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PRAISE FOR FAMOUS FIREARMS OF THE OLD WEST

“Guns, like axes and hammers, can be useful. But only in certain hands do they grab our attention. Paul Bunyan’s ax and John Henry’s hammer have nothing on the guns wielded by fabled badmen and lawmen of the American West. From John Brown to Bonnie and Clyde, the frenetic decades between the Civil War and The Great Depression produced characters no master of fiction could imagine. They were also the most fruitful decades in firearms design. In Famous Firearms of the Old West, Hal Herring walks you through dusty corrals and into noisy saloons, waits with you on dark roads and leads you, horseback, reins in your teeth, through hailstorms of bullets. Telling of hard lives spent fast over fresh corpses, Herring hews meticulously to fact—the facts, at least, as they’ve been strained through legend. The photos are real, the references exhaustive. If you’re a student of the gun and of a frontier defined by predators with steel in their hands, you’ll find in these pages a whiff of nitrocellulose, and dying echoes of shots that shaped the American West.”

—WAYNE VAN ZWOLL

“Most books on the old west only focus on the firearms of that period, the individual gunmen, or the cultural aspects of the western world. In Famous Firearms of the Old West Hal Herring has blended all three of these elements into one package, creating such a complete story of the weapons, the men wielding them, and the society they lived and killed in that you can almost smell the gunpowder in the air.”

—TIGER MCKEE,

DIRECTOR OF SHOOTRITE FIREARMS ACADEMY,

AUTHOR OF THE BOOK OF TWO GUNS

“Hal Herring has done an excellent job of combining the history of the firearms and the history of the people who used them in the Old West, so that the reader can learn about both in considerable detail. I’d recommend it as an addition to anyone’s Old West library.”

—MIKE VENTURINO,

STAFF WRITER FOR GUNS, THE AMERICAN HANDGUNNER,

RIFLE, AND HANDLOADER MAGAZINES

“Herring has written an amazing book! Gritty and compelling, Famous Firearms of the Old West tells the stories of real-life heroes, sinners, and cowards, and the guns that figured so prominently into their lives. A must-read for all lovers of guns and history. An amazing book!”

—BRIAN MCCOMBIE,

SENIOR EDITOR, GUNS & AMMO,

AND COLUMNIST, GUN DIGEST THE MAGAZINE
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PREFACE

The rifle sits in the glass case, and the museum is quiet, the fluorescent lights bright. It is merely an object of wood and steel; perhaps it is badly worn, or broken. The card below it describes why it is here, who owned it, what famous figure carried and used it. We linger over the exhibit mostly because the rifle belonged to someone famous, though some of us will make a careful study of almost any weapon—from war club to Hotchkiss gun to Apache helicopter or F-15—evaluating its efficiency, its weaknesses, imagining how it handles in battle, where it fits in the endless evolution of the mechanics of violence.

But, remember, there is a time and place, before the giant machines of war come to play, when the weapon and the warrior are inextricably linked. The term applied to these weapons is as old as conflict: personal weapons. Perhaps we take note of its wear patterns, a silvered place on the metal where a hand once gripped it, carrying it for months or years, or the reverse sway-back on the fore stock, telling a story of a forward-heavy rifle resting, ready for hunt or fight, on the pommel of a saddle, polishing away the wood as the horse rocked across thousands of miles that are now covered by housing developments and the roar of cities. Here the bluing is gone to black from sweat, there the stock is stained with blood, here a man has etched the stock of his fighting rifle with a phrase or picture that meant something to him, or hammered brass tacks in the stock to make a cross or a sunburst. Personal weapons. Sitting hushed and immobile in museum cases, all lethal potential stilled, the blood dried, the cries silenced, the smoke blown away. They exist now as windows into the men and women who fought—righteously or not—and died, or were willing to die, with them. What they conjure up can be a powerful magic.

The rifle, or pistol, or whatever we are looking at, is also proof of something very elusive, something that often cannot be easily imagined.

This really happened.

Yes, there was a place where a Cherokee warrior and family man, hounded for a crime he did not commit, fought it out, over and over, driving off posses in furious firefights, moving through the woods near his home like a deadly wraith, never running, always ready. Or, there was a man who held to the old ways, and died, blasted by cannon fire, fighting to the end. And this is the rifle that put bullets into the bodies of his enemies. That front sight may have rested on a lawman’s shirt pocket; those strange letters carved in the stock meant something to a decent man who could not be pushed and could not be taken alive. Look closely. Can you feel it? Do you know what it must have been like to be him?

