOTING THE NAVY


  The standard sight on the Navy is a short front bead used in conjunction with the notch on the top of the cocked hammer. It provides a more effective sight picture in practice than might be imagined from its description or various writings about it. The revolving belt pistols of Naval caliber hit far above the sight picture for the first several hundred feet of travel and, in fact, hit high up to 80yd. or so. A common practice was and remains to replace the bead with a taller front sight to lower the point of impact at reasonable distances. Sam Colt himself placed high sights on his personal Navy revolvers.


  In recent years, without fanfare, Uberti placed higher front beads on their Navy copies and significantly lowered the point of impact. We have seen pictures of 19th Century Navy revolvers with a rear sight mounted to the rear of the barrel in the same manner as some of the Third Model Dragoons and several European revolvers. Properly sighted or given the proper Kentucky windage, the Navies are extremely accurate. Recoil is nearly negligible, and the report is much milder than might be expected given the high velocities recorded with the ball loads.


  [image: image]


  A single-handed, 25-yard group with a Navy Revolver (the very similar 1961) loaded with ball and either FFFg or Pyrodex P.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	1851 Navy
    


    
      	Load

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (fps)
    


    
      	80gr. .375” 22gr. FFFg

      	1020

      	5
    


    
      	80gr. ball 22gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	1092

      	69
    


    
      	80gr. ball 22gr./vol. American Pioneer

      	639

      	113
    


    
      	80gr. ball 22gr./vol. Hodgdon’s H777

      	1070

      	296
    


    
      	110gr. Bullet 22gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	902

      	129
    

  


  Velocities, bullet weight and energy with the top 80gr. ball loads are virtually identical to those of the high-performance .380 ACP loads marketed by CORBON and one or two other premium companies. The bullet, cast from a replica mould, produces 199ft.\lb. of energy, making it roughly equivalent in energy to a .38 Special Target Wadcutter load or the old standard loading of the .38 Long Colt. The velocities recorded in our sample 1851 Navy are so close to those produced by our 1861 that the more extensive list of loads for the later revolver are taken as representative.


  A popular challenge among Navy shooters is to duplicate the 75yd. shot Hickok made on Dave Tutt. Keith Caradine managed one out of four hits with his Navy—not bad performance from a Hollywood actor, even one who sometimes plays Hickok in the movies. Cumpston managed fifteen out of eighteen upper torso hits on a standard silhouette using an 1861 Navy replica and a Dragoon.


  The various Navy replicas make a sensible choice for the blackpowder revolver shooter. These arms are so widely distributed that spare parts are available from many sources. The accessory spring kits made by Wolff and other companies for the Colt Single-Action Army work in the Navy. They are of better quality and temper than parts from some of the Italian companies and generally help by lightening the trigger release. A particularly useful aftermarket part is the Heinie music wire trigger bolt spring. This comes from an expedient used by Civil War living history groups who cope with frequent gun breakdowns. This is an extended duty replacement for the notoriously fragile two-prong leaf spring. Our Uberti Navy suffered from hammer blowback, a situation corrected by replacing the nipples with the small-aperture Treso cones available from Thunder Ridge Muzzleloading. We have also remedied hammer blowback by filing the notch in the tail of the bolt, thus delaying bolt drop when the hammer moves.


  It is usually possible to fit Colt Single-Action Army bolts to the Navy replicas. Some degree of interchangeability exists among the myriad of Navy reproductions made during the last fifty years. Bates did considerable work for a local blackpowder shop repairing guns used by a local gunfighter club where he accumulated an assortment of spare parts from the various manufacturers. Stretched-out, worn-out, brass-frame Navy revolvers were a prime source. Recently he combined a 1970s Euroarms frame with an Armi San Marco barrel and cylinder, the loading-lever assembly from a shot-out brass-frame revolver of unknown manufacture, to produce a working Navy. The lock components were from Uberti.


  Among the current manufacturers of 1851 Navy replicas are Uberti, Pietta, and Euroarms. The most recent examples of Pietta and Uberti copies are close enough in quality that both have adherents among experienced shooters. Pietta makes a hybrid sort of Navy in .44 caliber, which considerably raises the ire of historic purists since Colt never made a Navy larger than .36. The Pietta product in steel frame actually bears a close resemblance to a historic arm. Many 1860 Armies were made with the old Navy-Pattern loading lever and even with short Navy grip frames. The Pietta has the opened frame and rebated cylinder of the Army revolver. With a slightly reshaped loading-lever handle, a round barrel, a blade-type front sight, and a name change, would quite redeem its reputation. As is, it is a feasible representation of a 19th Century gun and not deserving of the derision customarily heaped upon it.


  Due to its relatively early arrival on the American and world scene, the Navy came to represent the quintessential handgun of the caplock era. It performed admirably in the South Texas borderlands and served both sides in the Civil War. Widely copied by Confederate manufacturers, it was a favored subject of patent infringements in Belgium and other European countries. The Colt Navy charged with the Light Brigade at Balaclava and rode against the Xhosa on the African veldt. The Navy is the likeliest candidate as the primary and frequently mentioned “six-shooters” that accompanied Richard Francis Burton on his search for the source of the Nile and on his trek to the forbidden cities of Islam. Burton, a devotee of the saber, was also an inveterate revolver man:


  My revolvers excited abundant attention, though none would be persuaded to touch them. The largest, which fitted with a stock became an excellent carbine, was at once named Abu Sittah (the Father of Six) and the Shaytan or Devil: the pocket pistol became the Malunah or Accursed, and the distance to which it carried ball made every man wonder.


  In April 1855, returning to the East African coast from a trek to Harar in Ethiopia, Burton and his companions were attacked by a large mob of natives. Burton recorded that two of his companions used their Colt six-shooters to “good effect” while another companion used his Adams (double-action) revolver as a club after it jammed. In 1860, he traveled in the American West and mentioned taking revolver practice with his traveling companions. Burton rode through Salt Lake City and on to Sacramento wearing two revolvers on his person at all times.


  Other historical uses abound. James Butler Hickok made his name with the Navy. Jesse James, early acquainted with the Navy from his days as a Civil War guerilla, carried a .36 ball between his ribs for the last twenty years of his life. The recovered, rifling-engraved, .36in. ball was a key factor in verifying his remains when the DNA boys dug him up for analysis. The Navy brought down wild cattle in the Nueces Strip and was even seen popping away at a dinosaur in a movie version of one of Jules Verne’s Victorian science-fiction novels.


  Chapter 9


  Precursors and Peers


  [image: image]


  ACCURATE SINGLESHOT PISTOLS
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  The Pedersoli replica of the .44 caliber LePage target pistol has a single-phase set trigger. The group was fired from one hand at 25yd.


  History records that Prince Rupert of Bohemia, 1619–1682 AD, used his screw-barrel flintlock pistol to shoot a hole in a rooster weather vane on top of a church 60yd. distant. Observers who might have objected to his cavalier treatment of holy ground instead accused him of benefiting from pure luck. Rupert then recharged the pistol and ventilated the chanticleer again. Assuming that this story is true, it necessarily supposed the presence of rifling in the bore and almost certainly some sort of sighting equipment. This is not too far-fetched, as rifled firearms predate the flintlock era. Pistols with usable sights, rifled barrels, and tuned actions coexisted with the clunky and crude lead-lobbers throughout the history of firearms. By the late 18th Century, finely accurate martial, sporting, and dueling pistols were commonplace if not so widely distributed as the more utilitarian, sightless, smoothbore arms.


  James Serven wrote “Dueling Pistols” for Gun Digest in 1965. He said that dueling pistols arose from the general run of martial pistols, usually retaining smoothbores and no sights, while evolving more reliable lockwork and ignition. The English, according to Serven, favored smoothbore pistols of large caliber, while those on the European continent often used smallbore rifled arms with target sights. This was at odds with both the Irish dueling code of 1777 and the French code. Only the French code made any reference to the type of pistol to be used and specified that smoothbores were preferable. Set triggers that enabled a light trigger pull are unmentioned in the codes, but some experienced duelists recommended avoiding them because of the likelihood of accidental discharge. The LePage family hedged their bets by creating cased sets containing both rifled and smoothbore barrels. The rifled barrels became more popular as dueling declined and recreational parlor shooting gained in popularity.


  [image: image]


  The Aston–Johnson .54 caliber smoothbore holster pistol was the immediate predecessor of the Walker Colt. The usual configuration was a pistol holstered on each side of the saddle, a practice that continued with the Walker. This is an original pistol in very fine condition. The group was fired one-handed from 50ft.


  From the late flintlock period and thereafter, it became difficult if not impossible to mark a clear distinction between dueling, utility, target, and martial pistols among those with rifled barrels and sights. Pistols with the ramrods sleeved and sometimes hinged under the barrel, were likely martial or traveler’s pistols, while those without provisions for mounting the ramrod were more suited to the dueling field or pistol parlor.


  A shoulder stock socket often signalled a martial pistol used by cavalry or artillerymen. The popular belief held that the Kentucky pistols were made from leftover and odd lengths of the barrels used to make the famous rifle. This is likely correct since surviving 18th and 19th Century Kentucky pattern pistols have smoothbores.


  The half-stocked pistols currently identified with the Hawken rifles resembled quality period sporting and target arms, but the pistols actually made by the Hawken brothers were usually smoothbored. They were geared toward emergency use at close range where a large bore and relatively fast reload was more important than fine accuracy. Paper cartridges or even loose balls with wadding loaded faster than the patched ball used in rifled arms.
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  Single-shot pistols are loaded in a similar manner, though some smoothbore martial pistols utilized envelope cartridges that included powder and ball.
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  Options available to the modern recreational shooter range from the economical and long-lasting Jukar pistols and kits from Spain to the authentically styled, high-quality replicas from Davide Pedersoli & Co. The Jukars are a product of the bicentennial period and still fairly abundant. Sizes range from Derringer pocket arms to Kentucky patterns and other variations with names evocative of the frontier. The lock and small parts of the larger pistols are usually interchangeable. All or most have rifled barrels and useful sights and are quite accurate.


  The Pedersoli LePage, available in several variations, is a quality match pistol used by top shooters in international muzzleloading competition and is a faithful replica of the LePage target pistols used during the 1850s. Action parts are well-finished with optimum metallurgy and heat treatment. The front sight is drift-adjustable for windage, while the rear sight adjusts elevation. The tumbler has a fly between the half- and full-cock notches allowing for a set trigger of the double-phase type. This means that the single trigger pushed forward kicks the sear out of the full-cock notch and onto the fly toggle, affording a very light trigger pull without the danger of the sear falling into the half-cock notch. Our LePage is extremely easy to shoot, and the expectation is that single-hand groups will equal those of the best modern target revolvers. The great majority of shots will hit a soft-drink can at 25yd. with the bottom of the can facing the shooter. Fired from a casual field rest, the pistol produces groups of 3.5 to 4.5in. at 50yd. The LePage is fully supported by Davide Pedersoli & Co. with spare parts available from Beauchamp’s Flintlocks, Etc. of Richmond, Massachusetts.
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  The Lyman Planes Pistol is typical of full- and half-stock pistols of the first half of the 19th Century. It is available ready-made or in kit form in either .50 or .54 caliber and is every bit as accurate as the most refined Pedersoli target pistols.
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  The intermediate priced Lyman Plains Pistol is a companion to the well-regarded Lyman Great Plains Rifle. It is commissioned from Investarms in Italy and produced fully assembled or in kit form in .50 or .54 caliber. Spare parts are readily available through the Lyman online store. The lock parts and function are the same as on original 18th and 19th Century arms, except that coil springs replace the flat leaf springs that drive the hammer and load the sear. Lyman rifles have double-set triggers and while the pistol does not have the hair trigger, the lock is a smaller version of the one used on the rifle. It comes with a fly on the tumbler between the half-cock/safety notch and the full-cock notch.


  With careful attention to muzzle discipline, it is possible to set the trigger and obtain a significantly lighter trigger pull. To do this, with the pistol pointed downrange, retain the cocked hammer by thumb pressure and pull the trigger until you can feel the sear ride up on the fly. A few more ounces are sufficient to discharge the pistol. Manipulated in this manner, the accuracy of our Lyman .50 caliber is fully equivalent to that of the LePage. It produces superb accuracy with all of the load combinations listed in the table with both light and heavy ball loads striking to the same point of aim at 25yd.


  DERRINGERS


  Henry Deringer of Philadelphia was in business from 1806 until his death in 1868. He made flintlock military muskets and, as percussion ignition became popular, was well respected for his high-quality belt and pocket pistols. He favored a back-action percussion lock, so named because the mainspring was behind the hammer rather than the more common forward position. This allowed the longer portion of the lock to extend backward into the grip area of the pistol, making for a shorter overall length. Even the smallest of the pistols had rifled barrels and usable sights and overall quality was very good.


  The name “Deringer” became a household word when one of the pistols played a key role in the 1855 Cora-Richardson fray in California. Both Cora and Richardson were politically connected and known to carry pairs of Deringer pistols at all times. An argument erupted when U.S. Marshall Richardson’s wife high-hatted Cora’s girlfriend and culminated in a drunken episode wherein Cora killed Richardson with his Deringer. Fearing that Cora would lawyer his way out if afforded a fair trial, the San Francisco Committee of Vigilance strung him up in a massively attended, double hanging that made the newspapers all over the U.S. and territories. This served to popularize the pocket pistols and sparked competitors. They adopted the gunmaker’s name, adding an additional “r” to the spelling to avoid patent litigation. Soon the name “Derringer” became generic for small pistols and remains so to this day.


  The weapon used in the Lincoln assassination was a Henry Deringer pistol, 5.87in. long with 1.5in. of rifled bore and an approximate caliber of .44. The very poorly rendered “Lincoln Deringer” from Palmetto Arms is now gone but a quality version of the same pistol is available from Davide Pedersoli & Co.
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  A Jukar Kit Derringer very skillfully rendered by Johnny Bates


  The old Jukar kit Derringers once imported by Connecticut Valley Arms, while not close replicas of the Henry Deringer gun, did capture the spirit of the small pistol. Like the general run of Jukar pistols, they are reliable shooters. The Liege Derringer with a screw-barrel design from Davide Pedersoli & Co. is a close replica of a type of European house pistol widely distributed in England and on the continent. The breech chamber holds 9gr. of blackpowder behind an (oversize) .451in. ball, and the barrel is rifled. Our pistol registered 365fps over a chamber full of GOEX FFFg. It regularly drove the ball through an approximately 1in. white pine board and would be lethal at close range. The pistol is good for center hits on a man-sized target at 20ft.


  EARLY SMITH & WESSON RIMFIRE CARTRIDGE REVOLVERS


  In 1855, Horace Smith and Daniel Baird Wesson obtained the Rollin White patent for through-bored revolver cylinders and obtained other patents that resulted in the Model 1 Revolver of 1857. This was a seven-shot, .22 caliber handgun with the closed frame hinged to swing upward for loading. The cartridge was a .22 rimfire short of the same size as the modern round. Smith & Wesson borrowed the concept from the European Flobert Bulleted Breech Cap, a popular parlor pistol load on the continent. The Model 1 went through several variations, including models 1½ and 2, chambered for a .32 rimfire cartridge. The revolvers remained in production until 1881, and it appears that there were 200,000–300,000 in circulation before 1875. Smith & Wesson revolvers and the contemporary Lefachaux Pinfires imported from Europe significantly rivalled the percussion pocket revolvers used during the American Civil War.


  In 1861, before he acquired the name “Mark Twain,” Samuel Langhorne Clemens declared himself generally unfit for military duty and a danger to his fellow soldiers. He set out for Carson City, Nevada, to act as secretary to his brother, who was a high territorial official. His customary method of ordering two fingers of whiskey was to hold up a couple of digits and shout, “Mark Twain” at the bartender. In a short time, given his affinity for the drink, everybody thought it was his real name. He recorded his adventures in the book Roughing It, dwelling considerably on the long stagecoach ride across the continent. Stage passengers were encouraged to go armed, as it was unlikely that they would otherwise survive the trip. Sam brought along one of the Smith break-open revolvers and seemed very well acquainted with its capabilities and limitations. “It holds seven cartridges about the size of a homeopathic pill—the full loading of the revolver seemingly constituting an adult dose.” Something of a naturalist, Twain also described the flora and fauna of the region. In the tradition of Audubon and Darwin, his first impulse upon encountering a new variety of animal life was to take a shot at it. “There dwells in these regions a peculiar animal known as a jackass rabbit. . . . Languid as it seems at rest, when I fired at it with my revolver, it took off at great speed. Long after it was out of sight, you could still hear it whiz (sic).”


  Bates repaired a Model 1 second variation for a local collector. The little 10 ounce revolver was in good collector’s condition and we fired it with some old, very low-powered Eley CB caps. It was a wonderful sensation shooting an example of the first metallic cartridge revolver, but we derived little information about shooting characteristics because the cylinder timing was off just enough to keyhole the bullets through our target.
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  A Smith & Wesson Model 2 in .32 Rimfire. It came to Texas in 1871 with J. E. Henry Cumpston and his wife, Ellen.


  The Smith & Wesson Model 2 in .32 rimfire was popular with Civil War officers and in the civilian market. Well-known owners include General George Armstrong Custer, James Butler Hickok, and President Rutherford B. Hayes. Another, less famous, owner was Henry Cumpston, who brought a Model 2 overland from Chicago to Texas after the fire of 1871. Historians are in general agreement that Hickok was carrying a Model 2 rimfire revolver when he was killed in Deadwood.


  THE PEPPERBOX AND THE PROTO-FESTUS


  As we discussed in the Timeline and Chapter 8, the Pepperbox revolving pistols were contemporary with the Paterson Colt and persisted through much of the pre-cartridge era. In addition to the Allen revolvers, different makers produced arms of this type, and were well represented in the European market. Some were double-action with the trigger indexing the chambers in the same fashion as a modern double-action revolver. Others required cocking and manual turning of the barrel from one chamber to the next. There were also “transition revolvers,” fixed-barrel revolvers with pepperbox features.


