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PART II: CIVILIAN ARMS

Winchester Repeating Rifies !

Firing Two 8hois a Second, as s Re~
peater, and Twenty Shots a Minute
as a Single Breach-Loader.

These powerful, accarats, and wonderfully ef-
fectbre weapons, carrving eighteen charges.
which can be fired in nine reconds. are now
ready for the market, and are aold by all respon-
stble Gun Dealers throughout the country. For
information send for circulars and pamphlets to
the WINCHESTER REPEATIN G ARMS CO,,

New Haven, Connp. oct7w 229

Leavenworth (Kansas) Times and Conservative, October 1868.

or fancy metalwork such as plating and engraving.
With the magazine fully loaded and a round in the
chamber, the rifle would hold a maximum of eighteen
cartridges; similarly loaded, the carbine would hold
fourteen. Because the Winchester and the Henry were
sometimes used side by side on the frontier, the Henry
might be mistakenly called an “eighteen shooter,” or
the Winchester a “sixteen shooter,” by a casual ob-
server. ¥

Although manufacture of the arm began in 1866,
there were evidently no domestic sales until 1867.
Company officials recalled that, except for one or two
sample arms, the first two carbines sold in this country
went to Major H. G. Litchfield, adjutant for the De-
partment of the Platte, in late August of 1867. How-
ever, a small quantity may have left the factory before
that: in the spring of 1867 a cavalry detachment in
Wyoming surprised a band of Indians about to attack
a wagon train on the Platte River; Finn Burnett and
two soldiers chased one Indian into a hollow, where
he put up a stiff fight before going down. Burnett “took
from him the first Winchester rifle I had ever seen.”*

Apparently neither Winchester nor its dealers made
much of an effort to promote the new arms until 1868.
They were advertised in Galveston and Brownsville
papers in February of that year, and in March the
Freund brothers, with large advertisements in the
Cheyenne Leader and the Frontier Index, proclaimed
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San Francisco Mining and Scientific Press, March 1872.

themselves “Sole Agents For the Whole West For the
Celebrated Winchester's Patent Repeating Rifle And
Carbine.” A. D. McAusland of Omaha also advertised
the Winchester in 1868, and in October of that year
the Winchester firm itself placed ads in the Omaha
Republican and the Leavenworth Times & Conservative,
complete with illustrations of the carbine. An early
and famous carbine that went West was the special-
order arm acquired by Gen. Grenville Dodge, chief
engineer for the Union Pacific railroad. This gun (se-
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RIFLES

First camp of the John Wesley Powell expedition to explore and
map the present state of Utah. A M1866 Winchester rifle leans
against a clump of willows to the left of the tripod. During the
1860s and 1870s photographers such as William H. Jackson, Tim-
othy O'Sullivan, and E. O. Beaman (who took this photo in

rial no. 14,998) has a sporting-rifle buttplate and fancy
wood; the left side of its frame is engraved: “Gen' G.
M. Dodge/U.P.R.R.”

Distribution of the 1866 Winchester grew rapidly
during and after 1868. William E. Webb, who traveled
across the plains in that year, wrote that:

I became very fond of a carbine combining the
Henry and King patents. It weighed but seven and
one-half pounds, and could be fired rapidly twelve
times without replenishing the magazine. Hung by
a strap to the shoulder, this weapon can be dropped
across the saddle in front, and held there very firmly
by a slight pressure of the body . . . and with a little
practice, the magazine of the gun may be refilled
without checking the horse. So light is this Henry
and King weapon that [ have often held it out with
one hand like a pistol, and fired.

Charles Nessiter’s party, which left Fort Belknap for
Denver in 1868, took along “nine Winchester re-
peating rifles,” four English double rifles, and a double-
barreled, eight-bore duck gun (which when loaded

129

1871) created lasting images of the West and its inhabitants,
despite the difficulties posed by their primitive equipment and
techniques. (U.S. Geological Survey photo, courtesy National
Archives)

with about two ounces of shot in each barrel “would
be grand at close quarters”); two Caddo scouts who
accompanied the party had Spencer carbines. During
a three-day on-and-off fight with Comanches, the
Winchesters proved to be the most effective arms.*

Traveling across the frontier a year or two later, J.
S. Campion and his men found that “our rifles espe-
cially interested the Indians, being of a pattern they
had never seen before, for they were a then lately
invented arm—Winchester’s improved Henry's . . .
Qurs were carbine size, having, when loaded, fourteen
shots in them.” Winchesters also constituted the prin-
cipal armament for the two parties that explored the
Colorado River in 1869 and 1871.%

The popularity of the 1866 Winchester on the fron-
tier continued to increase even after the company
brought out an improved model in 1873. But a good
many westerners would have nothing to do with the
early Winchesters or other repeaters, for reasons they
considered very sound, and not until the 188ocs did
the repeating rifle assert its dominance over the single-
shot breechloader.
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John E. Steward, photographed in Glen Canyon of the Colorado
River in 1871. In addition to the geologist's hammer in his belt,
he carries a Winchester M1866 rifle. (Courtesy National Archives)

130
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RIFLES

SINGLE-SHOT RIFLES: THE BALLARD, THE
SPRINGFIELD, AND OTHERS

Single-shot rifles did indeed possess some definite
advantages over the early postwar repeaters; as late as
1892 A. C. Gould enumerated them:

less complicated, and less liable to get out of order;
will shoot a greater variety of ammunition; will shoot
uncrimped ammunition, patched or unpatched bul-
lets; will permit the use of a longer barrel; an ex-
plosive bullet can be used; a greater range of rear
sights on tang can be used.