And here is another weapon, a revolver, shiny and new-looking because John Wesley Hardin was shot down before he could wear it out with his endless practicing, the pearl handle always ready to protect a reputation for violence fading into years and cheap liquor. Can you smell the dust of El Paso, hear the clinking of shot glasses at the poker tables? There is a myth of Hardin, a dime novel Hardin, a movie Hardin. But there was a real John Wesley Hardin, too, and this pistol was his, carried in his hand, during long drinking nights, and days of trying to be a lawyer after a life of murder, combat, and prison. Still ridden hard by the demons of violence, but carrying a watch inscribed with words of love from his grown children, trying to write his autobiography, trying to be something else, something better, something he could not be. There’s tragedy in that gun, if you look at it, and know the story.

It was the stories that brought me to this book. America was a nation born yelling, and in a cloud of black powder smoke. For most of its history, it has been the cradle of liberty and liberty means conflict. The American West holds the distinction of being one of those places where the definitions of America were forged. After the nation was founded, after independence and the Indian wars of the southeast, new generations of Americans poured from the relatively stable civilization of the East, to the anarchic new world created by the piecemeal destruction of the Native American hold on the plains and deserts. That new world, so dangerous, so pregnant with promise and heartbreak and brutal challenge, would change them—and our nation—forever, as surely as the crucible changes steel or glass. From then until now, our national identity has been closely tied to the experiences in that crucible. We are a free people, living by the fruits of our own labors in a land of both danger and abundance. The reality has changed. For better or worse, our definition of our country and ourselves has not.

The weapons in this book were primary tools of survival in that anarchic world that defined us, wielded in the service of evil, some of them, others in the service of righteousness; most were used in both. A few of these guns, like the rifle carried by Chief Joseph of the Nez Percé, were wielded with calculated ferocity, only after every other option had been crushed underfoot by an implacable and self-righteous conquering enemy. Great waves of history crashing over human beings make for great stories. I would never try to say that the story of guns is the story of America—it is far more complex than that. But the story of these guns sheds a very wide light on the history of our country, and the story of the men and women swept along by these historical tides, fighting with these weapons, now so quietly stored in museums. The men and women are us. These weapons are ours. The history cannot be changed. The more we know of it, the more stories we keep, the deeper and wilder our history becomes.


CHAPTER ONE

John Brown’s Sharps Model 1850 Sporting Rifle

This rifle is unique in American history in that it is probably one of the first weapons to be chosen for deniability by its purchasers. It lacks many of the maker’s marks usually found on Sharps and other brands of rifles. Its serial number of “60” means it was one of the first Model 1850s to be produced. Wealthy antislavery citizens, churches, and groups in the cities of the East Coast wanted to support and be a part of the bloody struggle in Kansas against proslavery forces who were trying to make the state a part of the Southern slaveholding empire. John Brown, austere, wind-burned and pious, pleading his case for money and arms in the salons and luxurious homes of eastern industrialists, personified the raw struggle for freedom on the prairies of Kansas. However, even his most fervent benefactors could see in his single-minded obsession and blazing eyes the potential for mayhem. Some of them believed Brown to be insane, even if his cause was just. The Sharps rifle made especially for Brown is one of the first examples of an untraceable firearm, offering his wealthy benefactors, insulated already by distance, another level of what is known today among politicians as deniability for whatever Brown might do. As it turned out, Brown’s benefactors made a wise choice.

John Brown gave this Sharps to blacksmith and forge master Charles Blair of Collinsville, Connecticut, in 1859, as partial payment of a debt. Brown had contracted with Blair to produce the one thousand pikes he hoped to use to arm his slave rebellion at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. Always short of funds, Brown had trouble paying the $1,000 they had agreed on for the pikes, and it is believed that he gave this rifle to Blair as part of the payment before he undertook the disastrous Harper’s Ferry Raid.

[image: This Sharps Model 1850, .44 caliber, was specially made for abolitionist John Brown, and carried during the Kansas Campaign of 1856–1858; used in the Battle of Black Jack, the Battle of the Osawatomie, the Battle of the Spurs, and in many raids and skirmishes with proslavery militias in Kansas and Missouri, between 1855 and 1858; carried in the infamous Pottawatomie Massacre of 1856. The rifle was obtained for the U.S. Cartridge Company’s gun collection then passed into private hands. It was donated to the Smithsonian by Allen H. Johness Jr. of Metairie, Louisiana, in 1981. Courtesy Smithsonian Institute]

THE STORY OF THE SHARPS RIFLE

Since John Brown was captured and executed after his disastrous 1859 attempt to incite a slave uprising at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, it is perhaps ironic that the first breech-loading rifles, designed by Captain J. H. Hall in 1811, were produced at the same Harper’s Ferry Armory. Gunsmiths and designers had been trying to find a way to evolve beyond the muzzleloader for obvious reasons: Muzzleloaders were almost impossible to load from horseback, and the fixed load of breech-loading rifles was more consistent, especially in times of battle stress, when soldiers handling muzzleloaders had been known to do everything from pouring half a flask of powder down their barrels, to ramming a ball in with no powder behind it at all, to any of a million terrified variations in between. Last but not least, a breechloader could be loaded while lying flat behind a small, life-saving roll of earth or other cover, while even the most professional operator of a muzzleloader had to expose himself to enemy fire to recharge his weapon. The Hall Breechloaders, models made in 1833 and 1843, saw much use in the Mexican War and on the frontier. They were still around and in use through the Kansas border wars of the 1850s, and into the earliest years of the Civil War, in the hands of Southern troops.