  Hollywood snatched Mark Twain’s essay on the pepperbox entire and placed one of the utensils in the hands of Ken Curtis in the person of Monk. Monk was a recurring character on the series Have Gun Will Travel, and later became Festus on the Gunsmoke series. He talked to his Allen revolver in much the same way Festus conversed with his mule, Ruth, and was his pride and joy, performing exactly like the gun carried by Twain’s stagecoach companion. It frequently failed to fire at all but occasionally ripped off the full barrel cluster with a rattling crash. In one episode, Monk had inherited a Gold Coast social club from his uncle. This establishment, “Bordello’s,” was well-known to Mr. Paladin, who was on a first-name basis with all the employees. He assisted Monk in his rise to middle-class respectability. When Monk and Paladin were set upon by enemies outside of Bordello’s, Monk’s pistol unloaded all of the barrels into one of the miscreants, causing him to dance about and fall in a heap. Paladin registered sophisticated bemusement and a measure of disgust, while Monk heaped fulsome praise on the beamish repeater.


  Chapter 10


  Gone to Texas: A Colt Chronology


  In late 1849, Wilson Bates brought his family to Texas from Tennessee by way of St. Louis. An emigrant train of some eighty families formed up at this emergent gateway to the West. Assured of Army protection, they crossed the trackless prairie through Indian Territory. Heretofore, Bates and the other farm families had relied chiefly on their smoothbores and small-bore rifles for meat hunting and keeping the varmints out of the corn. Pistols were of such limited use as to be an unthinkable extravagance in the settled country, but the new Colt revolvers were a necessary part of the kit as they headed into the unknown. St. Louis was the last mercantile outpost they saw, and it presented the last opportunity to obtain the still-scarce large revolvers used by the U.S. Mounted Rifles or the pocket-sized smallbores of the same pattern. Colt’s major creditor, John Elders, still sold selling some of the remainders from the Paterson factory. Bates, fascinated by the mechanics of the Colts, believed the large martial revolver to be the best choice. He laid in a pair of the revolvers, a double-cavity mould and a substantial supply of caps, intending to rely on his supply of musket and sporting powder to charge the pistols.


  After a long journey, the party dispersed into the land grant counties of McLennan, Navarro, and Bell, with the extended Bates clan carving out farmsteads on the Grand Prairie west of the Blacklands. They were on the western verge of the Anglo settlements, much dependent upon their skills as hunters and largely abandoned by the military presence. Early accord with the Kiowa and Lipan Apache soon evaporated in the face of the usual run of broken promises and the influx of settlers. The Comanche beat a strategic retreat into the Llano Estacado and the Canadian River country but frequently filtered down the Brazos River valley and Cowhouse Creek to take off livestock and human captives. The raids extended far into the old Austin Colony, forcing the immigrants to seek shelter in the old fortifications and prompting them to mount patrol and pursuit parties in the pattern of the ranger companies. Even the areas far removed from the Comanche territories received frequent raids. In 1852, the counties of Bell, McLennan, and Navarro petitioned the governor for military assistance, citing kidnapping atrocities (see Appendix D). Several of the Bates clan signed the missive.


  By this time the Colt 1851 Navy was a common artifact of Texas life and provided the one significant advantage held by the settlers. Sporadic raids continued through the 1850s, and in 1859, Wilson Bates became one of the founding members of The Bell County Rovers, a local militia formed up along the lines of the Texas Rangers and similarly equipped. The state loaned or issued the 1842 pattern carbine and a pair of 1851 Navies to each member on active ranging duty.


  In 1860, on vacation from an eastern university, Lawrence Sullivan Ross of Waco, McLennan County, led a patrol into the Peace River country of North Texas. He encountered the Comanche band led by Peta Nacoma and recovered a couple of hostages. One of the “rescued” was Cynthia Ann Parker, who had been taken in the raid of Fort Parker in 1837. She had become the wife of Peta Nacoma and had given birth to Quanah Parker, the future statesman of the reservation Comanches. Ross returned her to her family, now so deep in the Anglo settlements that she was never able to escape and return to her Comanche family as she wished.


  In 1860, Texas was a member of the Confederate States of America. The U.S. Army abandoned the line of western forts and prepared for the expected war. Bell County still marked the western extremity of Anglo influence, and the demands increased upon the local citizen soldiery there and in all the remote settlements. Ben McCollough, famed veteran of the war with Mexico, contacted Samuel Colt and ordered 1,000 new 1860 Army revolvers with full-fluted cylinders to use on the western frontier. Five hundred of them successfully ran the union blockades and made it into Texas by way of Louisiana.


  In 1861, Wilson Bates joined Capt J. Swan Bigham’s and Green Davidson’s Company K, 1st Texas Cavalry, of the Confederate Army, a Texas Ranger organization. Davidson was killed in an Indian fight on the plains.


  In 1862, Wilson Bates and his younger brother, Thomas James “Bud” Bates, joined the 18th Texas Cavalry of the Confederate Army. Wilson was a farrier (horseshoer) and Bud was 1st bugler. Returning from the Civil War, Bates found a much-changed Texas. Union troops enforced martial law in the state, and the Johnson administration’s radical reconstruction bureaucracy held the political power. One of the Bates clan shot down a reconstruction worker (carpetbagger) on the steps of the Bell County Court House. By 1873, the last of the Southern Plains tribes (lead by Quanah Parker) surrendered and relocated to a reservation in the Oklahoma Indian Territory. A couple of years earlier, the carpetbag legislature outlawed the carrying of pistols, dirks, swords, and other personal weapons within the settled counties.


  ***


  Chapter 11


  Holsters, Belts, and Sashes
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  A Slim Jim holster made by Johnny Bates


  Intended mode of carry was an important factor in defining and naming handguns before the development of modern cartridge arms. The term holster pistol referred to the large handguns carried in closed holsters on either side of a saddle pommel. The Aston-Johnson Dragoon and the Walker Colt were holster pistols, and the large-framed revolvers developed immediately afterward. Early singleshot, flint, and percussion pistols, and the smaller Colt and Remington revolvers that came along in the 1850s, were “belt pistols.” They were the proper size for carry on the belt at belt level with or without a sash, holster, or belt hook. The most common name for the Colt 1851 Navy was “Revolving Belt Pistol of Naval Caliber” while at least one factory schematic labels the 1860 Army as a “Belt Revolver of Enlarged Caliber.” Another Colt reference called it a “Holster Pistol,” sowing confusion and making us wonder if some collector made up or overemphasized the entire “holster, pocket, belt” typology. Pocket pistols and revolvers, as the name implies, rode in available pockets without further fanfare.


  The military full-flap and partial-flap holsters were similar to the saddle scabbards and were worn butt foremost on the strong side. Carried in this mode, they were about one degree more accessible than if they remained in the armory, and they did not get in the way of drawing a saber. The sword was a proven weapon and the revolver had not yet attained that status. Contact and projected prints from the Civil War showed flap holsters worn in the cross-draw mode. When the soldier and his revolver made it into civilian life, he either left the holster alone or sheared off the flap to provide faster access. A revolver worn backwards under the gun hand seemed a real Rube Goldberg setup, but it was actually not a bad way to portage a long-barreled revolver or bring it into play. The pistolero turned his hands inward, grasped the butt, and presented the revolver in one fluid motion. The muzzles crossed his midsection, but this presented a hazard only if he cocked the hammers prematurely. It had one big advantage over the weak-side cross draw in that the particularly swashbuckling shooter could draw two revolvers simultaneously. J. B. Hickok favored the reverse hand draw, and old photographs show him with a brace of Army or Navy revolvers thrust into either side of his sash.


  The Slim Jim holsters were extremely popular and used with the earliest Paterson revolvers. It was a simple and utilitarian holster to wear on the strong side or butt-reversed in cross draw. Johnny Bates made ours, lined them with synthetic wool to protect the revolver finish, and then finely tooled them like many of the originals. Texas Jack of Fredericksburg, Texas, catalogs the same types.


  Chapter 12


  The Later Years: The Last of the Colt Percussion Designs
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  Colt’s English and European patents expired in 1849. By the middle 1850s, the British developed a preference for large-caliber, double-action revolvers developed by Adams, Kerr, Webley, and others, which caused the closing of the Colt London Armory. In 1856, the domestic extension expired, resulting in competition from Eli Whitney Jr., the Remington Arms Company, Starr, and others, but the Colt enterprise was well-established and thrived.


  In 1856, Smith & Wesson produced rimfire cartridge revolvers of small caliber and owned the Rollin White patent that gave the company a monopoly on the bored-through breechloading cylinder. Breechloading repeating rifles were in production, and the wave of the future was clearly the metallic cartridge arms. Still, the first full-sized cartridge handguns did not appear until 1869, and percussion revolvers remained state-of-the-art.


  The defining event of the period was the War of Secession in the U.S. By 1860 Remington had a successful rigid-framed service arm, and the Pennsylvania–based Beauregard-Lemat partnership promised another successful martial handgun that incorporated many desirable European features. The partners in this venture were Confederate loyalists and moved what proved to be a rocky venture to Europe. A large quantity of pinfire cartridge revolvers arrived from Europe. A number of arms factories sprang up in the southern states with most of their designs closely based on the Colt revolvers. Many of the brass-framed replicas marketed by various domestic distributors established their historic credentials on these Confederate revolvers.


  The technologies that culminated in the Bessimer process revolutionized mass production of steel of known carbon content, contributing to the development of lighter, stronger firearms. The arms industry set the standard for industrial age manufacturing practices. Such social reformers as Charles Dickens applauded Colt’s favorable treatment of his workforce. Karl Marx, who had just published The Communist Manifesto, was silent on the subject.


  THE COLT ARMY MODEL OF 1860


  The Colt Holster Revolvers of Army Caliber, the Dragoons, had been used continuously since the late 1840s. The real or perceived advantage of the .44in. bore over the 1851 Navy revolver led many handgun shooters to tolerate the greater bulk of the big handguns designed to be carried in holsters on either side of a saddle. There was an ongoing effort to pare down the Dragoon revolver and bring its handling dynamic in line with that of the Navy. The emerging availability of mass-produced steel of controlled carbon content led to a new approach, and the developmental work centered around modifying the .36 Navy frame to accommodate the larger bore size. Relying heavily on “Silver Spring Steel,” the New Belt Revolver of Enlarged Caliber featured a slim, round barrel 8in. in length. It also had a lengthened grip frame, bringing the overall weight down to a few ounces over 2lb. The revolvers had the improved “creeping loading lever” that characterized most of the remaining Colt percussion revolver designs. Very early in production, the variation with the thin, fluted cylinders blew up in the same old-fashioned way that plagued the early Walker revolvers.


  The fluted cylinder was dropped in favor of the standard one with the Campeche naval battle scene. The lithe and streamlined 8in. barrel, the provisions for a detachable shoulder stock, and the enhanced bore size of the revolver prompted immediate purchase by the U.S. Army. The advent of the Civil War fueled demand, and some 200,500 revolvers entered production between 1860 and 1873. About 40 percent of the purchases were by Army contract, with the remainder following the historic pattern of purchase by civilians or foreign concerns. On the eve of the Civil War, Texas Ranger Ben McCullough, placed an order for 1,000 fluted-cylinder Army revolvers. There had been significant Indian raids during 1859 emphasizing the need for the revolvers. About five hundred eventually ran the blockades and served on the frontier and in the War of Secession (Noted collector Chick Davis puts the actual number at three hundred fifty).


  As with all Colt revolvers, there were variations on the basic design. Some examples appeared with the old-pattern loading-lever system, some had the short grip of the Navy, and a few came out in 7.5in. barrel length. With the release of the new model Army revolver, Dragoon production ended. A year later, the new pattern was applied to the Navy-caliber arms, and the 1860 Army was the primary Union handgun during the war. The Remington revolvers gained an important foothold, but military sales were only about half that of the Colts.


  The Army was popular during and after the Civil War and was one of the revolvers present in significant numbers during the later Indian wars and western migration. It also formed the basis for many of the first metallic cartridge conversions that came about after the expiration of the Smith & Wesson patent. Overall production numbers put it third behind the .31 Pocket Models and the 1851 Navy.


  Photographs of Buffalo Bill Cody showed him wearing a pair of Army Colts, and some sources claimed that Hickok used this model during at least part of his career. The notorious gunfighter John Wesley Hardin was wearing an 1860 Army under his shirt when Texas Rangers caught up with him in Pensacola, Florida, on August 23, 1877.


  SHOOTING THE ARMY


  The Army is a period favorite and often the preferred revolver of the modern reenactors. The long grip is one of the most comfortable ever designed for a handgun, and the blade front sight hits closer to point of aim than the old short bead of the earlier revolvers. The design handles cap fragments very efficiently, and experienced shooters find the well-made Army replica reliable and exceptionally accurate.


  We have several of the revolvers on tap, and all display optimum accuracy from traditional shooting positions. New and unmodified, they hit about 6in. above point of aim at 25yd. and about 4in. high at 60ft. Compared to the earlier Colts and the Remington, they are a bit light in the barrel, but the excellent feel of the grip compensates for any perceived deficit in balance. All of our revolvers have the prominent lugs to mount the shoulder stock. These protrusions are a bit of a distraction, and cap fragments land right where the right “ear” joins the shooting hand. The light actions of our revolvers contribute to accurate offhand shooting. The Uberti model made in 2004 has an extremely light action and trigger pull. Even though it is factory stock, it feels like a revolver modified for competition. As usual, load performance varies among the revolvers with various propellants and charge levels.
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  An Uberti Replica 1860 Army with 25yd. one-handed target and accoutrement


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	1860 Army .44 Caliber
    


    
      	Loads 140 & 141gr. Ball

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (fps)

      6 rounds
    


    
      	28gr. GOEX FFFg Second-Generation Colt

      	822

      	55
    


    
      	28gr. GOEX FFFg Uberti

      	871

      	104
    


    
      	35gr. GOEX FFFg Second-Generation Colt

      	855

      	37
    


    
      	35gr. SWISS Uberti

      	1031

      	48
    


    
      	Same Load Different Day

      	1020

      	34
    


    
      	40gr. GOEX FFFg

      	992

      	34
    


    
      	40gr. GOEX FFFg with Wonder Wad

      	942

      	30
    


    
      	40gr. SWISS FFFg

      	1042

      	49
    


    
      	40gr. SWISS FFFg with Wonder Wad

      	1055

      	80
    


    
      	22gr./vol. Pyrodex P .457”

      	725

      	25
    


    
      	22 gr./vol. Pyrodex P .454”

      	712

      	27
    


    
      	28gr./vol Pyrodex P

      	841

      	54
    


    
      	*30gr./vol. Pyrodex P .457”

      	931 (lubed 1/8” wad)

      	21
    


    
      	30gr./vol. Pyrodex P .457”

      	904 (lubed double wad)

      	47
    


    
      	*30gr./vol. Pyrodex P .457”

      Uberti Army made in 1980

      	899

      	77
    


    
      	35gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	1047

      	116
    


    
      	35gr./vol. Pyrodex P with Wonder Wad

      	1055

      	69
    


    
      	35gr./vol. Pyrodex P Different Day

      	1046

      	77
    


    
      	28gr./vol. American Pioneer

      	506

      	57
    


    
      	180gr. Bullet Dixie Mould

      	

      	
    


    
      	28gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	821

      	50
    


    
      	28gr./vol. GOEX FFFg

      	649

      	81
    


    
      	200gr. Lee Conical

      	

      	
    


    
      	28gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	967

      	46
    


    
      	35gr. GOEX FFFg

      	753

      	46
    

  


  The 140gr. ball produced energies ranging from the .38 Smith & Wesson revolver cartridge of 1878 through the standard loading of the .38 Special revolver cartridge of 1899 and a bit beyond. The heaviest loads of SWISS FFFg and Pyrodex P exceeded the energy levels of the factory .44 Special cartridge of 1908. Colt promotional literature claimed that the New Model Army was as powerful as the larger Dragoons and attributed this excess in velocity to the use of the dynamic and flexible Silver Spring Steel. Our better loads closely approached the readings we got with some of the full chamber loads in the Dragoons.


  Load of choice for our revolvers is 28gr. by volume of Pyrodex P with either a .451in. or .454.in. ball. The .451in. shows a small and probably insignificant accuracy advantage in the Uberti model of 2004 while an identical fluted Uberti from the mid-1990s shows bullet creep with the .451in. ball and does its best work with .454in. GOEX FFFg is a good alternative load but definitely demands a cursory bore cleaning between six-shot strings unless loaded with rigid wads. The manufacturer’s choice for these revolvers are #11 caps, but Remington #10s work better.


  There was no advantage or disadvantage in accuracy or velocity in using the soft commercial Wonder Wads under the balls instead of over-ball grease. Testing identical loads with and without the wads under the same conditions and on the same day produced mixed results. Many shooters preferred to use the wads while hunting to simplify the loading process. Like our Uberti Remington 1858, the Uberti Army accommodated a 40gr. charge under a round ball, although seating was very difficult with a Wonder Wad in place. At this volume equivalent with SWISS FFFg powder, the back-blast from the nipple vent moved the hammer backward and interfered with cocking for the next shot. Forty grains of GOEX FFFg was milder and did not produce this effect. With 35gr. of SWISS (by volume measure calibrated for GOEX), full function was restored and the velocity was not much reduced from the heavier load. Shot-to-shot velocity consistency improved.


  All of our revolvers, including the Second-Generation Colt, came from the Uberti Company. High-quality parts are currently available from VTI, Cimarron, and others. Pietta produced some Army revolvers for mass-market catalog companies. Numrich Gunparts Corp. lists all the basic Pietta Army parts as “Sold Out,” and the most reliable source is VTI. Owners of revolvers from Pietta and the defunct Armi San Marco Company may be able to use Uberti or Colt Single-Action parts for repairs. Numrich sells an essential spare parts kit for the Army and Navy revolvers, and most of the components are interchangeable. We have pre-fitted hand assemblies for our 1861 Navy and 1860 Army, and the fitted parts interchange perfectly between the revolvers.


  NOTES ON DISASSEMBLY AND MAINTENANCE


  The attachment of the loading lever differs from the early-pattern Colt revolvers. Removing the single rammer screw permits withdrawal of the rammer assembly from its seat. Mainspring replacement is easier if the grip frame subassemblies remain loose until the spring is in place. The shooter should be aware that the loading-lever seat (under barrel) and barrel/frame locator pins of current Uberti–Colt types need tightening to prevent loss.