P

The relative importance of these advantages would,
of course, depend largely on the individual user, but
in the main the factors which best accounted for the
single-shot’s longevity were simplicity, reliability, and
the ability to chamber long, powerful cartridges.*’

Due to the pressure limitations of rimfire cartridges,
however, the early single-shot rifles were chambered
for the usual short-case loads adapted to repeaters. For
example, Frank Wesson’s two-trigger carbine, one of
the first single-shot arms to reach the frontier, was
designed for the common .32 to .44 rimfire rounds,
and there was no significant departure from this prac-
tice until the appearance of the .50-70 government
cartridge, which prompted the development of various
civilian centerfire loads. In April of 1872 Wesson pa-
tented a hammer with an adjustable firing pin, which
allowed him to chamber his rifle for centerfire as well
as rimfire rounds; this gave rise to somewhat more
powerful cartridges, such as the Wesson . 44 Extra Long
Centerfire, loaded with a bullet of about 250 grains
and a 48 to 50 grain powder charge.

Although Wesson’s rifle had seen limited military
use during the war, it was far more popular in civilian
circles, where it retained a measure of that popularity
for many years after the war. In the late 1860s and
early 1870s western dealers such as Carlos Gove of
Denver, A. D. McAusland of Omaha, and Liddle and
Kaeding of San Francisco handled it, and Wesson him-
self was still advertising it in the late 1880s.%

I31

Frank Wesson .44 single-shot carbine used by Gen. Phillip de
Trobriand at Ft. Stevenson, Dakota Territory, in 1867—69. The
forward trigger releases the barrel for loading. (Courtesy State
Historical Society of North Dakota)

Another single-shot rifle developed during the Civil
War was that patented by James P. Lee in July of 1862.
The barrel of Lee’s arm was joined to a long frame by
means of a vertical pivot, which allowed the barrel
breech to swing to the right for loading. Lee set up
shop in Milwaukee, and in April of 1865 signed a
government contract to supply 1ooo of his guns in .44
rimfire. Because of a misunderstanding about chamber
dimensions, however, government inspectors rejected
the arms, whereupon Lee began manufacturing them
for the civilian market. Most commonly Lee sporting
rifles had 28 in. octagon barrels, chambered for the
.38 Long rimfire cartridge, rather than the 21!/2 in.
round . 44 barrels made for the contract arms. By mid-
1868 Lee rifles were available from at least two frontier
dealers, McAusland of Omaha and the Freund Broth-
ers of Cheyenne, but they never became really pop-
ular; Lee’s fame was to rest on guns other than his
swinging-barrel rifle.*

Of the other single-shot rifles used on the postwar
frontier—including the Browning, Maynard, Pea-
body, Phoenix, Stevens, Whitney, Winchester, and a
few lesser-known makes—four were to become espe-
cially popular: the Sharps, the Springfield, the Rem-
ington, and the Ballard.

The first of these to be designed specifically for a
self-contained metallic cartridge was the Ballard. As
introduced in the spring of 1862, it was available in
.32, .38, and . 44 rimfire, with some subsequently sold
to the military in both .44 and .56-.56 Spencer cal-

. ibers. By the close of 1864 the Ballard was also avail-

able chambered for a new cartridge, the .46 Long
rimfire, a load comprising a 300 grain bullet backed
by a 35 to 40 grain powder charge. For a Ballard owner
without ready access to metallic cartridges, a desirable
accessory was the steel chamber insert patented by
Merwin and Bray in January of 1864, which permitted
the use of loose powder and ball.

Presumably the same range of calibers was still avail-
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PART II: CIVILIAN ARMS

Lee .44 rimfire carbine. (Courtesy National Park Service, Fuller
Gun Collection, Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Mjl;.
tary Park)

Ballard rifle barrel and frame found near the site of Egan Station
in Nevada along the Overland Trail route. To the left is the
cylinder and frame of a Colt M1860 revolver, discovered at the
site of the Shell Creek stagecoach station in the same state. (Cour-
tesy St. Joseph [Missouri] Museum)

able by the spring of 1865, when the Ballard began Merwin & Bray, advertised the Ballard in the Rocky

arriving on the frontier in quantity. In March of 1866, Mountain News with these words:

however, William Hardy of Prescott, Arizona, adver-

tised the Ballard rifle and carbine in only two cali- . Ballard Rifles and Carbines, of large calibre, as fol-

bers—.44 and .46 Long rimfire. But a Merwin & Bray lows: 44-100, 46-100 and s50-1oo. This want has

ad for the Ballard, placed in the Central City, Colo- long been felt. Now, for the first time, are we pre-

rado, Miners’ Register three months later, stated that pared to furnish the Large Bores or Calibres. It will

“within the past year we have made immense im- be remembered that the Ballard is The only Breech

provements in the ammunition used in these Rifles, Loader That Can Be Loaded as well with Loose

increasing their accuracy and power full twenty per Ammunition as with copper cartridges. Made with

cent., equaling now the best Muzzle-Loaders.” (Un- long, heavy barrels, from 24 to 30 inch.

fortunately, the ad failed to specify just what these

improvements were. )’! Whether the new . 50 caliber Ballards were chambered
In July of 1867 Merwin & Simpkins, successors to for the .50-70 round or some lesser cartridge is un-

I32
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