But the Hallswere temperamental. The breech was crudelymilled, and gas and fire often spurted from the gaps, close to the face of the shooter. Christian Sharps, born at the time of Hall’s first patent in 1811, came to Harper’s Ferry to work with Hall in 1830. Ten years later, working at his own Cincinnati, Ohio, gunworks, he took what he’d learned from the Hall and created the model for the first of the Sharps breech-loading rifles. It would be eight more years before he sought a patent for his new design.

The patent was for a breechloader that solved many of the weaknesses of the Hall rifles. Among the innovations: The trigger guard functioned as a lever that, pulled down and forward, moved a drop-block down, opening the breech for loading a sealed paper or linen cartridge. Bringing the trigger guard back brought the block up to seal the breech, and also cut the end off the cartridge, exposing the powder for ignition through a cap, or through the newer Maynard tape primers—basically a line of caps fitted onto a tape—or the R. S. Lawrence Disk Primer magazine—caps in a ring, like a modern child’s cap gun. It is reported that although the seal of the breech on the Model 1850 Sharps were much better than anything produced by Hall, a small flash of fire still escaped when firing the weapon.

The first Sharps, like the one owned by John Brown, was made in .44 caliber. The model was produced, for only one year, for Christian Sharps by the factory of A. S. Nippes, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The Model 1850 remains among the most rare of collectors’ rifles—only about 150 of them were ever made.

The Model 1850 though, began the legend of the Sharps rifle that would continue through the Civil War and far beyond, to the end of the American frontier in 1881. The 1851s would see service against Apache raiders in Texas, and all along the Santa Fe Trail, as well as in thousands of other conflicts and in what may have been the era of the world’s last, greatest hunting that accompanied the opening of the plains states. The “Beecher’s Bibles” of the Bleeding Kansas era were mostly Model 1852s, or the Model 1853 Carbine in .52 caliber.

The Sharps greatest boom time, of course, would be the Civil War, when more than one hundred thousand of them were issued to Federal troops. Of these, most were carbines, forty-seven inches long, weighing eight pounds, and wonderful to handle on horseback. The most common Civil War cavalry rifle, the Sharps Models 1853 and 1855, became the sniper’s favorite on both sides during the war. Those rifles and the models that followed them would play a major part in the Great Plains Indian Wars, and in the extermination of the buffalo. Sharps introduced a metallic cartridge rifle in the late 1860s (in caliber .50–70 Government), but many plainsmen and veteran warriors preferred the tried-and-true percussion guns, with their cheap linen patches and bullet molds, blocks of lead, and powder horns, the standard equipment of one of the world’s wildest times and places.

POTTAWATOMIE CREEK, KANSAS TERRITORY, SUNDAY, MAY 25, 1856

It was as if, on this spring morning, the violent human ferment of the territory had been distilled down to its stinking, fly-blown essence, and displayed here beside a rutted wagon lane. Old Mr. William Doyle lay sprawled with his eyes open, a blue bullet hole in his forehead. His shirt was stiff with dried blood from the sword wounds in his chest. William Jr., twenty-two years old, was face down in the grass, his head split, jaw slashed open to the teeth, a wash of dark blood at one armpit.

When Mrs. Mahala Doyle found only the two bodies, she prayed that Drury, her twenty-year-old son, might have escaped the soft-spoken marauders who had come to their cabin in the dead of night. But while she and other settlers were getting ready to bury her husband and oldest son, the buzzards led them to Drury’s body, hidden in the tall prairie grass. The sight of him, both arms chopped off, his fingers scattered around him where he must have been trying to protect himself from the awful blows of the sword, was almost too terrible to witness. He had been finished with a single sword-stroke to the heart. The Doyles had come to Kansas from Tennessee, where, they had told their new neighbors, there were no good jobs because slaves did all the work. William Sr. had been a pro slavery man, even though he was far too poor to ever hope to own slaves himself.

When the men came at midnight to the Wilkinson homestead, Louisa Jane Wilkinson was so sick with measles that she begged them to return later to speak with her husband. She was afraid that if she were left alone, she might die of her illness. The night riders claimed to represent something called the northern army. The ramrod straight old man who led them was like a figure from a dream of the Old Testament, with the brush-torn clothes and dramatic white beard of a wilderness penitent. He seemed to be without, or beyond, anger; when he spoke to Mrs. Wilkinson, he was polite.