  SHOULDER STOCK


  Pistols with detachable shoulder stocks dated from the flintlock era and retained some popularity in Europe well into the 20th Century. Colt supplied stocks for the major martial revolvers including the Dragoons, the Navy, and the Army/Navy models of the 1860s. Stocks were standard issues for cavalrymen so that they could convert their revolvers to brevet carbines when dismounted and fighting from cover. Throughout the percussion period, Colt devised three mounting systems with the most familiar being the stock made for the 1860 Army and the similar revolver of Navy caliber.
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  A very nice walnut and brass replica is available from Dixie Gun Works. Product information advised that some minor fitting is necessary, but ours fit both an Armi San Marco and Uberti 1860 Army without modification. Mounting is accomplished by setting the brass fitting down over the extended screws present on the frame sides of most 1860 Colts, and engaging and then screw-tightening the hook in the slot at the rear of the pistol butt.


  When firing the arm, keep the support hand at the bottom of the frame and behind the cylinder gap. This is a very steady hold, with the downside being a fuzzy sight picture because of the close proximity of the hammer/sight notch and the shooter’s face.


  Colt addressed this problem with a barrel-mounted rear sight on the Third Model Dragoon and created a prototype long-barreled Navy with aperture sight extended back from the barrel and centered over the cylinder. Most revolvers though, relied on the hammer notch as rear sight. We found that the steadiness afforded by the stock marginally improved our consistency at 25yd. over the accuracy achieved when shooting one-handed at arm’s length. Point of aim with our .44 Uberti with stock attached was identical to the sight picture used while shooting one-handed without the stock. Modern shooters should be careful to place the support hand behind the barrel/cylinder gap. Doing otherwise subjects the hand or arm to hot powder gases, or worse. The Colt revolving long guns earned the nickname, “Colonel Colt’s Revolving Wheel of Misfortune,” because of injuries caused by multiple chamber ignitions.


  An adept revolver shooter, given a decent trigger pull, achieved optimal accuracy shooting the revolver from a two–handed grip with the gun fully extended and the sight picture at maximum clarity. The shoulder stock proved most useful to shooters of average skill not accustomed to regular practice at extended range. It also did much to cancel out the disadvantage from a heavy or creepy trigger pull. Given the prominence of both factors, the shoulder stock was likely a welcome addition to the soldier or frontiersman’s kit.


  We found the basic 1860 Army to be a very accurate shooter, keeping all shots within the nine and ten rings of a B-27 target or the A and C zones of the IPSC or the five ring of the TXTP, firing from one hand at 40yd. Shooting at 25yd. in the same mode, we often kept all rounds inside the head of the silhouette targets. As with the 1851 and 1861 Navies, the superb balance and wand-like pointing characteristics of the Army made for instinctive and effective rapid-fire shooting at the closer ranges.
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  A 25yd. benchrest group with a replica 1961 Navy


  Colt brought out the new belt pistol of Navy caliber with the improvements of the 1860 Army. It featured the same round barrel and creeping loading lever but retained the grip profile and cylinder dimensions of the original model of 1851. The 1861 revolver joined the 1851 in the line, and both remained in production until the general switch to cartridge arms in 1873. Shortly after introduction of this model, the Colt factory burned. This, and the short production time, resulted in limited production in the 1861. Altogether, over 38,000 were produced with around one hundred having fluted cylinders. Thirty-eight thousand units represented a substantial number of handguns for the 19th Century and the Navy was a favored presentation piece. Famous recipients included General Phillip Sheridan and the writer Horace Greeley.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	The Colt 1861 Navy Revolver
    


    
      	1861 Navy
    


    
      	.36 “ 85-Grain Round Ball Loads

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (6)
    


    
      	25gr. SWISS FFFg .380”

      	1101

      	71
    


    
      	25gr. GOEX FFFg .375”

      	1000

      	59
    


    
      	22gr. SWISS FFFg .375”

      	1048

      	35
    


    
      	Same load Wonder Wad

      	973

      	60
    


    
      	22gr. GOEX FFFg .375”

      	849

      	74
    


    
      	Same load with Wonder Wad

      	801

      	74
    


    
      	22gr. SWISS FFFg .375”

      	1070

      	37
    


    
      	22gr./vol. Pyrodex P .375”

      	1015

      	44
    


    
      	Same load with Wonder Wad

      	1045

      	66
    


    
      	110gr. Bullet From Brass Replica Mould 15 Pyrodex P

      	815

      	36
    


    
      	100gr. Bullet Dixie Scissor Mould
    


    
      	22-grain GOEX FFFg

      	831

      	38
    


    
      	22 gr/vol Pyrodex P

      	995

      	46
    


    
      	125-grain Buffalo Bullet

      	

      	
    


    
      	18-grain GOEX FFFg

      	803

      	99
    


    
      	18 gr/vol Pyrodex P

      	965

      	71
    


    
      	18-grain SWISS FFFg

      	918

      	37
    


    
      	130-grain Ram Lock Hollow Based Truncated Cone
    


    
      	22gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	966

      	34
    

  


  Like the .44 Army Model, the Navy cuts a lithe profile, and many modern shooters consider it the most attractive of both the modern and historic Colt designs. Our Uberti 1861 Navy had the same fine action as our other recent Colt pattern revolver from that company. One problem common to all was the tendency of the barrel catch to walk out of its dovetail. After tightening the dovetail several times, we finally resorted to J-B Weld for a permanent fix. Another irritation common to Uberti/Colt replicas was the need to firmly stake the barrel/frame locator pins into the lower front of the frame.


  SHOOTING THE NEW MODEL NAVY


  Our example, true to the current run of Uberti replicas, required only minor adjustments to arrive at optimum shooting trim. We widened the hammer notch sight for better visibility and found that windage and elevation were exactly right at 50ft. and 25yd. After two or three shooting sessions, the hand spring broke, a common problem, but our first such occurrence with a recent Uberti revolver. We obtained a supply of hand and spring assemblies and fitting a new one entailed only matching a spare to the dimensions of the original. We now keep a supply of pre-fitted units on hand for drop-in replacement. Timing of the action was perfect, and the trigger released at a few ounces less than 3lb. The action started out a bit rough but smoothed out after a little firing and minor polishing.


  The Uberti chamber mouths would be more suited to a .380in. ball than the available .375in. Hornady balls. The Speer .375in. balls seated firmly, and there was no bullet creep from recoil. The Hornady balls were not consistent and occasionally rolled right into the chambers to reemerge stuck to the loading stem. We used the 22gr. spout with GOEX FFFg, SWISS FFFg, and Pyrodex P, finding the velocities to be comparable to several other .36 caliber Colt pattern replicas. In this example, 25gr. of SWISS FFFg drove the .380in. ball a bit over 1,100fps. Like the 1851 Navies, this particular revolver, loaded with the 110gr. bullets from the brass replica would group several rounds from a cylinder loading into a reasonably tight group and then throw one or two rounds wild. The 100gr. bullet, of the same profile but better quality and cast from the Dixie scissor mould, hit to about the same point of impact as balls loaded to full velocity. Cumpston essayed a couple of 25 yard bench groups with these bullets and each time put all six in a 3in. spread.


  We found that the addition of an Ox-Yoke Original Wonder Wads affected velocity, reducing the average speed with two types of blackpowder but increasing it with Pyrodex. These results were the opposite of what we got with the Army .44. The velocity differences between the two modes of loading were not large, and accuracy and point of impact seemed unaffected. The Ox-Yokes were only marginally effective in delaying barrel fouling, but the treated wool wads from Sagebrush Shooting Products and distributed by The Possible Shop kept the barrel clean and maintained accuracy during extensive shooting.


  This revolver has the frame cuts and lugs for mounting the common-variety shoulder stock available through Dixie Gun Works. We obtained one with the revolver and fitted it. The only necessary tool was a flat file. With the stock mounted to the Navy Model, we found that in contrast to our 1860 Army, point of impact shifts downward a few inches while windage remains the same, as when shooting the revolver from one hand. It is necessary to hold the front sight up a bit to obtain center hits at 60ft. and 25yd. The close proximity of the sights made them appear fuzzy, but the steadiness afforded by the shoulder stock at least partially compensated for that. The stock adapted itself well to the stance used by most precision rifle shooters.


  The elbow of the gripping hand extended at a right angle while the support hand cupped the trigger guard with bent arm extended downward and resting on the chest. The 125gr. Buffalo bullets grouped tightly but hit well above the sights when compared to round ball loads. Attaching the shoulder stock caused these bullets to strike very close to point of aim at 25yd. For the less adept shooter, the resulting solid shooting platform proves a real advantage over one- or two-handed shooting. These shoulder stocks were common throughout the percussion revolver era and were a prime consideration when the Union adopted the 1860 Army revolvers for federal service.


  For the modern shooter, the stock has interesting possibilities for small-game hunting. From 25yd., Cumpston hit five out of six small vegetable cans. To test our theories about the relative merits of the detachable stock, Cumpston repeated the exercise holding the unstocked revolver in two hands, again hitting five out of six. He also landed five of six in the upper torso of a silhouette target using the stock from a steady seated position at 80yd., comparable to shooting two-handed, unsupported, and without the stock. While the stock provided confidence-building steadiness, the advantages over a two-handed grip with sights at full extend were tenuous at best. Many 19th Century shooters adopted the bent-elbow stance as seen in the aforementioned Fredric Remington paintings, as graceful as a poodle taking a bowel movement or a cocktail party dowager wielding a Martini, and promising about the same degree of steadiness. The shoulder stock provides a real advantage over this ungainly shooting style.
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  This reliable 1861 Navy has become a personal favorite of author Cumpston. Loaded with 22gr./vol. equivalent of Pyrodex P and a .380in. ball, the point of impact at 25yd. was very close to the sight picture. Cumpston took the Navy on camping trips near the Double Mountain Fork of the Brazos and shot a couple of cottontail rabbits and a mess of bullfrogs for camp meat. The shoulder stock, however useful it might be in a hunting situation, remained at home.


  The 1861 Navy is a finely balanced example of the late percussion era. Many of the operating parts interchange with the 1851 Navy and the Army model of 1860.


  THE NEW POCKET MODELS
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  An original 1862 Police and a fine shooter


  In late 1861, Colt introduced not only the modern version of the .36 Navy with all the features of the 1860 Army revolvers but also extended the line of pocket revolvers. The Pocket Navy, or Pocket Revolver of Navy Caliber, was a scaled-down, five-shot version of the 1851 while the Pocket Police revolvers were the same size and utilized the modern features including the ratcheted loading lever, cylinder flutes, and round barrel. Both mirrored the Army and Navy by rebating the frame and reducing the rear of the cylinder to allow a .36 caliber arm on the .31 Pocket Model frame. William Clark Quantrill, the Confederate raider, reportedly favored this model. These revolvers remained in production until 1873, reaching about 19,000 Navy patterns and well over 20,000 of the modern type. Some of the later designs remained in the factory and became cartridge revolvers in the early 1870s.


  Our examples included an original Colt and a couple of replicas, and all are fine shooters.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	.36 Uberti Pocket 80gr. Ball .375” & .380”

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (5) (fps)
    


    
      	15gr. GOEX FFFg

      	774

      	60
    


    
      	15gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	774

      	23
    


    
      	15gr./vol. H777

      	596

      	290
    


    
      	.36 Pocket Navy

      	

      	
    


    
      	15.8gr. GOEX FFFg

      	690

      	13
    


    
      	15gr. SWISS FFFg

      	787

      	58
    

  


  Recorded velocities with the standard 15gr. charge resembled the performance of the .32 Smith & Wesson cartridge that appeared in pocket revolvers in the late 1870s. Pyrodex and GOEX FFFg were virtually identical while the H777 turned in the same wildly erratic performance observed in compressed full loads in other handguns.


  The original Colt Pocket Police was in very good condition with the exception of a pitted bore. Some mishandling was evident in that the safety pins were flattened off and hammer strike marks appeared on the rear of the cylinder on either side of the nipples. It had some remaining blue and nickel plate left on the front portion of the grip frame. We charged it up with .380in. balls, 15gr. of GOEX FFFg, and Remington #10 caps. The loading, handling, and shooting sensations were indistinguishable from the Uberti replicas. A perfect fit were the #10 Remington caps, and the seating pressure for the .380in. balls was the same as with a Uberti. Cycling was very smooth and as problem-free as the replica pocket models we modified for reliability with burst caps. Cumpston fired five “duelists” from 25yd. and registered a group about 10in. above point of aim and a bit to the right. The five-shot cluster measured about 5in., which was right in line with the expected offhand accuracy of the replicas.


  New Pocket Police Model revolvers and the full line of spare parts are available from Uberti USA and Cimarron. They are very fine shooters once one grows accustomed to the small grips. A 5in. offhand group at 25yd. is not unusual, and a properly sighted Pocket Police or Navy makes a decent small-game revolver.


  COLT POCKET NAVY


  The Pocket Navy has the same rebated frame and cylinder as the Pocket Police, the New Navy, and the 1860 Army. Built on the 31 Pocket revolver frame, it uses the same loading-lever assembly as the earlier and still popular so-called 1849 revolvers. The inclusion of the Pocket Navy may well stem from Colt’s well-known penchant for economy and making efficient use of all available parts. The unfluted cylinder may be a bow toward the nostalgic sensibilities of 1851 Navy owners. Imaginative collectors early dubbed this revolver “The New Pocket Navy of 1853,” but it is clearly a product of the Civil War period.


  Our Uberti 2004 version had a heavier trigger and rougher action than most of the larger Uberti replicas made in the same period. Bates addressed the trigger pull by laying a ridge of epoxy on the front of the hammer under the full-cock notch. In this way, he reduced creep and apparent trigger pull without interfering with surface hardening of the metal. The action became smoother as we used the revolver and displayed reliable function when we switched from CCI #11 to the Remington #10 caps that fit this revolver better. The 690fps velocity with the .375in. ball over 15.8gr. of GOEX FFFg was a bit lower than the Pocket Police revolvers with a smaller charge. Such variations among similar and even identical arms are common. The 13fps spread over five rounds is typical of expected consistency with blackpowder.


  The circa 5in. barrel of the Uberti Pocket Navy provided fine balance and contributed to very satisfactory offhand shooting at paper targets at various distances. Point of impact was more than a foot over the sights at 60ft. and 25yd. Bates cut a dovetail in the barrel and installed a taller blade sight. He then regulated the revolver to hit to the sights at the above distances. The modified revolver made a fine kit gun for field shooting and small-game hunting at close range.
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  The Pocket Navy (top) is .36 caliber built on the same frame as the .31 caliber pocket model. Note rebated frame and cylinder.


  Chapter 13


  The 1858 Remington Army, Navy, and Pocket Revolvers
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  The most common of the American enclosed-frame revolvers that emerged with the expiration of the Colt patents was the Remington Army, Navy, and Pocket revolvers. It is similar to a model produced by Eli Whitney Jr. and the brass-framed Spiller and Burr Confederate revolver and resembles the Rogers and Spencer design produced during the Civil War. The design came from the Fordyce Beals Patent of 1856 with the designation 1858 Remington, drawn from the year Remington acquired the patent. In .44 caliber, the designation was the “Remington Army,” and a .36 caliber version was known as the “Navy” model. Production began circa 1860 with the New Model evolving in 1863. It was a favorite of the Union troops, and many purchased the revolvers upon discharge. This percussion revolver remained in production until 1875 when Remington came out with a very similar cartridge handgun.


  Adherents consider the solid frame to be superior to the Colt percussion arms, saying that it has greater overall strength and is less prone to become loose with use. While both designs are adequately strong for blackpowder loads, our examples show some advantage over the Colt 1860 Army with maximum 40gr. charges of SWISS FFFg. They function smoothly with this load while the Uberti Colt jams up due to hammer blowback. The sighting arrangement, a groove in the top strap, is easier to pick up than the unmodified hammer notch employed on the Colts and other open-tops. Action parts are generally robust although prone to the same metal fatigue as might be expected of small moving parts and leaf springs. The pins that retain the seating stem on the bullet seating apparatus are prone to breakage on originals and replicas, and the action resembles that of the Colts but is simpler.


  There are several differences in the dismounting drill. The enclosed top strap, small cylinder pin, and tight tolerances of the Remington contribute to its reputation of being less reliable than the Colt design. Truth be told, our Uberti example is just as reliable as the open-topped Colt Army when handled correctly. The relatively smaller cylinder base pin and the overall close tolerances of the design are said to accentuate blackpowder fouling. We accepted this until we acquired considerable experience with well-setup Remingtons of .44, .36 and .31 calibers and the similar Rogers and Spencer. In fact, these revolvers function very reliably and are less dependent upon handling technique than most examples of the Colt type.


  The putative advantages over the open-top Colt are debatable, as both designs are completely adequate for the low pressures of blackpowder loads. While the Colt might eventually loosen from repeated shooting and disassembly, it is no great trick to tighten it up again. Complaints that the Remington 1858 does not point as well or “feel” as good as the Colt are purely a function of familiarity. The shooting qualities of the Remington pattern are every bit the equal of the Colt-designed revolvers. The 1858 loads in the same manner as the Colt and can be safely carried fully loaded with six rounds. There is a prominent hammer retaining safety notch between each of the nipples.


  SHOOTING THE 1858 REMINGTON


  The original Remington Revolvers and replicas followed the usual black-powder revolver pattern and shot significantly over the sights at reasonable revolver ranges. Since the revolver was very popular with competitive shooters, replacement with a taller front sight became widespread. The current replicas from Uberti come with an extra-tall dovetail-mounted front sight to allow sighting in for the desired distance.


  Our twenty-year-old Pietta-made Remington, while extremely accurate, was prone to malfunction until Bates opened the frame for sufficient clearance. The New Uberti now functions very smoothly with only occasional cap fragment hang-ups that disappeared after moderate shooting and increased familiarity. This particular revolver does not foul up any quicker than our Colt-type revolvers. Internal fit and finish are near perfect, and the trigger breaks at 3lb. 2oz. This is heavier than the tuned trigger of the Pietta, but the extra weight does not detract from practical, offhand accuracy. Chamber mouths and bore both measure an exact .450in. while the Pietta chambers and bore measure a few thousandths smaller. Speer and Hornady .451in. balls work perfectly and there is no reason to follow the Uberti recommendation for balls of .454in. unless the balls are seen to creep forward under recoil with an individual gun.


  Conversely, an owner of an original Remington measured the chambers for us and found them to be .452in. at the mouth. The first time he fired this revolver, he experienced a double-ignition chain fire. He put the revolver aside for several years and then used .457in. There were no further chain fires and the revolver was quite accurate. The sight picture, while odd by modern standards, was very easy to see and very well suited for target work.


