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INTRODUCTION

Colt. Even to people with little interest in or knowledge of firearms, the name has a resonance that creates a powerful mental image. Normally it is that of the archetypal cowboy, toting a six-shooter; an indication of just how successful Samuel Colt’s products were in defining an era. More than any other, the Colt revolver is the most easily identifiable and iconic handgun in the world. Since its introduction in 1847, it has remained in production – with one or two slight hiatuses – up to the present day, and it has been copied by countless other manufacturers.

Samuel Colt was born in Hartford, Connecticut on July 19, 1814, into a world that had changed little since the first English settlers landed at Cape Henry on April 29, 1607. His father was a dyemaker, with a particularly thorough knowledge of chemical processes. Young Samuel showed some hint of his inherited scientific curiosity at a very early age, making his own pyrotechnics and taking firearms apart to see how they functioned. He developed a curious fascination with nitrous oxide and became something of an expert on the subject, which would stand him in good stead in the future. He also loved manufacturing explosives and began to construct submarine mines, successfully blowing up a raft in a local pond at the age of 15. When an experiment with a torpedo went badly wrong, however, he was forced to leave his school, the Amherst Academy, under something of a cloud. This did not deter him in the least, however, and his interest in firearms continued unabated. He joined a trading ship bound for Calcutta at the age of 16 and it was from this time, he later acknowledged, that his initial idea for a revolving-cylinder firearm originated.

Although Colt’s later design was heralded at the time as a major breakthrough, as is so often the case his revolvers were actually the culmination of decades – one could reasonably say centuries – of firearms development by other men that eventually enabled Colt to piece together the mechanical jigsaw which culminated in a workable multi-shot handgun. There had been earlier attempts, harking back to the 18th century, and even the most dedicated Colt enthusiast will admit that the original percussion revolvers produced by Colt were not the strongest, most reliable, or most accurate of handguns. Colt himself acknowledged the shortcomings of the earliest designs, and continued to refine them throughout his working life.

Probably no other manufacturer, firearms or otherwise, has had such a long-term impact on the modern world as Samuel Colt. Not for nothing was it said: “It wasn’t God or the declaration of Independence that made all men free and equal, it was Colonel Samuel Colt.” If he was not the finest firearms designer America was ever to produce, there was one thing that Samuel Colt excelled in: exceptional marketing skills, in an era when the term had not even been coined. Nor could it be claimed that the Colt factory pioneered totally new methods of mass-production; it utilized the same techniques – the “American system” of manufacture – that companies such as Robbins & Lawrence and Eli Whitney had developed prior to the American Civil War. They used standardized machine-made components that were truly interchangeable and once the Colt factory had been established at Hartford, Connecticut, these same production methods were employed, utilizing improved and refined forms of fabricating parts to streamline the production process and improve profitability. Such was the demand for Colt’s revolvers from Europe that in 1852 he established a factory at Pimlico in London.
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Samuel Colt, 1814–62. (Photo by MPI/Getty Images)



During the Civil War years (1861–65), spectacular advances had been made in firearms design, particularly with regard to ammunition. If Colt suffered from one major problem in the post-bellum years, it was the company’s inability to bypass the Rollin White patent, which prevented Colt from converting its percussion guns to cartridge-loading. The Rollin White patent covered the loading of revolvers by means of a cartridge from the rear, and it held up the future development of Colt’s cartridge revolvers, permitting the company’s arch-rival, Smith & Wesson, to establish itself as a more innovative handgun manufacturer, introducing self-ejecting cylinders and double-action mechanisms. It could be argued that the Colt company never quite recovered from this, even after the patent expired and it was able to manufacture its own range of cartridge revolvers.

It is a curious anomaly that the actual working lifespan of all these single-action revolvers encompassed little more than 50 years, by which time a new generation of more sophisticated revolvers had appeared. From the late 1830s, when the first Colt Paterson revolvers emerged, men clamored for the Colt, which was carried by miners in the goldfields of California, soldiers of both sides during the savage battles of the American Civil War, and by trappers, traders, buffalo hunters, renegades, and robbers. Tens of thousands of Colts were carried by pioneers who began the long trek into the uncharted land west of the Mississippi River as migration increased dramatically after the end of the war. With the growing conflict between settlers and the Native American tribes, the US Cavalry, placed in the forefront of the disputed territories, were issued the Colt as their standard service revolver despite its by then rather questionable practicality. It was a sign of the high regard in which Colt’s handguns were held that it was chosen over stronger, faster-loading revolvers that were by then being produced by companies such as Remington and Smith & Wesson.

So brilliant was Colt’s advertising that today the popularity of the brand remains undiminished. In part this can be attributed to its unparalleled use in movies and television series, where the viewer could be forgiven for believing that no other form of handgun existed in early America. (The Winchester, similarly, appeared to be the only rifle.) Above all else, the Colt has become synonymous with the cowboy era, which in itself lasted for a remarkably short period of time. Although it was Mexican vaqueros who worked the Western plains from the 18th century, the American cowboy’s lifespan began only with the arrival of the huge cattle herds to feed the burgeoning populations in the West in the 1840s; and they died out with the introduction of railroads and the fencing of the ranges in the 1880s in order to keep cattle away from the ever-expanding farms. It is not, of course, coincidental that this was also the main era during which the handgun and rifle were put to their greatest use and around which hundreds of movies and television shows were based. To understand how Samuel Colt and his ideas were to affect the future of firearms design so radically, however, we need to go back some 200 years.
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A typical Colt Single Action Army “Peacemaker” in .44-40 caliber, loved by the movie industry to the exclusion of almost every other type of revolver. (© Royal Armouries XII.3698)
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Artist’s note

Readers may care to note that the original paintings from which the battlescenes in this book were prepared are available for private sale. All reproduction copyright whatsoever is retained by the Publishers. All enquiries should be addressed to:

mark@mrstacey.plus.com

The Publishers regret that they can enter into no correspondence upon this matter.

Editor’s note

In this book linear, weight, and volume measurements are given in US customary units of measurement (yards, feet, inches, pounds, ounces, grains). The following data will help when converting between US customary and metric measurements:

1yd = 91.44cm

1ft = 30.48cm

1in = 2.54cm

1lb = 0.45kg

1oz = 28.35g

1 grain = 0.002oz

1 grain = 0.064g

Front cover, above: An Army-issue Colt Single Action Army, in .45 caliber with 7½in barrel. These were the revolvers that were used in the bulk of the fighting during the turbulent period of the Indian Wars. (NRA Museums, NRAMuseums.com) Front cover, below: Paul Newman (left) and Robert Redford in a scene from the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. (Bettmann)

Title-page image: Purportedly an image of Jesse and Frank James, with Jesse (at left) holding a Colt Model 1860 Army. Frank, on the right, is holding a Remington Model 1858 Army. (Library of Congress)
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