Jules Abels in his biography of Brown, Man on Fire, describes those dread moments, “You have neighbors that will help you,” he said. The Wilkinson children, awakened and afraid, gathered around. Mrs. Wilkinson said that the neighbors lived far away. “It matters not,” the old man said. When the armed men refused to let Allen Wilkinson put on his boots before leaving, she realized suddenly that they had come to kill him. She never understood why. He was a member of the proslavery Kansas legislature, but he had not been outspoken about his views. They were hardscrabble settlers, trying to make their way in the new territory, just like everybody else.

A neighbor, coming to check on her in her illness, found Allen Wilkinson’s body, tangled in a brush pile near the cabin, stabbed, his throat slashed, his skull split above the ear.

William Sherman was taken from the cabin of his brother “Dutch Henry” Sherman, who was a ruffian, and sometime ferryman. Dutch Henry embodied many of the hatreds that infected the territory. He despised anyone who questioned the righteousness of slavery, or suggested that the Kansas Territory should be free of the practice. But Dutch Henry was safely away from home. The body of his brother William would be found at ten o’clock in the morning in the creek, his brains washed out of his cleaved skull.

John Brown and his sons, and a select group of militia, had changed the dynamic of the struggle in Kansas. The massacre of relative innocents in any struggle introduces flesh-and-blood terror in place of fiery rhetoric, bluster, or hollow armchair exhortations to fight. Terror abolishes the theoretical and replaces it with either silence or battle. Brown preferred the latter, and he got it.

THE STORY OF JOHN BROWN

When John Brown first entered the American consciousness, the year was 1855, and he was fifty-six years old. He had fathered his last child, Ellen, in 1854, with his second wife, Mary Anne (his first wife died in 1832, along with their three-day-old son), whom he had married when she was sixteen and he almost thirty-three. Brown had led his family on an odyssey from small New York State farms, to a failed but ambitious tannery in Pennsylvania, to more farms in backcountry Ohio. A wool-selling venture that ended badly once took him to Europe. He was a gifted livestock handler and breeder, but an indifferent businessman. His family was never hungry, but real financial success eluded him, which was confusing to a man who, it was agreed upon by all who knew him, held himself and his own intelligence in highest esteem. He was a biblical scholar and a great reader, spending what little time he had between work with biographies of Cromwell and Napoleon, or the classic Plutarch’s Lives. Wherever he settled, he was known as much for his honesty and work ethic as he was for his piety and for his skill as a debater. The most famous ex-slave and abolitionist leader of the day, Frederick Douglass, described Brown, whom he met in 1847, as one of the few Americans he had ever known who lacked any semblance of racial prejudice, or even racial feeling. The idea that slavery existed in America had tormented Brown always; he considered slavery a vast sin that encouraged and contained a myriad of other sins, all growing like monstrous weeds, watered by the blood of innocents, cultivated with the kind of base cruelty that destroyed both men and nations.

The 1840s were particularly cruel to John Brown. He suffered bankruptcy and was jailed in Akron, Ohio, when he and two of his sons took up arms to try and prevent a foreclosure on their farm. He and Mary Anne lost four of their children to illness, and a toddler to a terrible home accident in which she was scalded to death. He and his family fought to survive on a pioneer farm in North Elba, New York, where the growing season was barely three months long, but the population of freed slaves living in the area provided Brown with near endless opportunities to teach, and mingle with, a people for whom he felt great respect and responsibility. At North Elba, he spent most of his money buying winter clothes for the ex-slaves, who were not well prepared to survive the howling blizzards of the Adirondack Mountains.

[image: John Brown—farmer, wool merchant, Biblical scholar, philosopher, murderer, and warrior—in his extravagant championing of abolitionism, helped push America toward Civil War. Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-106337]

[image: Frederick Douglass was born a slave in Maryland, escaping north to freedom in 1838 at the age of twenty, eventually becoming one of abolitionism’s most effective and articulate voices. His bestselling autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, remains one of literature’s most powerful arguments for human rights. Douglass met John Brown in 1847, and later described him as one of the few Americans he had ever met who lacked any semblance of racism. Library of Congress LC-DIG-cwpbh-05089]

By 1855 he abandoned his efforts at business and farming, and took up a new calling as a self-described instrument of God, destined to strike a blow against the institution of slavery. Five of his sons were already in Kansas, on homesteads in the southeast corner of the state near the community of Osawatomie. In 1855 John Brown Jr., following the latest invasion by Missouri border ruffians into Kansas, wrote to his father that “the interest of despotism has secured to its cause hundreds and thousands of the meanest and most desperate men, armed to the teeth with Revolvers, Bowie Knives, Rifles & Cannon . . . the friends of freedom are not one fourth of them half armed . . . the result of this is that the people here exhibit
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