  We regulated the Uberti Remington to exact point of aim at 25yd. and found it almost as easy to shoot as the best modern service revolvers of approximately the size. This revolver worked best with #10 caps, but Remington #11 worked well with minimal pinching. The hammer-fall was sufficient to set off CCI caps as well. Fired caps usually remained on the nipples and traveled past the standing breech and into the capping cut and fell off at that point. The overall impression, shooting both Pyrodex P and GOEX FFFg, was that many of the functional problems attributed to the close tolerances of the Remington design were actually the product of poor quality built into many of the replicas.


  Our Uberti revolver delivered frequent and inexplicable hang-fires with Pyrodex P. Poor ignition with Pyrodex was frequently cited by devotees of original blackpowder, but it generally did not occur in our other revolvers or long arms. Examination of the lockwork of the Remington/Uberti revealed the same attention to final finish as observed in a Colt Army from current production. All parts were finely polished and blued; internally showing stoning marks only where the bolt and hand underwent final fitting. In sharp contrast to historic expectations (and current reality) from many Italian replica makers, it appeared that somebody at Uberti was strongly invested in producing a good product. Our vintage Pietta was very accurate and reliable after modification.


  Uberti and Pedersoli, at least at this writing, produce quality arms, and shooters have a very high opinion of the current Pietta 1858s. Bates tuned the Pietta trigger for reduced creep and a 1lb. let-off. Target results compare with modern service and target revolvers.


  Common wisdom dictates that the revolver is more accurate with a larger-diameter ball. It seems reasonable that a .454in. ball would swage out to provide more consistent pressure against the chamber walls and more contact with the rifling. We checked this out with the Uberti Remington, shooting first .451in. balls and then .454in. balls over the chronograph. Interestingly though, the results in accuracy, velocity, and consistency were virtually identical when observed under the same conditions. There was a slight and probably insignificant advantage to the smaller-diameter ball. Even so, offhand groups with the .457in. balls were indistinguishable from the other two sizes. The Uberti turned in higher velocities than the Pietta and, over the course of several chronograph sessions, demonstrated that it got higher velocities than many .44 belt revolvers. The powder capacity of the Remington was quite similar to that of the Colt 1860 Army revolver with both holding 40gr. of FFFg under a round ball. Adding a lubricated wad made for a very tight fit and required considerable force on the loading lever when seating the ball. Broken loading levers may result.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	Remington New Model Army
    


    
      	Load .454” Ball

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (fps)
    


    
      	28gr. Pyrodex P

      	966

      	54
    


    
      	28gr. GOEX FFFg

      	795

      	31
    


    
      	28gr. SWISS FFFg

      	959

      	32
    


    
      	35gr. SWISS FFFg

      	1089

      	33
    


    
      	40gr. SWISS FFFg

      	1104

      	37
    


    
      	40gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	1125

      	35
    


    
      	*35gr./vol. H777

      	1061

      	28
    


    
      	180gr. Traditional Bullet
    


    
      	28 gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	896

      	74
    


    
      	28gr. GOEX FFFg

      	712

      	45

      5” one-handed at 30yd.
    


    
      	28gr. SWISS FFFg

      	962

      	68
    


    
      	190gr. Buffalo Bullet
    


    
      	21gr. GOEX FFFg

      	725

      	54
    


    
      	21gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	767

      	10
    


    
      	200gr. Lee Bullet .452

      	

      	
    


    
      	22gr./vol. Pyrodex

      	777

      	14
    


    
      	28gr. GOEX FFFg

      	764

      	41
    


    
      	22gr. SWISS FFFg

      	785

      	44
    


    
      	fps=feet per second

      	

      	
    


    
      	* Lower charge of H777 were not consistent.
    

  


  Heavy loads in the 35gr. and over range with SWISS FFFg or Pyrodex P produced more calculated energy than the original loading of the .44 Special revolver cartridge and near equivalency with the .45 ACP 230gr. full patch. We also arrived at very decent offhand accuracy with the Dixie scissors mould 180gr. conical bullet at ranges from just over 25 to 40yd. We used this revolver for initial testing of tallow-treated under-ball wads. After shooting twelve rounds, Cumpston fired a 25yd. “duelist” from an uncleaned bore with these wads and .457in. balls, placing five rounds inside 2in. The bore remained essentially free of fouling.


  DISASSEMBLY


  For field disassembly, place on half-cock and partially lower the bullet-seating ram. Pull the base pin forward. The cylinder will roll out to the right. It goes back in the same way but requires trial and error when aligning the cylinder with the protruding hand.


  1. Loosen the mainspring tension screw, and using a brass drift, tap the spring out of its seat in the lower grip frame.


  2. Remove the single screw retaining the trigger guard.


  3. Remove the trigger/bolt spring screw and lift these parts out.


  4. In order to remove the hammer, it is first necessary to push it downward to expose the screw-attached hand. Remove the hand and then lift the hammer out through the top of the frame.


  The action parts reassemble in reverse order. The bolt and trigger fasten in place with a single screw. Fit the bolt in front of the hammer cam and then move the hammer back until the trigger fits into place. It is helpful to use a guide pin to get the screw aligned with the holes in the trigger and bolt.


  When at rest, the mainspring under considerable tension. Put the top of the mainspring into the hammer seat and then place a non-marring fulcrum between the front of the frame and the spring. Use thumb pressure on the butt of the spring to move it into the slot in the grip frame.
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  It may be best to cock the hammer and put the spring under tension before tightening the mainspring tension screw. Our Uberti mainspring jumps out of the hammer seat if tightened with the hammer down.


  Thankfully, the entire drill becomes much easier with repetition.


  PERSPECTIVE


  The 1858 Remington was in wide distribution from 1860 until 1875, the period of the buffalo hunts and long cattle drives. Modern replicas duplicate the final change of the Remington–Beals design, the “New Model Army.” Buffalo Bill wrote to Remington praising the revolver, saying that it had never let him down. Red Cloud, warrior-statesman of the Lakota Sioux, owned one for a time. Gary Jennings, author of Aztec, Aztec Autumn and the Spangle Series of Circus books equipped his trick shooter with a Remington, echoing Cody’s praise of the design. He used it with shot loads to break glass balls for the crowds and ball loads to dispatch the occasional miscreant encountered on his European travels. We heard (and it may be true) that Wyatt Earp used the Remington in his early days as a lawman, freighter, and buffalo hunter. The old television series Young Riders would have us believe that Pony Express station manager T. Spoon carried a Remington at the Alamo and continued to do so in 1859. Either feat would have required the most esoteric application of Einsteinian physics.


  In present-day use, the Remington, along with replicas of the Rogers and Spencer, are favored by shooters who participate in the types of target competition stressing accurate shooting, in contrast to the competitions that merely stress fast shooting. While the high-quality replicas of the Colt are just as accurate, the sights of the Remington are quite a bit easier to see. For some years, Dixie Gun Works imported an upgraded version of the Remington featuring rifling bored in a progressive twist. Davide Pedersoli & Co. has a version made in Germany with the same features and drift-adjustable sights like those on the Uberti. Both Uberti and Pietta field models with modern, fully adjustable sights. The companies that import the Pedersoli model are scrupulous about repairs and spare parts availability. The most likely sources for Pietta parts are VTI Gun Parts and Taylor & Company.


  OLD VERSUS NEW


  Minor variation in dimensions occurs among the modern replicas. Jim Taylor, noted gun writer, worked with original Remington/Beals revolvers as well as current replicas. His observations lends validity to our concept of using the replica arms to generalize about the performance of the originals. Mr. Taylor granted permission to reprint one of his articles on the subject (see Appendix E).


  THE REMINGTON NEW MODEL NAVY


  Significantly less common than the .44in. Remington New Model Army, the Navy caliber was produced before the larger-caliber revolver. The Remington-Beals handguns were on the market by 1860 and an unknown quantity of the .36 bores went to the Confederate States. The U.S. also purchased quite a few of them, with one source putting 15,000 Remington-Beals coming before the New Model Navy. The Navy evolved right along with the Army Model and became the New Model in 1863 and being produced until 1875. Collectors put the number of New Model Navies produced at 22,000, a small fraction of the New Model Army. They saw service on Union naval vessels including the ironclads.


  The 2005 example is the Uberti manufacture marked “BZ” for the year 2005. The action is well timed with a decent trigger pull, and chamber mouth measurements are a consistent .373in. The major parts, excepting the barrel and cylinder, come from the same stock as the Uberti New Model Army revolvers and may be a bit larger than the originals. Like the current Uberti Armies, the front sight is drift-adjustable for windage and tall enough to allow precise filing to elevation. This one initially shot 10in. to a foot low at 60 and 75ft with horizontal displacement about 1.5in. to the right. The barrel is 1.5in. shorter than the 8in. of the .44 New Model Army, making it look a great deal more compact than it actually is. Built to the same external specifications as the .44 Army, the Uberti Navy has extra-thick cylinder walls and chambers deep enough to hold 5gr. more powder than the .36 caliber Colts. We expected a significant increase in velocity, and this turned out to be the case.
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  Both the bullet and ball loading of Swiss FFFg produced energies substantially identical to the advertised power of the standard .38 Special revolver loaded with a 158gr. lead bullet at 870fps. Actual chronograph velocities from the .38 were usually a good bit slower. The ball over the 28gr. spout full of FFFg was a full load. The chamber probably held two or three more grains than the 22gr. charge we used with the Buffalo bullet. This produced velocities of over 1,000fps.


  Observed accuracy met our expectations with the high-quality percussion revolvers. It is a natural choice for the large group of shooters who prefer the Remington design. The Navy version of the Remington has not been as popular as the larger variation. This could stem from the scoring advantage the larger bores have in competition. The bigger holes are more likely to cut the higher-scoring target rings. It could also come from the popularity of the larger bore in the Civil War era or a pervasive preference for large-bore revolvers, particularly among the gun media writers who promote blackpowder shooting.


  THE REMINGTON POCKET MODEL .31


  The extremely small-framed Remington Pocked Model .31 was the first application of the closed frame Beals design. Remington produced about seven thousand between 1857 and 1860 and Eli Whitney applied the same design to his own pocket revolvers. The Remingtons evolved right along with the larger Army and Navy models, and the current spate of replicas are final 1863 design. Originals came in a variety of barrel lengths and, unlike the larger revolvers, some had brass frames. The Pocket Model entered the scene at the same time as the Smith & Wesson Model 1 cartridge revolver and was directly competitive. Total production was a fraction of the longstanding Colt .31 pocket models with an eventual total production of about 25,000. The chronicles were unclear if that total included the.32 Rimfire cartridge variation or only the earlier percussion models. The Remington inspired the modern Ruger Bearcat .22 revolver, which resembled it in size and profile.


  The Pietta Company is the single source for Remington Pocket Model replicas. The revolvers have 3.5in. barrels, an overall length of 7.75in. and weigh about 15oz., making the Colt pocket models look huge. They are available in brass frame, nickel-plated brass frame, and steel frame, the variation we chose for our observations. The brass-framed revolvers are in wider domestic distribution and, casting about among our short list of distributors, Cabela’s is only apparent source. The revolver came via United Parcel Service with tracking number supplied by Cabela’s.


  Upon initial inspection, the revolver is high quality. Timing is perfect, as is articulation of the major parts. The barrel and cylinder are in alignment. The frame and barrel flats match, and the front sight is perpendicular, indicating proper installation of barrel to frame. All features are functional, and the hammer nose fits solidly into the safety notches between the cones. After initial handling, the action became smooth and the trigger pull suitably light. With a revolver as small and tightly fitted as this one, we anticipated having to make modifications to improve reliable function, but no such need developed. Our example bears the proof symbol “CA,” indicating 2006 as the year of manufacture.


  SHOOTING THE REMINGTON POCKET MODEL


  The Pietta Remington .31 cycled burst percussion caps smoothly and with good reliability. Only one cap fragment hang-up was in the first forty rounds though it was necessary to remove the cylinder to clear the jam. The Remington Pocket Revolver is smaller in all dimensions than the Colt-type pocket revolvers. As is generally the case with Pietta revolvers, the cylinder throat measurements are tighter than those of the Uberti .31 calibers, .312in. in contrast to the .317in. diameters of our Uberti Wells Fargo. This would very likely make the variable diameter Warren Ozark balls, should remnants be encountered, compatible with this replica. The shorter cylinder of the Remington admits 11gr. of GOEX FFFg under the .320in. balls we had on hand. The 60gr. bullets we used in the Colt Pocket Revolvers would not fit under the loading lever. We used the same volume of ninety-year-old FFFg recovered from revolver cartridges, Pyrodex P, and Swiss FFFg. The denser Swiss powder was more difficult to compress enough for full seating. We applied too much force when using the Swiss and broke the seating lever at the point of its attachment to the retaining screw.


  After that, we loaded the revolver with the cylinder out using a ball starter to seat the balls. Some pocket model shooters habitually avoid using the seating lever because of its relative fragility. The performance of new production GOEX FFFg compared closely with that of the ninety-year-old powder while the highest velocity average came with Swiss. This performance was in accord with most observations of the relative performance of those propellants. It would be reasonable to regard the 11gr. charge as optimum since it is the maximum that fits in the chambers, and lesser charges only exacerbates the already puny performance of the small revolver.


  At 30ft., the Revolver hit 8in. above the sights and about 2in. to the left. Reviewers on the Dixie Gun Works website frequently mention that their Remington pocket revolvers hit markedly high and to the left. Shooting two-handed, we produced a best group of 3in. The Remington was never promoted as a small-game revolvers, and the replicas do not prove very satisfactory in that role. We do consider the available accuracy of this revolver to be adequate for its intended purpose and quite satisfying from such a small handgun.


  The Pietta replica on hand is a very finely constructed revolver. A certain fragility of parts is to be expected in something this size. VTI Gun Part catalogues the full range of replacement parts. Our replacement loading lever and a spare trigger/bolt spring and hand assembly arrived after about a week.


  Chapter 14


  Rogers and Spencer
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  The Roger and Spencer revolver came about as an attempt to salvage a government contract for the double-action, enclosed-hammer, Pettingill Revolver, a problematic beast. It was expensive to make and never did please the government inspectors. In contrast, the Rogers and Spencer single action pleased just about everybody and was often cited as the best percussion revolver ever designed. The contract called for 5,000 revolvers, which were produced between 1863 and 1865 and delivered to the U.S. Government too late for issue in the Civil War. The revolvers went into storage until the Bannerman’s company bought them as surplus in 1901 and sold them to the general public at very favorable prices. The standing impression was that they were never used in the American Civil War or for that matter, in any venue in the 19th Century. The excellence of the revolvers, many of which still exist in pristine condition, endeared them to formal target shooters but left the historically minded enthusiast cold. A footnote to the accepted history emerged where eight hundred revolvers outside of the military contract were actually made available for private sales. One had even been convincingly provenanced to a soldier in the 30th Regiment, Massachusetts Infantry, in 1863 or afterward. Potentially eight hundred revolvers in circulation was sufficient to garner the interest of the traditional percussion revolver enthusiast. Many of the relatively well-known Confederate revolvers were produced in smaller numbers and sparked enough interest to be reproduced as replicas (see Appendix F).


  Davide Pedersoli & Co. catered to serious revolver competitors by commissioning Feinwerkbau, a German company, to replicate the revolvers. Armi San Paulo of Italy made them, too. Euroarms, having acquired the ASP tooling, keeps them in production. Variations include the basic revolver, a target-sighted version, and an engraved model in what is termed “London Gray.” They are very popular in Europe and the United Kingdom, and owners on both sides of the Atlantic are quite enthusiastic about them. The basic, fixed-sighted revolver is similar in size to the Remington 1858–1863 New Model Army. Weight is 3lb. 4oz. several ounces heavier than the Remington. It has a 7.5in. barrel with a grooved top strap sight. The brass front sight is quite high and wide to match the rear sight groove. On either side of the sight groove is the address line, “Rogers and Spencer, Utica New York.” The top barrel flat announces “Euroarms of America” while the right barrel flat reminds the shooter to use blackpowder only. Our example bears the cartouche “CA,” indicating that it was made in 2006.


  Metalwork and wood-to-metal fitting are excellent as is the polish and blue finish. The loading lever swings from the cylinder base pin and, like the modern Ruger Old Army, uses a semiround screw to retain and release the base pin for cylinder removal. The screws that connect the loading lever to the ram appear more substantial than the pins used in the Remington revolvers. The revolver is several ounces heavier than a Remington 1858 and about the same approximate size. Owners of the Rogers and Spencer praise the bell-bottomed grip frame, and it does afford a very solid hold. The trigger, relative to many percussion revolvers, is quite wide and aids in a controlled release. The action is perfectly timed and smooth though the trigger pull exceeds the 8lb. limit of our trigger pull scale. The chambers are well aligned with the bore and measure .448in. while the groove to groove measurement is .440in. This is the same as found on the Pietta replicas and is somewhat tighter than the Ubertis. It is ideal for the smaller .451in. commercial balls and works equally well with the .457s. The Rogers and Spencer has no intermediate cylinder pins or safety slots and is safe only with the hammer down  on an empty chamber. The hammer-fall is shorter than on most percussion revolvers, which affords the shooter less time to screw up his trigger release and follow-through. The hammer falls with sufficient force to ignite the most recalcitrant percussion cap.


  SHOOTING THE ROGERS AND SPENCER


  The first shooting session encompassed over sixty rounds of mixed ammunition types loaded with GOEX and Swiss blackpowder and Pyrodex. We used over-powder wads from Eastern Maine Shooters Supplies throughout. The revolver handles spent caps very competently, and there were no jams or hang-ups of any kind. We made no effort to clean the revolver beyond occasionally running a wet patch down the bore to make sure the wads were doing their job. The action never bogged down due to accumulated fouling, and the revolver functioned one hundred percent throughout. The center base pin hole in the cylinder jutted forward from the front of the cylinder, shielding the base pin from fouling ejected from the barrel/cylinder gap. This arrangement may have helped to prevent binding from accumulated fouling.


  We shot over the chronograph sitting on the ground, back braced, and using upraised knees for a rest. Since this was less than perfectly steady, the first order of business was to get the projectiles squarely over the chronograph screens. Nevertheless, we managed two groups on the 55yd. target. The first was 30gr. of GOEX FFFg and a .451in. ball at 6in. The second was the same volume of Swiss FFFg (actual weight = 34gr.) It landed in a 4in. spread at 50yd. The groups were right on as to elevation and 3 to 4in. to the left of point of aim. This probably was shooter error, pushing the trigger in response to the heavy trigger pull. The cylinder capacity of this revolver was comparable to the Pietta Lemat, being markedly less than the Colts and Remingtons. It made good use of the 30gr. maximum charge, producing velocities essentially identical charges from our Uberti Remington.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	Rogers and Spencer
    


    
      	Load

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (5) (fps)
    


    
      	.451” ball 30gr. GOEX FFFg

      	833

      	40
    


    
      	.451” ball 30gr./vol. Pyrodex P

      	982

      	75
    


    
      	.451” ball 30gr. SWISS FFFg

      	994

      	30
    


    
      	.457” ball 30gr. SWISS

      	982

      	80
    


    
      	180gr. Bullet Dixie scissors mould, 21gr. SWISS FFFg

      	853

      	36
    

  


  Lee conical bullets and Buffalo conicals were too wide to fit under the loading ram. The Dixie bullets required excessive pressure on the loading lever, and a considerable amount of lead sheared away while swaging the bullets into the narrow chambers. The overlarge .457in. balls seated with only moderate effort and demonstrated good accuracy in offhand shooting. As anticipated, the .451in. balls seated easily but maintained sufficient grip on the chamber walls for consistent ignition. Shooting “duelist” from 25yd., we found that the previously counted features of the Rogers and Spencer compensated somewhat for the very heavy trigger pull, resulting in satisfying groups that improved with trigger pull reduction.
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  We acquired our Euroarms Rogers and Spencer through Dixie Gun Works. None were in stock, but a back order brought the revolver from Italy in a little over one month. It came in a Euroarms America box with six spare cones and a nipple wrench. Euroarms of America also imports the revolver and, according to a company representative, keeps them in stock to supply their domestic distributors. Major distributors set up for Internet, telephone, and credit card orders include S&S Firearms of Glendale, New York, and The Regimental Quartermaster of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. Either source should have spare parts or be able to get them from Euroarms America. Dixie lists a comprehensive array of spare parts in its online catalog. We have not tested the actual availability of the parts.


  Disassembly is different from other revolvers in that the grip frame and trigger guard is a single unit removable by Internet, telephone, and once the mainspring is captured in place, disassembly and remounting are the same as other revolvers. Bates reconfigured the hammer to match the shape of the originals and found that the hardening of the metal was quite deep and did not change as he removed metal. This was also the case with the full-cock notch on the hammer. From the box, it had a pronounced hook accounting for the extreme trigger pull. Bates removed the hook and reduced the trigger release to about 4.5lb.


  The shooting qualities of this revolver merit the high opinion most enthusiasts express.


  Chapter 15


  Treason with a Hair Trigger: The Starr Revolver
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  The revolvers patented by Ebenezer Starr were introduced in .36 caliber in the early 1860s. Advertisements called it a “self-cocking, hair-trigger” revolver, a phrase that described the action very well. Government contracts called for a modified revolver of .44 caliber, and the initial production of the self-cocking design. Either due to expense or difficulties in meeting production, the majority of the nearly 25,000 revolvers finally produced were single-action, having lockwork that differed considerably from the original design. The Starr was cited as the third most common Civil War revolver behind the Colt and Remington-Beals designs. Numerically, it was so far behind that it might well have been lumped among the myriad of relatively minor revolver designs used in the conflict.
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  In operation, the double-action Starr somewhat resembled one of the Iver Johnson rimfire target revolvers used in the 1930s. Rather than thumb-cocking the revolver, the shooter used the trigger to bring the revolver to full-cock and then discharged the shot with a second short pull. A smooth-functioning Starr worked the same way or as a straight double-action by pulling the trigger in one continuous motion. By moving a blocking device on the back of the trigger, the shooter blocked the large central trigger from contact with the smaller trigger in the back of the guard. So set, the long, heavy double-action pull cycled the cylinder and cocked the revolver, but would not fire until the shooter touched the rear “hair” trigger. This afforded a light, short trigger pull and allowed use of the hammer-notch sight which, in the double-action mode, was under constant motion and just about impossible to employ.


  Loading powder and ball proceeded in the familiar fashion, and an intermediate step in the hammer freed the cylinder for rotation and capping. This was called “half-cock” though the hammer retracted only a short distance before engagement. The only safety seemed to be letting the hammer down between chambers. The revolver was a closed-frame design with a very large amount of clearance around the back of the cylinder and between the nipples and breech. This portended well for cycling of spent and burst caps.


  The Starr was a Civil War phenomenon and did not survive in the postwar civilian market. There were some indications that the double-action was regarded as complicated and problematic. One officer voiced the opinion that the inventor should be hanged as a traitor for foisting such a contraption onto a nation at war. It is probably imprudent to put much weight on this single statement as it was frequently applied with varying factual basis to military, police, and civilian firearms currently in use. Nevertheless, the function of the modern replicas frequently sent contemporary purchasers casting about for somebody to lynch. One owner summed it up with a commendable economy of words, “Mine was a piece of junk.”


  In the late 1990s, Navy Arms, Cabela’s, and Dixie Gun Works received copies of the double-action and single-action Starrs. The replicas were a response to requests from Civil War reenactment participants and the North-South Skirmish Association. The Italian source was the Pietta Company. The early revolvers were rushed to import and drew a lot of complaints from the first buyers. The complaints persisted among current buyers, even though the Pietta Company updated its production machinery and instituted some degree of quality control. Early reviews identified deficits in the replicas with the most frequent being that they would not fire. Some buyers found that caps would not fire without multiple hammer strikes or with any hammer strikes.


  The problem was twofold. In normal firing, the hammer nose would not reach the nipples and, even with a cap in place, either stopped short of contact or barely touched the cap. The shooters or their gunsmiths attempted with some success to remedy the problem either by placing shims under the nipples to bring them into contact with the hammer or by dishing out the inside curve of the hammer face with the same effect. One owner found that overlong AMPCO nipples solved the problem for his revolver. Bates put a shim/washer on the front of the cylinder to eliminate the cylinder end float, but this revealed a very large barrel/cylinder gap. By hand filing, he relieved the inside of the frame where it prevented the hammer from contacting the cones. He reshaped the mainspring where it contacted the frame so that it could exert force through the full range of movement. He then opened the capping window in the manner of the originals so that we could get the percussion caps in place.


  Another major problem was the pervasive tendency of the action to fail to function. The action either locked up upon arrival or seized tight after a few shots. This gave rise to the perception that the action was fragile in nature. Our 1999 example, which was close to the first run of imports, had robust and apparently well-hardened action parts largely free of visible damage or wear. The exception was a broken double-action sear spring. The revolver had locked up while being fired by a previous owner, and it was not clear whether the broken spring was the cause or the effect of the tied-up action. When we examined this revolver, the detached portion of the spring fell out, allowing us to observe the original size and shape. As no replacement was domestically available, we formed a new spring from a spare hand spring from another revolver. Later, Bates replaced it with a coil spring and discovered that the trigger failed to reset because the trigger return spring was too long. Trimming it restored the reset function. These efforts provided fairly reliable functioning though the revolver was still prone to occasional lockups during normal handling. Correcting the problem with the barrel/cylinder gap is not recommended for the home gunsmith because it requires a machine shop and custom-fitted frame wrench to pull and refit the barrel.


  Traditionally, Pietta Starr spare parts have not been available within the U.S. Taylor and Company and VTI Gun Parts have successfully obtained parts for some of the less supported Pietta revolvers though delivery is expected in a minimum of is two months. In early 2006, Dixie Gun Works catalogued a selection of action parts. The double-action sear spring was not one of them. The small flat springs that power revolver hands are very prone to breakage, and the Starr employs two of these Achilles’ heels of 19th Century handgun design. The original double-action Starr we examined was cosmetically very close to these replicas. The smaller leaf springs were intact, but the trigger return spring was broken.


  We found it barely possible to fire our example of the Starr replicas. While the nature of this particular revolver allows for little confidence in the handling of the originals or of fully functional replicas, some generalizations applies across the board. The self-cocking cycle was very long, heavy, and stagy (on the original as well). The rear “hair trigger” was light and allowed a reasonably controlled let-off. The metal fitting, metal to wood fitting, and overall finish was extremely well done with original Starr Arms markings mingled among the Pietta literature on the frame and barrel. The Starr and its replicas drew criticism because the recommended charge level is only 20gr. of FFFg. The cylinder capacity on the revolvers was somewhat less than the Colt and Remington-Beals and about the same as the LeMat and the Rogers and Spencer. We comfortably sat a .451in. ball over 30gr. of FFFg with apparent room for up to five additional grains. The 20gr. service load might well be in conjunction with the nominal 200gr. bullets designed for the original revolvers. A Lee 200gr. conical would fit the chamber over 20 to 22gr. of powder, but because of the poor shooting characteristics of the revolver, we did not extend the shooting session beyond the ball loads.


  With GOEX powder, we averaged eight shots at 710fps with an extreme spread of 134fps. The rounds ranged between 654 and 788fps. With ninety-year-old powder from dismantled blackpowder revolver cartridges, the shots ranged from 589 to 760fps average of 683 with an extreme spread of 171. This very poor performance probably came from the wide barrel-cylinder gap. Fifteen grains/volume equivalent of H777 stuck a ball in the bore while twice that amount gave it enough energy to reach the target—barely.


  Some Civil War skirmishers, either through luck of the draw or successful, extensive modification, reported satisfactory performance with their Pietta Starr replicas. Significantly, double-action revolvers were not popular in North America in the percussion era. They were popular in England and on the continent, but American excursions into the field produced such contraptions as the Cooper double-action and the Pettingill. In the world of engineering disasters, the Starr double-action was definitely one.


  Clint Eastwood used a Starr, apparently a single action, in the movie The Unforgiven.


  Chapter 16


  A Hail of Lead: The Confederate LeMat
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  In 1856, Jean Alexander LeMat patented and manufactured a revolver that embodied European influences. The overall profile, the hammer, and the loading mechanism closely resembled the Webley Long Spur and several other revolvers that LeMat encountered during frequent visits to England and the European continent. In 1859, he entered into partnership with General P. G. T. Beauregard of the U.S. Navy. The partners were Confederate patriots and secession caused them to move their Philadelphia-based manufactory to Belgium with the business operating out of France. Beset by quality-control problems, they eventually moved the operation to the steel district of Birmingham, England, and ran their handguns through the Union blockades.
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  Several variations of the revolver emerged, with the earliest in a non-standard .42 caliber. The revolver featured a nine-shot cylinder rotating around a central arbor that was also a shot barrel midway between .16 and .20 gauge. There was a naval model with a smaller shot barrel and primary calibration of .35in. Later, they changed the chambering to the western-standard .44 and .36 calibers. There were design modifications, but the unique features of the revolver remained constant. The nine-shot capacity of the revolver and the auxiliary smoothbore barrel set it apart from the familiar percussion revolvers on both sides of the Atlantic.


  The LeMat was the familiar single-action type with a half-cock that released the cylinder so it could rotate for loading. The hammer nose fit over the partition between the nipples, affording a safe carry mode much like that of the Colt and Remington. In normal firing, the hammer nose remained in an upward orientation held by a spring running down the hammer face. The shooter could flick the nose downward to align it with the nipple of the smoothbore barrel. The revolver found favor with a number of southern officers, and the French-based company operated until 1885. Cartridge versions were popular with the French guards at the Devil’s Island prison and elsewhere. Records indicated that about 2,800 were delivered to the Confederate forces during the Civil War. One little-known offshoot was a fully stocked carbine. There was also smaller versions of the revolver known as “Baby LeMats.”


  In the 1980s, Navy Arms Company contracted with the Pietta firm to produce replicas of three variations of the LeMat, naming them the Army, Navy, and Cavalry models. While the replicas were true to original LeMat revolvers, the names were not historically correct. The revolvers are still distributed by Navy Arms Company, Cabela’s, Dixie Gun Works, and a few sutlers. They are expensive relative to other caplock replicas and there is not much information about their shooting qualities or basic maintenance.


  Our observations come from two examples, both of which function very much alike and present similar issues in the areas of design and execution. The first revolver was a Navy Arms Cavalry Model several years old, and the current Calvary Model, built in 2004, came from Dixie Gun Works. The metal and grip finish on the earlier model appears superior to the new revolver, but the newer one has a lighter trigger pull. Both exhibit perfect revolver function and timing. The chamber mouth diameter on the current revolver measures .447in. as does the groove to groove and forcing cone measurements of the barrel. The .451in. diameter ball is correct and a ring of lead shears from the ball during seating.


  The shot barrel is .635in. and, with both revolvers, does not function reliably without special treatment. The loading-lever assembly is also poorly designed and problematic. The internal lockwork is quite robust and functionally reliable. The cylinder cam is a circular spring, adjustable by means of a timing screw that impinges through the right side of the frame. The cylinder locking bolt is a cam-operated rod powered by a coil spring and should be much more durable than the flat spring-operated bolt of the Colts. The trigger-return spring performs only the function of resetting the trigger and is much larger than the combination bolt/trigger spring of other designs.


  SHOOTING THE LEMAT


  The loading lever of the LeMat works by compound linkage by pulling the arm up and backward to move the short seating ram into the chamber. It aligns with the eleven o’clock chamber, a circumstance that proves less salubrious than the lever positioning of the Colt and Remington revolvers. One shooter of a modern replica experienced an eleven o’clock chain fire that carried off his loading-lever assembly. Such occurrences with the Colt and Remington seldom damage the revolvers. The lever arm is hollow and contains a separate ramrod for loading the shot barrel. This ramrod must remain inside the assembly during seating or the arm will bend. The chambers are shorter than other .44 revolvers. They hold a charge of about 30gr. of FFFg or Pyrodex P. Because of the short throw of the ram, lighter charges need filler material to allow full seating of the ball.


  This is a heavy revolver and recoil is quite mild. Upon firing, the loading lever bounces up out of the fragile, U-shaped retaining stirrup and flings the ramrod out on the ground. Frequent tightening of the main loading-lever screw minimizes this. The barrel latch at the bottom-front of the frame unseats and drops downward when the gun fires and becomes worse as the gun breaks in. A paper wedge corrects the tendency. Launching of the central ramrod is a problem, and the thing becomes lost unless firmly wedged into the hollow ram handle. Some shooters reported that the loaded and capped shot barrel fired inadvertently during normal shooting of the revolver. In general, though, the shot barrel will not fire at all without multiple strikes of the hammer.


  The revolver is quite accurate at 25yd. and handles fired percussion caps very reliably. Functional hang-ups almost never occur. Nine rounds routinely go downrange with perfect and repeated reliability. Point of impact from our examples was approximately 4in. above point of aim at 25yd. Lateral adjustment was perfect.


  FIRING THE SHOT BARREL


  Very likely, the traits of the replica revolvers discussed up to this point are the same as with the originals. One original development was replacement of the barrel latch with a more positive screw/turn-lug attachment. The lack of reliability from the shot barrel stems from the difference in modern lead stipenate percussion caps and the original and very volatile mercury fulminate caps used in the 19th Century. With the hammer rotated downward to fire the shot barrel, length of throw is less than 1in. The nose strikes the cap at an angle. Even with the very strong LeMat mainspring, there is not enough force to set off a primer on the first hit. For reliable ignition of the shot barrel, it is necessary to stone down the Remington or CCI caps until the top of the cup is foil-thin. (The percussion cap could possibly go off and cause injury during this process.) The CCI cap requires about twice the stoning as the Remington to arrive at the same amount of reduction. It is also beneficial to make sure the nipple and ignition channel are free of any lubricant. References to the proper charge for the shot barrel are few and suspect.


  Navy Arms suggests loading a .60 caliber ball over no more than 25gr. of FFFg or substitute. Pietta, the manufacturer, suggests .75 to 1oz of buckshot with 35gr. of powder. We have used combinations of shot loads ranging from seven or eight .31 caliber balls to .75oz. of shot ranging from #2 to #8 over charges of Pyrodex P ranging from 25 to 60gr./vol. equivalent. The 25gr. charge, well wadded and packed in, barely discharges the shot from the barrel. The heavier loads are well over the maximum from any published source. The shooter who uses them does so at his own risk. They cause considerable recoil, and even then, the buckshot bounces off seasoned wood that a .22 Long Rifle round would fully penetrate. The buckshot rounds stays within the confines of a man-sized silhouette at 20ft., but not beyond that range. The .31in. buckshot penetrates a 1in. pine board at 20ft. (except for shot on the outside edge of the pattern) and #8 birdshot penetrates to a depth of 3/8in. with small-game-effective patterns to 40ft.


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	Loads: Two LeMat Replicas

      	Velocity (fps)

      	Spread (fps)
    


    
      	Revolver 1 .451” Ball 28 Pyrodex P

      	835

      	60
    


    
      	Revolver 2 .451” Ball 28 Pyrodex P

      	699

      	109
    


    
      	Revolver 2 .451 “ Ball 28 GOEX FFFg

      	701

      	78
    


    
      	Revolver 2 .451 “ Ball 24 H777

      	816

      	96
    


    
      	Revolver 2 .451” Ball 28 Swiss FFFg

      	796

      	87
    

  


  The accessory bullet mould produces a round-nosed slug with a single lubrication groove. Bullets from that mould are very pretty, but will not work in the LeMat because they are too long to fit under the seating stem.


  Once the shooter has become accustomed to the acute grip angle, the LeMat handles and shoots very comfortably. The hammer is hard to cock compared to the Colt or Remington, but the very heavy hammer spring is necessary if there is to be any hope of getting the shot barrel to fire.


  ROUTINE DISASSEMBLY


  Place the unloaded revolver on half-cock and then pull downward on the barrel latch (This is at the bottom of the frame and may have the alternative knurled screw/turn-lug feature.).


  Unscrew the barrel from the shot barrel and pull forward to remove. Lift out the cylinder. The shot barrel will also unscrew from the breech and may come off with initial cylinder removal.


  Remove grips. This is about as far as dismounting can proceed without special tools. Both of our examples and every other LeMat replica we have heard of present a major challenge to disassemble to the degree needed for parts replacement or thorough cleaning—our next topic.


  FULL DISASSEMBLY


  Start by removing the grips and mainspring. Remove the cylinder-locking bolt by unscrewing a spanner screw on the right side of the frame and withdrawing the coil spring and the bolt.
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  The Lemat has a left sideplate on the frame covering the major internal lockwork. The hammer screw enters the frame from the right and comes out on the left after passing through the sideplate. The sideplate attaches in place by a hollow nut with spanner cuts that screws down over the hammer screw. For some unknown reason, the maker of this revolver attaches the sideplate nut and hammer screw with a tremendous, unnecessary amount of torque. The hammer screw is of the extra thin, slotted, decorative type of the 19th Century. It is necessary to tool down a high-quality gunsmith’s screwdriver head to enter this slot. The first need is to create a split screwdriver head to engage the spanner slots on the sideplate nut, which entails slow and laborious work with a small set of files to avoid compromising the temper of the screwdriver blade.


  Before applying the newly created sideplate spanner blade, we ran the revolver across an open flame to heat it a bit. The well-fitted tool held up to the torque necessary to remove the nut. Only then would the hammer screw move at all, and then only with a great deal of force. Remove the sideplate by tapping the grip frame with a non-marring tool until it bounces off. Prying the sideplate off will raise burrs around the edges and mess up the well-fitted symmetry of the revolver. With the sideplate off and the hammer screw removed, the internal parts, hammer, and trigger are easy to remove and replace. There is no need to overtighten the hammer or sideplate at replacement. The internal parts are large and robust. A flat, curved spring of the type used in the Colt and Remington types powers the cylinder hand and probably needs to be replaced periodically due to metal fatigue and breakage.


  The LeMat concept is intriguing, but the design never reaches the level of refinement needed for optimum utility. The hammer nose, the hammer nose spring, and the U-shaped bracket for the loading lever are prone to breakage on the originals and on the replicas. Pietta-made nipples for the 1858 Remington replica will fit the revolver and are longer than the LeMat cones. They will work if filed to the right length. After breaking the U-shaped loading rod retainer bracket, we flattened and shaped one of the large bobby pins for a replacement, which constituted a quantum leap forward in terms of metallurgy and temper.


  The Pietta Company in Brescia, Italy, makes the LeMat and markets it through Dixie Gun Works, Cabela’s, and Navy Arms. Dixie has a supply of mainsprings and some of the parts of the loading lever, excluding the U-shaped retaining bracket. We attempted to obtain a spare parts supply through Navy Arms, but the only part on hand was the hammer nose spring. The order stayed in force for almost two years, but Pietta did not ship any revolver parts during that period. More recently, we placed a back order through VTI Gun Parts. The parts, a redundant supply of the more fragile components, arrived in ninety days. For the first twenty years there was no ready domestic source of lock parts. As of 2013, VTI lists the parts the customer is advised to check for actual availability. The Taylor Company lists LeMat Parts online. We received a complete order from them at the end of two months. The parts acquired through back order were roughly finished and required a great deal of fitting and polish. The assembled Pieta replica LeMats exhibited fine fit and finish inside and out, and our examples functioned very well within the limitations of the design.


  The revolvers are of primary interest to cinematographers and those who wish to explore the lesser-known artifacts of the percussion era. Confederate officers J. E. B. Stewart, Braxton Bragg, and Nathan Bedford Forrest favored the LeMat. The LeMat entered the popular culture as the basis for a special cartridge revolver used by the 1950s television western hero Johnny Ringo and has made cinematic appearances in Cold Mountain and Last Stand at Saber Creek. James Michener, in his novel Colorado, implicated the LeMat in the demise of a wagoner:


  Here lies Eli Johnson. Killed by a Beauregard Lemat


  Of such is the Kingdom of Heaven.


  We are not advised whether the decedent or the revolver itself is the heir to the kingdom, but it was customary to inscribe grave markers in biblical phraseology. It does sound much nicer than, “Go ye, therefore, and do likewise,” or; “Well done, oh good and faithful servant.” The dedicated LeMat shooter should be able to keep his revolver operable as long as parts suppliers like VTI are able to elicit the parts from the manufacturer.


  Chapter 17


  Innovation and Anachronism: The Ruger Old Army
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  Unfortunately, the Buffalo Bullet Company no longer produces bullets or balls. They worked very well in the Ruger and Dragoon.


  In 1973, Sturm Ruger & Company modified its basic single-action Blackhawk revolver and brought out a thoroughly modern percussion handgun. At that time, muzzleloader shooting was very popular, sparked by the Civil War centennial and the period-correct replicas. The Ruger Old Army was not a replica of any 19th Century percussion revolver though it did resemble the Remington-Beals in broad outline and the Rogers and Spencer in some particulars. Major departures included fully adjustable sights, coil or round wire springs in place of the old flat leaf springs of the originals, and comparatively massive internal action parts. It also had a very strong loading-lever and ram system and a positive retention system that precluded the lever dropping down under recoil. Manufactured with a great deal more care than the imports of the time, the Ruger avoided a major weakness of the replicas—inferior metallurgy. With trigger pulls smoothed and lightened, it became popular in the shooting matches and quickly drove traditional revolvers from the winner’s circle. Bill Ruger was enthusiastic about the Old Army and vowed that it would remain in the Ruger line as long as he headed the company.


  The Old Army soon became available in stainless steel and recently, variations with fixed sights and the option of 5.5 or 7.5in. barrels. The distinctly modern aspect of the revolver endeared it to competitors who put more value on winning matches than on tradition. The recent addition of the fixed-sighted model came about to allow Cowboy Action competitors to use a modern revolver in the percussion contests. It also commands a unique niche market because most countries and lesser jurisdictions lump it in with the replica arms and place fewer restrictions on ownership than is often the case with cartridge handguns. The Old Army is very popular in England since the general handgun ban, and many of the North American states do not even regard it as a firearm.


  For reasons unknown, the Ruger measurements demand .457in. diameter balls and bullets. Our example has .451 and .457in. chamber mouths. A .451in. ball drops in while the .454in. walks forward in the chamber under recoil. The Lee conical bullet mould is available in the .457in. diameter specifically for the Ruger Old Army. The Buffalo Bullet Company supplies .457in. bullets at 190gr. for the revolver. The chambers of the Old Army hold about 9gr. more blackpowder than similar-sized Colt and Remington belt revolvers and considerably less than the Dragoons and Walkers. The entire revolver is much more massive than the traditional arms. The company uses proof loads that would wreck a traditional percussion revolver. While the Old Army excels on the target range and many competitors favor the lighter loads, we concentrated on the highest performance consistent with accuracy.


  SHOOTING THE OLD ARMY


  As with the other percussion revolvers, we removed blackpowder fouling from the barrel after every cylinder full. This took a good scrub with FFFg, one or two passes of the cleaning rod with Pryrodex, and no attention at all with H777. We did not take any special pains to clean the contact surfaces, and the revolver never bound up from fouling accumulation. It cycled and handled cap fragments extremely well with a few rough cycles but no outright stoppages.


  With the rear sight in its lowest position, this revolver put the various ball loads just over the sights at 60ft. with the bullet loads hitting an inch or so higher. We corrected this by filing down the top of the rear sight leaf, putting round ball loads in register with the sights. Bullet loads continued to hit high with a six o’clock hold resulting in 12 o’clock point of impact on the 5.5in. NRA 25yd. target set at that distance.


  Once we established the optimum maximum loading level, five-shot groups with both bullet and ball measured between 1.5 and 2in. from the bench at 60ft. and not much bigger at 25yd. Attempts to take advantage of the massive construction of the Ruger with compressed loads did produce extremely high velocities, but they were not accurate enough to be useful. Our Old Army produced fine groups with a round ball and charges of 35gr. of Pyrodex P, H777, or SWISS FFFg. Accuracy fell off at 40gr. and was absent by the time we reached a full density of 45gr. We could load 30gr. of FFFg or the same volume of Pyrodex P under the Lee 200gr. standard cast bullet and still seat them below the chamber mouth. The Ruger shot these wheel-weight cast bullets every bit as accurately as the ball loads and much better than the 227gr. .457in. bullet actually intended for the Old Army. The velocity levels obtainable with optimum accuracy developed calculated energies that spanned the 300ft./lb. range. This is comparable to the power levels of the standard military .45 automatic and 9mm. NATO pistol cartridges.


  Our example of the Old Army was finicky with its preferred load. The Lee 227gr. as cast from pure lead recorded impressive velocities and tight extreme spreads, but accuracy was not at all suitable with either bullet loaded directly over the powder charge. Initial 50yd. groups with the Lee bullet ranged from 10in. to over 1ft. at 50yd. We polished the lower edge of the bullets with sandpaper for a better fit in the chamber mouths, lubricated the bullets with bore butter, and then loaded them over Wonder Wads and wads over 30gr./vol. of Pyrodex P. Shot from a steady benchrest at 25yd., the bullets loaded in this manner shot consistent 4in. groups, a usable level of accuracy but not much better than .457in. ball loads performed at twice the distance and from a less steady rest.


  The full power potential with optimum accuracy came with the Buffalo 190gr. conicals. Charges that produced high velocities and accuracy with the Lee 200gr. .452in. bullets were anemic and inconsistent under the heavily lubricated, lighter Buffalo bullet. Groups with Pyrodex P and lighter charges of Hodgdon’s H777 produced 50yd. of 10 and 11in.; 35gr. equivalent of Hodgdon’s H777 showed better accuracy. Optimum power and accuracy came with the volume of Hodgdon’s H777 equivalent to 40gr. of GOEX. This increased velocities to 1,066fps with an extreme spread over six rounds of 51fps five rounds at 50yd. clustered inside of 3in. while a sixth, probably shooter-caused, opened the spread to 5in. This was the same level of accuracy displayed by the optimal round ball loads. The energy level of the top H777 load topped the traditional factory .45 Colt load of a 250gr. bullet at 870fps. It is just about even with the guessed-at performance of the old .45 Colt blackpowder load and the traditional hunting load of 250gr. bullet at 900fps. We have seldom gotten good ballistic consistency with heavy charges of H777, but this time we were very careful to seat the bullets on the powder columns with minimal compression.


  Many hunters report success using the Old Army for small and medium game. It has enough power to shoot through deer and most wild hogs and also powerful enough for personal protection when a more modern handgun is not available.
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  DISASSEMBLY


  Cleaning by the method outlined in an earlier chapter does not require total dismounting of the revolver. The Ruger is so durably constructed that the owner should take advantage of the excellent Sturm Ruger repair policy if the need for repairs arises. The single design flaw arises in the hex–shaped cones. They require a special nipple wrench, and it is easy to round the hexagonal surfaces to the point that the wrench no longer engages. The problem is sufficiently irritating to cause the TRESO Company to offer “hexless” cones for the Rugers.


  For routine cleaning, remove the grip panels. Then cock the hammer and capture the mainspring by inserting a small-diameter nail or heavy wire into the hole in the mainspring strut. The one-piece grip frame comes off by removing the five attaching screws. The trigger return mechanism is a spring/plunger fitted into a hole in the frame behind the trigger. Take care not to lose this assembly.


  Some shooters perform a simple trigger job by removing one or two coils from this trigger return spring. On our sample, it reduced the trigger pull from 4 to 3lb. This and other modifications are not approved by the manufacturer and are undertaken at user’s own risk.


  The Ruger Old Army is neither fish nor fowl. It is not a curio, relic, or replica of such, nor is it a state-of-the-art, modern firearm. Viewed on its own merits, this useful and interesting anachronism appeals to a large tribe of enthusiasts and is also grist for the custom pistolsmiths mill. Dave Clements will deep-bore the standard cylinders for increased powder capacity and velocity.


  A .50 CALIBER HUNTING REVOLVER


  Billy Fugett, a devotee of large-caliber custom revolvers, contacted David Clements of Clements’ Custom Guns and ordered one of his .5in. bore five-shooters. The sole purpose of this tightly constructed arm is to provide a caplock handgun that is inarguably capable of cleanly killing deer and wild hog.


  Designed around a custom Mount Baldy semi-wadcutter bullet of 250gr., it provides excellent performance with the .490in. lead ball designed for the .50 caliber singleshot muzzleloaders. The close tolerances of the Clements makes it particularly subject to fouling, so load development is essentially confined to the low-residue Hogdons H777 propellant. Forty-five grains/volume equivalent under the 250gr. bullet registered an average of 1,269fps, 894 foot-pounds of energy, and an extreme spread of 64fps over twenty rounds. This is magnum-level performance by any standard, more powerful than several of the traditional loads used by handgun hunters and a close proxy for the .41 and .44 Magnums in revolvers with 4in. barrels. Billy shot this load into a .70in. five-round bench group from 25yd.


  The 170gr. round ball over an Ox-Yoke Original Wonder Wads and 50gr. of H777 recorded 1,305/676/49fps spread over twenty rounds and the bench group was 1.3in. Billy passed the Clements Fifty around at a gathering of the Confederate Sixgunners of America held deep in a hollow of the Arkansas Ozarks. The target was an 8 x 10in. steel plate suspended at 50yd. Three consecutive shooters rang the chime with twelve out of fifteen shots and declared the big revolver the ultimate expression of creative anachronism.
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  Conclusion


  The World Moves On


  The era of the percussion handgun came to a close sometime in the middle 1870s. The handwriting had been on the wall since the middle of the 19th Century when the development of self-contained metallic cartridges began yet another revolution in firearm technology.


  Smith & Wesson had acquired the Rollin White Patent and the monopoly on through-bored revolver cylinders. From 1856 until 1869, the only repeating cartridge handguns with any impact on the market were the Smith & Wesson pocket revolvers in .22 and .32 rimfire and the pinfire revolvers in Europe. In 1869 Smith & Wesson came out with a break-top single-action revolver firing a .44 caliber centerfire round, and Colt was quick to follow with transition revolvers made up from the remaining cap locks. At about the same time, the English Adams double-action came out in .450in. cartridge variation. In 1873, Colt introduced the famous Single-Action Army revolver with its .45 centerfire cartridge, a powerful round that matches and exceeds the power of the largest of the .44 percussion revolvers.


  Percussion revolvers did not disappear overnight. In fact, they never went away at all. Throughout the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, the plentiful, obsolescent cap and ball revolvers sold for near scrap prices, and many a member of the Greatest Generation began his shooting career with an old Colt Pocket Model or Navy. More percussion revolvers were in use in the half century span of the replicas than existed in the thirty-eight-odd years when they represented the state of the art in personal armament. They remain a tangible link to the time when our horizons seemed limitless, science promised salvation, and adventure awaited at every landfall and every turn of the trail.


  The fascination continues.
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  Glossary


  action. The gun mechanism including the lock and the trigger (see single action and double-action).


  AMPCO. A trademark name for replacement nipples from the Treso Company. The alloy resists wear from ordinary shooting, and the flame channel diameter promotes reliable ignition and can correct the tendency of the hammer to blow back upon firing.


  ballistic coefficient (BC). A number based on the weight to diameter ratio of bullets and the shape of the bullet and used to predict the downrange performance of a projectile. Round balls have very low ballistic coefficient while bullets of the same caliber have higher ballistic coefficient. In practice, when a ball and a longer bullet of equal diameter start at the same velocity, the bullet loses velocity slower than the ball. It retains more energy at extreme range and reaches a given distance faster than the ball. There is a very significant advantage to high ballistic coefficient in long-range shooting. At the typical handgun distances, particularly with revolver loads, the advantages may mean little or nothing. For example, an optimal loading of a 140gr. .454in. round ball (BC = .065) might present a muzzle velocity of 1,050fps. The maximum velocity obtainable with a 200gr. bullet [BC = .14] might be 850fps. At the muzzle, the faster moving ball presents 343ft./lb. of energy, a little more than the heavier but slower bullet that carries 321ft./lb. At 25yd., the ball still travels at 971fps and retains 293ft./lb. of energy. The bullet has lost only 20fps and now has the nebulous energy advantage with 306ft./lb. The bullet arrives on target at 75yd .011sec. before the ball with only 48 more ft./lb. of retained energy than the round ball. The ballistic advantages of the bullet would not be apparent to anything on the receiving end.


  blackpowder. A low-order explosive usually based upon seventy-five percent potassium nitrate, fifteen percent charcoal, and ten percent sulfur, although the exact proportions sometimes vary. The larger-grained grades include blasting powder and cannon powder. Most small-arms powders occur in F grades ranging from Fg through FFFFg. Flash powders are ultrafine without the smallest particles screened out.


  breechloading. The bullet and charge enter the firing chamber from the rear.


  caliber. Expression of bore diameter in inches. For example, .44 caliber has the same meaning as 44/100th inch or .44in. Popular caliber designations for modern and historic firearms are wonderfully approximate. A .38 Special revolver cartridge is actually .358in. in diameter and the .44 caliber percussion revolvers are .45s by actual measure.


  bulleted breech cap (BB cap). A rimfire cartridge consisting of a short case loaded with a round ball. It usually contains no powder but relies on the priming compound for energy. Originally the Flobert Parlor pistol cartridge, in .22 caliber, it is currently used for pest control.


  cap and ball. Percussion arm, usually a revolver, employing the percussion cap ignition system.


  cap lock (or caplock). A firearm using a percussion cap for ignition. Distinct from “flintlock,” “matchlock,” “wheel lock,” and other types.


  centerfire. The preferred ignition modality for powerful cartridges. The primer is in the middle of the case head, allowing for reloadability in the case of the boxer primers and providing greater strength than the rimfire cartridges.


  chain fire. Multiple ignitions of revolver chambers not aligned with the barrel of the handgun, which may result from inadequate sealing of either bullet or percussion cap. Chain firing in 19th Century revolvers sometimes accompanied the explosion of the firearm. With modern replicas, chain fires sometimes send balls careening off of the barrel wedge or into the loading-lever recess. They are most unnerving but seldom cause damage or injury.


  cone. The designations “cone” and “tube” are equivalent to the modern usage “nipple.” It seems likely that “nipple” would have offended the sensibilities of the Victorian era.


  conical bullet cap (CB cap). A .22 Short rimfire loaded with a very small amount of powder. Used for gallery shooting and pest control.


  double-action. An action with a long trigger pull that both cocks the arm and causes it to fire. In the case of revolvers, the long trigger pull also rotates the cylinder from one chamber to the next.


  dragoon. The common name for mounted troops or cavalry. Dragoon pistols rode in holsters on either side of the saddle and often had detachable shoulder stocks. American holster pistols associated with the dragoons include the Harper’s Ferry Flintlock, the model of 1837 flintlock, the Aston-Johnson, the large-framed Colt revolvers, and a Harper’s Ferry percussion pistol from the 1850s.


  duelist. Refers to firing from one hand without a rest and is a distinct category in Cowboy Action matches. Replaces the term offhand, which has come to mean shooting free standing with a two-handed grip.


  envelope cartridge. Any linen-, paper- or foil-wrapped unit containing the powder charge and bullet but not the priming material. Envelope cartridges have provided a handy means of transporting ammunition components throughout the history of firearms. With smoothbore arms, the wrapper functioned as wadding to hold the powder and projectile in the barrel. Later revolver cartridge wraps contained nitrate so that they would burn away at firing.


  flintlock. Provides ignition of the main charge by striking a flint against a hardened plate hinged over a pan of priming powder. Flint ignition preceded the percussion cap by at least two centuries and remained in use in primitive areas through the third decade of the 20th Century.


  fly. A moving part on the tumbler of a sidelock that keeps the sear from dropping into the half-cock notch. This part is necessary on locks used with set triggers. It is the alternate name for the double-action sear on revolvers.


  gain twist. Rifles and revolvers from the 19th Century sometimes had a progressive increase in rate of twist in the rifling. Progressive rifling may have contributed to accuracy.


  grain, grain/volume (gr./vol.) Grains are the common weight measure for bullets, balls, and powder charges. There are 437.5gr. to the ounce and 7,000gr./lb. The measures and charge tubes for percussion firearms are calibrated in grains. In this volume, we have used the expression gr./vol. to indicate that the charges of replica powder come from a measure calibrated for a specific weight of blackpowder. They take up the same space even though the actual weights in grains are not the same.


  hang fire. Delayed ignition caused by lubricant or an obstruction in the nipple or chamber or by poor compression of powder charge by the projectile.


  horse pistol. A colloquial term for the large pistols carried in saddle holsters.


  Indian Territory. Portions of present-day Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska set aside by the Indian Intercourse Act of 1834. Some period maps designated Texas west of the Austin settlement the “Comancheria” and farther western regions as the “Apacheria.”


  Lipan Apache. This branch of the Apache tribe made common cause with the Austin Colony against the Comanche. Several Lipan served with Jack Hay’s Texas Ranger Company.


  lock. The activating mechanism of the gun not including the trigger.


  muzzleloader. A firearm loaded by inserting the powder and projectile at the end of the barrel. The term is loosely applied to revolvers loaded from the front of the chamber even though they are not strictly “muzzle” loaders.


  nipple. The hollow tube that holds the percussion cap and directs the flame into the main powder charge (see cone). We wonder if the word had the same anatomical connotation in the 19th Century as it does in present usage. Perhaps not, as the 1864 Moore teat fire cartridge did evoke Victorian ire. Samuel Colt simply called the items tubes, and the word cone seems the most common period term.


  picket bullet (or picket ball). A sharp-pointed, flat-based bullet with no grooves and a short curved bearing surface. Although primarily a rifle bullet, the Walker Colt bullets also bore the name.


  pinfire. One of the earliest metallic cartridges and patented in 1835 by Casimir Lefaucheaux. A pin protruded from the cartridge rim. When struck by the gun hammer, it set off an indwelling primer. By the 1850s, a number of European revolvers used this system.


  pistol. Origins of the word are obscure. Current usage derives from the French pistole (or pistolet). According to Wikipedia, it may derive from the practice of slinging the short arms from the pommel (pistallo) of a horse’s saddle. In the middle 20th Century, it was popular to associate the noun with Pistoia, Italy, the village thought to be the place of origin. Self-designated experts have propounded that it is incorrect to call a revolver by the term “pistol,” reserving the term for short weapons having the barrel and chamber as a single unit. Samuel Colt destroyed that conceit even before it arose by naming his invention the “revolving pistol.”


  rifling. A series of spiral grooves in a gun barrel. They impart spin to bullets or balls, increasing stability and accuracy. The rate of spin is expressed as the number of inches required for a complete revolution of the projectile. A common rate of twist for a percussion pistol or revolver is “one turn in 30in.” or “1-in-30.” Early in the history of firearms, gunmakers found that putting grooves in the barrels made it easier to load fouled barrels and that a ball pounded down a barrel with spiraling grooves shot with more accuracy. Everybody knew that a demon sat astride the balls. The odor of brimstone and the tendency of the balls to miss their intended targets were sufficient proof. The spin imparted by rifling tossed the demon off the ball before he/she/it could alter the course of flight.


  rimfire. The flange at the rear of the cartridge case containing percussion-sensitive priming compound. The small Smith & Wesson revolvers of 1857 and afterward used .22 and .32in. rimfire cartridges.


  sear. The part of the action in contact with the hammer notch when the gun is cocked and ready to fire. Moving the sear out of the full-cock notch fires the gun. In simple form this can be the upper portion of the trigger, shaped to fit into the hammer notch. The sear can be a separate unit connecting with the trigger by way of a slide, or draw bar.


  set trigger (or, hair-trigger). A trigger with a staging mechanism permitting a very light pull. Some sets include two triggers pulled in sequence to set and then fire the gun. Another variety is a single trigger, set with a forward push. Used in reference to the small trigger in the rear of the trigger guard of the Starr double-action revolvers.


  single action. The trigger of a single-action firearm performs only one function—firing the gun. The shooter must cock the hammer before firing. The single-action pistols and revolvers of the percussion period have three hammer positions. At rest, the hammer is all the way forward resting on the nipple or on a safe-carry location on the back of the cylinder. At half-cock, the hammer will not respond to the trigger. On revolvers, the half-cock position releases the cylinder for free rotation and enables loading. Full-cock readies the pistol or revolver for firing. The hammer will fall when the shooter pulls the trigger.


  smokeless powder. In 1884 a French scientist, Paul Vieille, discovered how to moderate the explosive effects of nitrocellulose and developed modern progressive-burning rifle powder. Unlike black gunpowder, the smokeless propellants burn with increased pressure and velocity at increasing charges and under compression. Besides producing less smoke than blackpowders, these compounds made possible the development of small-caliber, high-velocity metallic cartridges. It is dangerous to use any quantity of smokeless powder in percussion firearms.


  steel. Any successful effort to control the content and distribution of carbon in iron produces steel, The Bessimer process of the 1850s made mass production of steel with known carbon content possible.


  timing. The sequence of events accompanying cycling and firing a revolver. In the properly timed revolver, the cylinder rotates as the shooter draws the hammer back. When the hammer reaches full-cock, the cylinder locks in place, exactly aligning the firing chamber with the barrel. The revolver is “out of time” if these events do not take place in the proper sequence.


  tumbler. The internal round portion of the gunlock that is attached to and moves with the hammer. It contains the half and full-cock notches and the fly, if present.


  wadding. Paper or cloth forced into a gun barrel to hold the powder and projectile in place.


  wad. A disc of lubricated material between the powder column and ball in a revolver chamber. It is a commercial response to a practice developed by some percussion revolver shooters. They would cut small felt patches from old hats, grease them and load them under the bullets or balls. They did this in preference to smearing grease over the fully loaded chambers. Excellent commercial wads are available from The Possible Shop.


  Appendix A


  Italian Proof Marks by Year of Manufacture From Public Records and Direct Observation
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  Appendix B


  Colt’s Recommended Loads 19th Century—Expressed in Grains


  .31 Pocket Revolver: 13.5gr. unspecified powder, 76gr. conical bullet, or 50gr. ball


  .36 1851–61 Navy: 20gr. unspecified blackpowder, 140gr. conical bullet, or 81gr. round ball


  .36 Pocket Model: 15gr. unspecified blackpowder, conical bullet—weight unspecified


  .44 Dragoon: 41gr. unspecified powder, 146gr. ball, or 219gr. bullet


  .44 1860: 27gr. unspecified powder, 212gr. conical bullet, or 146gr. ball


  .44 Walker: 40 to 50gr. unspecified powder, 212gr. conical bullet


  References from the 19th Century often do not specify powder types but those that do recommend FFg for all except the small pocket models.


  Granulation is achieved by grating the powder through screens of specified sizes. Manufacturer’s standards regarding proper granulation are highly variable.


  Screen sizes:


  Fg 12—16 squares per inch. FFg 30—50 squares per inch. FFFg—50+ square per inch


  Thompson, William C.L. 1956. “Grandpa’s Muzzleloader Comes Back.” GUNS Magazine, April, 11.


  Colt .44 Dragoon . . . . . . 220gr. conical and 145gr. ball


  40gr. FFg and FFFg


  Colt .44 Army 1860 . . . . 200gr. conical and 140gr. ball


  28gr. FFg and FFFg


  Navy .36 1851 & 1861 . . . . . 140gr. conical and 82gr. ball


  18 & 20gr. FFg and FFFg


  Pocket .31 1849 . . . . . . . . . . . 77gr. conical and 50gr. ball


  13–14gr. FFg and FFFg *


  * This load is suspect. It will not fit in the chamber of either the Colt or Remington Pocket revolvers


  Appendix C


  19th Century Combustible Cartridges


  Powder (grains) Bullet Weight


  .36 Cartridges


  Hazard Powder (Colt) 21gr. Hazard Powder 141 conical


  Johnson & Dow 17gr. Unspec. 150 conical


  Bartholow’s 14 155


  Unknown 13 149


  .44 Cartridges


  Hazard Powder (Colt) 36 - Hazard Powder 211 conical


  Johnson & Dow 35 - Unknown 242


  Bartholow’s 19 260


  Hotchkiss 22 207


  Unknown 17 257


  Unknown 22 207


  Appendix D


  Petition for Frontier Protection


  Memorial #113, File Box #7, Letter B, Texas State Archives


  January 1852


  To His Excellency


  P. H. Bell


  Gov. of the State of Texas


  We the undersigned Citizens of Bell County would respectfully represent to your Excellency that a little more than two years since two companies of the U. S. Army were posted upon the Leon River and made barracks with such appearance of permanency as gave promise to those of us that had lands in the vicinity that we might with safety settle there. Under these impressions we have moved to and settled our lands and others of us have purchased land and exhausted our means to make homes where we might feel safe from the depredating savagies that formerly infested this delightfull reagon.


  We would further represent to your Excellency that about the commencement of the present year by order of Gen. Smith the troops that we had looked to for protection with so much confidance were put on the march for posts one hundread and fifty miles distant being beyond the usual range of the savagies from whome we wish to be protected. Now in as much as the Leon has been and still is the principle thoroughfare and hunting ground of the most dangerous tribes of Indians and the protection which invited us here is gone beyond the savagies who are learking on our borders we cannot with ordinary solicitude for the safety of our Families remain at home (unless some protection be extended to us before the opening of spring) but must go back in the older settled counties and purchas land at pricies very inconvenient for those who have expended their all to settle homes which they have been compelled to abandon without recompence: or to some more favoured portion of the frontier enjoying that protection of which we have been so unjustly deprived.


  Here followed the signatures of 78 citizens, including Wilson Bates and many of his kin—several of these were in Wilson Bates’ handwriting. After these signatures the following was appended:


  State of Texas


  Bell County


  Since the aforesaid petition was drafted, we have heard with regret, (but not with surprise) that on the 31st Jany, 1852, that Mr. Moses Meek a citizen on his arrival on the upper settlement on Cow House Creek was murdered, scalped and plundered by seven armed Indians: and hostile parties of Indians have threatened other families with violence unless they immediately quitted their settlements, and the said Indians have been seen scouting in the vicinity of the said settlements with the obvious intention of carrying their intentions and threats into effect.


  We therefore beg to reiterate our petition for protection and to request that you will send or permit and authorize the citizens of this County to raise an efficient ranging company for our immediate protection.


  Fby 10, 1852


  This last was followed by 53 more signatures


  Petition From the Citizens of Navarro, McLennan and Ellis Counties to Governor P. H. Bell


  [July, 1852?]


  Originally published in Texas Indian Papers, by Winfrey Day.


  To his Excelency P. H. Bell Governor


  The undersigned Citizens Residing in Navarro, McClelen and Elis Counties would respectfully Represent to your Excelency that the Indians on the upper Brazos have killed about Sixty of the soldiers at the upper station and are committing depredations upon the frontiers and owing to their unprotected and defenceless situation they would Respectfully ask your Excellency to extend to them that protection that they have a rite to expect from a Government that is able and should be willing to protect its Citizens from the Depridations of a Savage enemy they are apprised of the Delicate duty they are asking of your Excelency But when the assure you that it is no Idle pain from Enty rumor but from unmistakeable facts that they make the appeal they hope and believe that your Excellency will extend to them that protection that the Laws and Constitution authorise you to do. If your Excelency should not afford to them that protection that they really stand in need of they are bound to suffer in loss of lives and property. They there fore ask your Excellency to authorise the raiseing and organizing of a Company of Rangers to range upon the Northern portion for some short period. By so doing it will be the means of perhaps saving the lives and property of many of the citizens of Texas. It may be asked why this demand is made.


  Military Posts when there are already upon this Frontier. In Reply it may be said in truth that they Give no protection to Citizens as They rarely have a force sufficient for camp duty and to Gard the Military Stores.


  By granting this Request you will quiet in a Great degree the pains of a great many of the citizens.


  Appendix E


  .44 Cap and Ball Revolver


  By Jim Taylor


  In 1863, Remington introduced what was to become the major competitor of the Colt 1860 Army Model, the Remington 1861 Army Revolver. These carry the patent date of December 17, 1861, and distinguished from the later models by a lack of safety notches on the rear of the cylinder and by a channel cut along the top of the loading lever. In combat, this feature proved undesirable and the New Model (introduced in 1863) did not have it. The New Model carries the patent date of Sept. 14, 1858, and is marked “New Model.” It has the safety notches between the nipples on the rear of the cylinder. This allowed the shooter to load all 6 chambers and then lower the hammer between the nipples for safe carry. The New Model was produced until 1875. It was the last of Remington’s percussion revolvers.


  My Dad had a number of them. The first was a “wallhanger” that had been plowed up by a neighbor. When he was 16, he went to Spokane and purchased a Remington .44 New Model and an 1860 Army Colt. The Remington proved much more accurate than the Colt, however it would also tie up from powder fouling quicker than the Colt. The Colt, on the other hand, had a problem with fired caps falling off into the rather large open area at the rear of the cylinder when the hammer is pulled to full-cock. A fired cap falling into there bound up the action. The Remington, with its closed frame, did not have that problem. Many old-time gunmen would throw the Colt up nearly vertical while cocking the hammer. This had the effect of tossing any loose caps to the rear and kept them from dropping into the gun.


  After WW II, Dad bought a shipment of Remington .44’s from the noted collector and author James Serven. These were all rejects as collector items having poor finishes and in need of mechanical repairs. Dad says he paid $10 each for load of them. He rebuilt some, remodeled others and then put them up for sale. Some were converted to .22 rimfire. Quite a few were cut to 6 ½” barrel lengths from the original 8” length. Target sights were installed and the guns were sold to target shooters. At least one was converted to .357 Magnum. How it worked out, I don’t know.


  In 1970, I decided I wanted a Remington .44 cap & ball six-gun. By then you could not touch an original Remington for $100 let alone $10 as Dad had done. I eventually bought an Italian-made replica that was imported by Hawes. Two things I immediately found to be different from the originals. ONE: the bore was .445” instead of .452” as on the original. TWO: the rifling of the Italian-made gun was a straight twist instead of gain twist as in the Remington. And while it was a fun gun to shoot it did not live up to my expectations either as to power or accuracy.


  In order to improve it I set about doing some modifications. The first was a decent set of sights. I silver-soldered a Smith & Wesson target front sight onto the barrel and then cut the shallow rear notch so that it became a nice square rather than the “V” as on the original. Good sights helped a lot. Measuring the chambers I found them to be extra tight, shrinking the ball a lot before it was even fired. The barrel proved to be tight at the throat and loose at the muzzle. I started with the barrel, screwing it out of the frame and reaming a long, tapered throat in it. The “throat” was about 3” long, tapering from .456” at the breech down to .445.” I reamed the chambers so I cold seat a .457-inch diameter ball in them.


  The results were more along the lines of what I had hoped for. Velocity increased and accuracy improved. Your hands and ears could tell the difference. Before the change the gun would go BOOM when it when off. Afterwards, a full load would make a CRACK when it fired. Shrinking the ball .011” really increased the efficiency of the powder. Apparent recoil was heavier also, although the cap & ball guns never really kicked like the big-bore cartridge guns do.


  I experimented some with both 2Fg and 3Fg black powder as well as with Pyrodex. Pyrodex gave the 2nd highest velocities. The highest velocity was recorded using a Duplex load of 5 gr. 3Fg Black and a cylinder-full of Pyrodex on top of it with a ball compressed tightly onto it. You are on your own if you try this. I am not suggesting that you do so. This is for information purposes only. If you blow up your gun do not try to say I told you you could do it! One thing I did find out. Use too much black powder with the Pyrodex and the hammer would blow back to full-cock—while the ball was exiting the barrel. It was kind of hard on the lockwork. If you build too much pressure, not only does the hammer blow back, but also the top of the gun can depart to regions unknown.


  The old-timers who carried these guns in war and for self-defense were not in any way under-armed. They have a lot more power than one would think if they had not used one. I once saw a man shot with an 1860 Army .44. The ball took him in the lower stomach and went clean through. It bounced off the kitchen table, went through a cupboard door and stopped in a loaf of bread where we found it later. The man dropped immediately. They got him to the hospital in time to save him but he was down for a long time. I do not know if he ever fully recovered.


  One Javelina season, I took my old .44 Remington-copy after the little pigs. I hunted the canyons until I spotted a herd, made a 300-yard stalk and got to within thirty to forty yards. One large pig was scratching his rear on a rock outcropping and was mostly sideways to me. I lined up the sights behind the right front shoulder and touched it off. Peering through the large cloud of smoke in front of me I could make out the pig, laying on the ground kicking. The ball had taken him behind the right shoulder, ranging forward and exiting the left side of the neck behind the ear. An instant “lights out.” It was a fitting use of the fine old .44 cap & ball six-gun.


  Some of the imports now have the gain-twist rifling of the originals. These are target-grade guns and you will pay accordingly. Very fine accuracy can be had with these. Seems we have come full circle. The Remington was popular in its day. It grew old and was almost forgotten. Then it was revived. I’m kind of glad. It is a pretty good old gun.


  Chronographed velocities at 7 feet from muzzle to first screen


  .445” diameter ball 38 gr. 2Fg . . . . . . . . ...951 fps


  .456” diameter ball 38 gr. 2Fg . . . . . . . . ...992 fps


  .456” diameter ball 38 gr. 3Fg. . . . . . . . .1,036 fps


  .465” diameter ball full load of Pyrodex P . . . . . . . . .1,087 fps


  ***


  Thanks to Jim Taylor for permission to reprint this article. It first appeared on Sixgunner.com


  Appendix F


  Revolvers of the Confederate States of America


  Derived from various sources of unknown provenance. Numbers are strictly approximate but in close agreement across a number of sources. Confederate industry was plagued by material shortages. Many collectors consider the revolvers to be of generally low quality.


  Augusta Machine, circa 100. Compare to steel framed Colt Navy. Two varieties were produced; one had six locking notches on the cylinder, the other had twelve.


  Beauregard LeMat, circa 2,800 imported.


  Clark Sherrard and Co., circa 400 .44 caliber. Compare to Colt Dragoon.


  T. W. Cofer, circa 50-150. Enclosed frame (top strap) with spur trigger.


  Columbus Firearms Company, circa 100. Compare to Colt Navy.


  J. H. Dance & Brothers, circa 325-500 .36 and .44 calibers. Compare to open-topped Colts.


  Griswold & Gunnison, circa 3,700. Compare to Colt Navy (brass frame).


  Leach & Rigdon, circa 1,500. Compare to Colt Navy.


  Rigdon, Ainsley, circa 1,000. Compare to Colt Navy.


  Spiller & Burr, circa 1,450. Compare to Whitney/Beals enclosed frame (brass frame). Firm contracted for 15,000 revolvers. The company was nationalized by the Confederacy, and ultimately, about 1,500 revolvers were actually finished. Early pistols were problematic, resulting in design changes.


  Tucker and Sherrard, Unknown. Compare to Colt Dragoon .44 caliber. Rare, prone to explode.


  Sources of Revolvers and Accessories


  This is not a comprehensive directory of the replica/blackpowder shooting industry. We included concerns that are particularly useful to the percussion revolver shooter and have provided us with satisfactory service. These businesses are active at the time of publication.


  Beauchamp Flintlocks Etc.


  R. Beauchamp


  P.O. Box 181WP


  Richmond, MA 01254


  (413)-698-3822


  e-mail: flintetc@berkshire.rr.com


  North American service center for Davide Pedersoli & Co. Replica gun sales and complete support for Pedersoli products.


  Cimarron Firearms Company


  P.O. Box 906


  105 Winding Oak Rd.


  Fredericksburg, TX 78624


  (830)-997-9090


  (877)-749-4861


  Parts for Uberti replicas.


  Texas Jacks Wild West Outfitter


  117 N. Adams St.


  Fredericksburg, TX 78624


  (800)-tex-jack


  Retail/Internet sales of Cimarron Arms replica revolvers


  e-mail: sales@texasjacks.com <sales@texasjacks.com>


  Cabela’s


  Multiple locations


  (800)-237-4444


  http://www.cabelas.com/


  e-mail: http://cabelas.custhelp.com/cgi-bin/cabelas.cfg/php/enduser/ask.php


  Replica blackpowder revolvers and accessories.


  Clarksville Rod and Gun


  803 S. Vine St.


  Clarksville, AR


  (479)-754-8358


  blackpowder Minimum order, 25lb.


  Clements Custom Guns


  2766 Mt. Zion Rd.


  Woodlawn, VA 24381


  (276)-238-8761


  http://www.clementscustomguns.com/


  Maker of the .50 caliber Ruger Old Army percussion revolver. He also back-bores Ruger cylinders for extra powder capacity. His primary concentration is large-bore modern centerfire hunting revolvers. He is particularly noteworthy due to his decent treatment of his customers. This is not a universal trait among gunsmiths.


  Dixie Gun Works


  P.O. Box 130


  Union City, TN 38281


  (800)-238-6785


  (731)-885-0700


  http://www.dixiegunworks.com


  Original and replica guns, shooting supplies, projectiles and parts.


  Graf and Sons


  (800)-531-2666


  http://www.grafs.com/page/about


  blackpowder Minimum order, 4lb.


  Lee Precision


  4275 Highway U


  Hartford, WI 53027


  262-673-3075


  http://www.leeprecision.com/


  Economical bullet casting supplies including round ball and percussion revolver bullets.


  Lyman Products


  147 West St.


  Middlefield, CT 06490


  (800)-225-9626


  Lyman Plains Pistol and parts.


  http://www.lymanproducts.com/lymanproducts/index.htm


  MidwayUSA


  5875 W. Van Horn Tavern Rd.


  Columbia, MO 65203-9274


  (800)-243-3220


  http://www.midwayusa.com/


  blackpowder revolvers and shooting supplies.


  Navy Arms Company


  689 Bergen Blvd.


  Ridgefield, NJ 07657


  (304)-262-9870


  http://www.navyarms.com/


  The Possible Shop


  P.O. Box 495


  Radium Springs, NM 88064


  Orders (505)-267-0247


  Source for Eastern Maine Shooters Supplies and Sagebrush revolver wads.


  http://www.possibleshop.com/


  Taylor & Company


  304 Lenoir Dr.


  Winchester, VA 22603


  (540)-722-2017


  http://www.taylorsfirearms.com/


  Parts for Uberti and Pietta revolvers. Customer service for revolvers distributed by Taylor & Company. Successfully obtained a back order of LeMat lockwork from the Pietta Company in Italy.


  The Regimental Quartermaster


  49 Steinwehr Ave.


  Gettysburg, PA 17325


  (717) 338-1364


  http://www.regtqm.com/


  Euroarms USA distributor.


  S&S Firearms


  74-11 Myrtle Ave.


  Glendale, NY 11385


  (718)-497-1100


  http://ssfirearms.com/


  Euroarms USA distributor


  Track of the Wolf


  18308 Joplin St. NW


  Elk River, MN 55330


  (763)-633-2500 Fax: (763)-633-2550


  http://www.trackofthewolf.com


  Percussion revolvers/accessories. Good source of bullets and balls card wads and lubricant.


  VTI Gun Parts


  P.O. Box 509


  Lakeville CT 06039


  (860)-435-8068


  https://www.vtigunparts.com/


  Comprehensive source of parts for Uberti, Pietta, Pedersoli, and other firearms. Successfully ordered LeMat lockwork parts from the Pietta Company. The company now (late 2006) lists parts for the defunct Armi San Marco revolvers and the Pietta LeMat.
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  Guns 101


  A Beginner’s Guide to Buying and Owning Firearms


  by David Steier


  With a background in firearms instruction, sales, and organizations, Steier’s knowledge has been cultivated through years of in-depth experience and personal dedication. In Guns 101, Steier covers the basics (what guns are for and how they work), but also discusses many types of firearms, firearm accessories, and gun activities—enough to help any reader carry on an intelligent conversation. From shop etiquette to do-it-yourself repairs, Guns 101 answers all of your gun questions. Complete with diagrams and photographs that make all of the technical details clear, this book is essential reading for any newcomer to the world of guns.


  $14.95 Paperback • ISBN 978-1-61608-287-1
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  The Marksmanship Primer


  The Experts’ Guide to Shooting Handguns and Rifles


  by Jim Casada


  The Marksmanship Primer serves as a road map to greater shooting proficiency as well as greater enjoyment of the sport of shooting. Jim Casada, renowned outdoor author and editor, has brought together the best selections from America’s great gun writers of yesterday and today. Marksmen of all levels of experience—beginners, pros, and hobbyists—can benefit from this collection of shooting wisdom.


  Topics include:


  • Positions for Rifle and Handgun Shooting


  • Sighting In


  • Ballistics


  • Rifle Marksmanship for the Hunter


  • Accuracy at All Distances


  • Hunting with the Handgun


  • Physical and Mental Fitness for the Marksman


  $14.95 Paperback • ISBN 978-1-62087-367-0
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  The Second Amendment Primer


  A Citizen’s Guidebook to the History, Sources, and Authorities for the Constitutional Guarantee of the Right to Keep and Bear Arms


  by Les Adams


  So much of the debate about the Second Amendment is in scholarly journals and academic papers written by scholars and judges, or directed toward other scholars, law professors, attorneys, and judges. Trying to wade through the extensive footnotes and references to legal cases and historical precedents known only to the academic elite is more than enough to make anyone feel hopeless.


  With The Second Amendment Primer, Les Adams finally provides an accessible discussion of the Second Amendment. It is a “primer” because it is elementary. Chronologically arranged, it traces the development of the right to keep and bear arms from its birth in ancient Greece to its addition in the US Constitution. Supplemental essays discuss the Second Amendment’s interpretation in today’s world from the viewpoints of both firearms enthusiasts as well as those who would limit the amendment’s purview.


  $12.95 Hardcover • ISBN 978-1-62087-627-5
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  Ed Mcgivern’s Book of Fast and Fancy Revolver Shooting


  by Ed McGivern


  Ed McGivern needs no introduction to gun enthusiasts and serious marksmen. For more than fifty years, he was revered as one of the top authorities in the field of small firearms. A world-champion marksmen who made The Guinness Book of World Records, he trained scores of law enforcement officers and developed a system of teaching that is as effective today as it was when this book was originally published. It resulted from years of experimentation and research conducted by McGivern, who utilized electric timers and other devices to determine the angles and techniques that would produce the fastest, most accurate revolver shooting. Packed with handgun lore and original photographs from the first edition, this much-sought-after classic contains a wealth of facts for marksmen everywhere.


  $17.95 Paperback • ISBN 978-1-60239-086-7
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  Guns of the Old West


  An Illustrated Reference Guide to Antique Firearms


  by Charles Edward Chapel


  Written by one of the foremost firearms experts of the twentieth century, Charles Edward Chapel’s Guns of the Old West is an exhaustively researched document that not only boasts a significant collection of antique Western guns, but also categorizes the firearms into easy-to-reference sections.


  Starting with an introductory chapter on the origins of guns and their earliest uses on the frontier, Chapel covers everything from muskets to rifles, pistols to revolvers, and shotguns to martial arms. Three whole chapters are dedicated to the rise and fall of the famous Deringer pistol. And as much as Guns of the Old West is an encyclopedic reference manual, it’s also fascinating historical literature that frames the world in which these guns were used. Buffalo guns and hunters are covered, along with martial arms of the post–Civil War era. The gun collection of famous collector and hunter President Theodore Roosevelt is given its own chapter.


  Illustrated with nearly five hundred illustrations, as well as important artwork from the Western period from artists such as Frederic Remington, Guns of the Old West is an essential work for gun collectors and American history enthusiasts.


  $14.95 Paperback • ISBN 978-1-62087-362-5

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/37-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/36-1.jpg
Castand Swaged  Traditional .36 Tradilional 452 8.457
Picket Ball - Civil War Dragoon  Bullet (Dixie _Bullet (dixie) Lee Cast

Bullets 240 and 246 Scissor Mould}

grains.






OEBPS/Images/45-1.jpg
Hammer Cylinder

trigger spring

relative position of
Breach screw

lock springs

Breach Screw






OEBPS/Images/43-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/192-1.jpg
é’ BOOK 0F

REVOLVER SHOOTING

Ed McGivern






OEBPS/Images/191-1.jpg
SECOND AMENDMENT

Primer

e
HISTORY SOVRCES T AUTSIOR TR o
ROGHTTOASEAND SEAR A






OEBPS/Images/26-1.jpg
Whether fired throtigh raw beef brisket or water
or a combination of both, balls launchied at circa
1,000 fps show little distortion or expansion. "

Nevertheless, they are quite disruptive in either
media;






OEBPS/Images/193-1.jpg
Anlstrated
Reference Gide to
Anigue Firearms

Cuaress Evwaro Ciaper






OEBPS/Images/189-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/167-1.jpg
Year | Symbol | Year | Symbol Year  Symbol _ Year _Symbol
1945 1 1981 | AW 1963 | xx | 1998 BL
1946 2 1982 A 1964 | xx | 1999 | m
1047 3 983 | AL 1965 | xa | 2000 | BN
1948 4 198 | am 1966 | x| 2001 (3
1949 5 1985 | AN 1967 | x| 2002 Bs
1950 3 198 | ap 1968 | x| 2003 BT
1951 7 1987 | As 1969 | v | 2004 | BU
1952 8 1988 | AT 1970 | v | 2008 Bz
1953 9 198 | AU o1 | x| a6 |
1954 X 1990 | az 12 | xe | 2000 | 8
1955 X 1991 BA 197 | e | 208 | cc
1956 | i 1992 | BB 197 | o | 2009 | @
1957 | x| 1993 | BC 1975 | aa | 2010 [
1958 | xv_ | 1954 | B0 1976 | a8 | 2om H
1959 | v - BE w7 | ac | am a
1960 | x| 1995 BF 978 | A | 201 @
1961 | xvn | 19% | K 1979 | A | 201 | M
1962 | xvm | 1997 Bl 1980 | AF






OEBPS/Images/190-1.jpg
Mnn;(,gmsmp

GUIDE TO

SHOOTING
HANGUNS
AND RIFLES





OEBPS/Images/155-1.jpg
Lee 200gr. Conical 452"

25gr SWISs Frrg 862 2 320
30gtvol. Pyrodex P 924 u )
Lee 227t 457" Bullet %6 92 382
30gt.vol. Pyrodex P ain. groups bullet too long for

at 25yd. with Coltr

Wonder Wads Remington revolvers
35givol. Pyrodex P 979 27 3

poor accuracy

without wads

Buffalo 190gr. Conical

30gt/vol. yrodex P 765 n 1
35gtivol. Pyrodex P 993 142 416
35guivol. H777 1008 120 a9
40geival. K77 1066 51 4795 rested at

s0yd.






OEBPS/Images/154-1.jpg
Ruger Old Army

457" Ball Velocity (fps) | Extreme spread () | Energy fuib.
(fps)

350t SWISS FFFg 1088 % 376

35 grivol. Pyrodex P 992 88 313

same load different day 970 91 25

35qr/vol. HT77 1046 89 340






OEBPS/Images/159-1.jpg
bingh, Acksn, Aoy, Rusloor






OEBPS/Images/157-1.jpg
Mt. Baldy
Custom Cast
Bullets

Photograph by Billy Fugett






OEBPS/Images/143-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/151-1.jpg
Buffato Bullet Compa

ROUND NOSE PISTOL BuLLETS






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/148-1.jpg
Spanner Screwdriver Head Side Plate. Bounce Off As With
Smith and Wesson






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
PERCUSSION
REVOI VERS

A GUIDE TO THEIR HISTORY,
PERFORMANCE, AND USE

MIKE CUMPSTON
JOHNNY BATES





OEBPS/Images/137-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/135-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/142-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/138-1.jpg
Trgger Retum Spring S o e
‘i Cocking Tiggor L Ll

Hle Trager






OEBPS/Images/128-1.jpg
36 Remington New Model Navy

380" 85g¢. Ball

Charge Velocity (fps) | Extreme Spread (fps) (5) | Energy
(tb)

28g1.SWISS FFfg 1238 59 m

28gtIvol. Pyrodex P 181 " u7

28gevol. H777 1188 ) 51

125t Buffalo Bullet

22gt. SWIss Frrg o8 ) 25

31 Pocket Remington 320" Buffalo Round Ball

11t GOEX FFFg 502 125

11gr.90-year-old FFfg 509 66

129t SWIsS FFfg 680 7

11grivol. Pyrodex P 609 125






OEBPS/Images/125-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/132-1.jpg
with hammer at full cock,
place wooden block between spring
and backstrap to capture the spring.

and remove grip frame

with grip frame removed, disassembly is much like the
Remington revolvers.






OEBPS/Images/131-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/120-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/119-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/11-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/110-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/105-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/108-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/116-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/114-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/115-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/100-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/102-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/95-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg
PERCUSSION
REVOLVERS

A GUIDE TO THEIR HISTORY,
PERFORMANCE, AND USE

Mike Cumpston
and
Johnny Bates

-

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/i-1.jpg
PERCUSSION
REVOLVERS





OEBPS/Images/81-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/73-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/90-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/89-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/93-1.jpg
Best thres of four *duélist st 50 flet.

440 inch ballpatch and wonder wad

30-grain GOEX FFFg, 419 fs
—30-graili SWISS FFFg,






OEBPS/Images/91-1.jpg
.50 Caliber Lyman Plains Pistol

175 Grain 490 Ball .010 Patch Velocity
40 Grains Goex FFg 681
40 Grains Goex FFFg 884
40 Grains Swiss FFFg 1040
40 G/Vol Pyrodex RS 645
40 Gfvol Pyrodex P 934
40 Givol HT77 1046
40 Gfvol American Pioneer 584
30 Gfvol Pyrodex P 760
20 Givol HT777 761
250 Grain Lee RE AL Bullet

40 Grains Goex FFFg 753
40 Givol Pyrodex P 889

.44 Caliber LePage Target Pistol
124 Grain 433 inch Ball with -010 inch Patch

20 Grains Goex FFFg 868
20 Grains Swiss FFFg 1005
20 G/Vol Pyrodex P 949
15 Glvol H777 964

sear spring
ool | 2’

Y

104
62
110

Wi,

s






OEBPS/Images/86-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/85-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/88-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/87-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/68-1.jpg
. )

s rotaion
BevelForcylider {0~ e
notehiens K
) Engagement
Depthor
Engagement ¢






OEBPS/Images/51-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/63-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/62-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/66-1.jpg
Cylinder - Nipples/Cones/Tubes

Hand/Spring Assembly

Arbor

Right side frame and groove
elieved for betler cap function

Trigger/Bolt Spring






OEBPS/Images/64-1.jpg
Dragoon

Load Powder Velocity (fps) | Spread (5) (fps)
454" Ball asgr. GOEX FFFg 881 19
457" Ball sogr. GOEX FFFg 890 El
454" Ball 50gr. SWISS FFg 1217 51
457" Ball aogr.vol. Pyrodex P 1030 5
454 Ball a5gt./vol. Pyrodex P 1157 55
454 Ball a5gr.vol. Pyrodex RS 869 85
190gt. Buffalo Bullet 409t SWISS FFrg 976 )
200gt. Lee Conical Bullet

3591 GOEX FFFg 97 %

35gtivol. [ 66

35 goivol Pyrodex P 1066 57

40grval. SWISS FFg 1043 3
193t Ram Lock Bullet 45 6gtval. SWISSWad 904 B

3" group at

50yd.






OEBPS/Images/55-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/53-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/59-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/56-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/5-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/47-1.jpg





