
JAMES B, SMITH 
MILLER REVOLVING RIFLE 

When Frank  Russell  asked me to take par t  in this program, I was quite pleased to 
be on a team with men I considered most  advanced in the collecting of revolving long 
a r m s .  

F o r  some t ime I had felt  the existing information on the Miller revolving rifle w a s  rathe 
spa rce  and with some r e s e a r c h  much more  could be uncovered. So f a r ,  l i t t le has 
been known about the revolving r i f les  marked I t  J and J Mil ler" ,  Rochester,  New 
York. The only available source being the "Gun Collector" i ssue  number 35 which did 
mention Miller and gave a patent date of June 11, 1829. Many questions remained to 
be  answered regarding Mil le r ' s  patent, the relation to the Billinghurs t  and other 
revolving rifles of the s a m e  genera l  pattern. 

Litt le did I rea l ize  what a blind alley this r e s e a r c h  would lead me into. My f i r s t  contact 
was with M r. Tom I-Iall who was very helpful in locating a listing of the Miller patent in 
his l i b ra ry  a t  the Winchester Museum. With this listing on patent date and a very  brief 
description and with the aid of a patent attorney friend of mine,  I t r ied to obtain 
fur ther  information f rom the U. S. Patent  Office. Because of the p'atent off ice f i r e  in 
1836, during which the records  were  Lost, I was unable to get any new o r  interesting 
fac ts  on the Miller patent f rom this source.  My next attempt for  new information w a s  
directed to the Frankl in Institute of Philadelphia where I did obtain some data f rom 
their old U.S. Ordnance records .  , 

The most  helpful information was received from Mark  Aziz who, as  you know , i s  
also here  today with a presentation of his own, which I am su re  was a full t ime job 
without having to help me. The information he furnished was taken from the Rochester,  
NewYork, c i ty  dir 'ectories and the local newspapers of the t ime of the Miller activity. 
Here  i s  the information I have put together f rom various sources.  

The Miller Revolving Rifle patent was issued to James  Miller of Brighton, NewYork 
on June 12, 1829 and is shown in the U. S .  Patent Office listing for the year 1829, 
listed a s  patent number 203. This listing descr ibes  i t  a s ,  "An improvement in  r i f l e s ,  
mus kets and fowling e t c .  - - - the magazine (cylinder) to cmtain a number of 
charges:' 

Another listing of this patent i s  found on page 183 in the " Journal of Ordnance Industry", 
volume 4 ,  dated July to December,  1829, which l i s t s  the Miller patent "for an improve- 
ment in the construction of f i r e a r m s ,  r i f les ,  muskets ,  fowling pieces,  ordnance, etc.  
to James Mil ler ,  Brighton, Monroe County, New York, June 11th". It fur ther  s ta tes  1 
that ,  "this gun i s  very s imi l a r  to Rogers and Wheeler 's  patent (shown on page 124)". 
"A revolving chamber containing 7 charges i s  placed behind the main bar re l" .  "Each 

I 

of the perforations on this revolving piece has i ts  touch hole, has i ts  percussion 
P r imer" .  "The improvement reli.ed on in this machine consists in the s irnplicity of. 
i ts  construction, in eve ry  way adapted to hunting and for war  purposes". Most of the 
Miller Revolving Rifles that I have observed a r e  marked " J & J Miller" with a 
Rochester address  on the ba r re l .  In some cases  the J &J Miller i s  a l so  stamped 
on the lock plate. J & J Miller a r e  the initials of James  and John Miller who were  
operating in Rochester ,  New York from the years  1827 to about 1852. A few pieces a r e  
reported to be  marked with J. Miller,  others  John Miller and a r e  thought to have been 
made a t  a la ter  date than the J & J Miller pieces.  
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F r o m  the  Roches te r  d i r e c t o r i e s  w e  find the  following informat ion,  which I be l i eve ,  
i s  new and should help us s t r a i gh t en  out the  m y s t e r y  of the  two J. Mi l l e r s .  

T h e , d i r e c t o r y  of 1827 l i s t s  John Mi l l e r ,  whose occupation w a s  a f a r m e r ,  boarding 
with Joseph  Medbery on River  S t r e e t  (now St. P a u l  S t r e e t )  Roches t e r ,  New York. 
J a m e s  Mil ler  w a s  not  l i s t ed  i n  t he  d i r e c t o r y  of that  y e a r .  

In the 1834 d i r ec to ry ,  J a m e s  Mi l le r  was  l i s t ed  a s  a gunsmith  with a shop  a t  11 Mason  
S t r ee t  Roches t e r ,  NewYork. John Mi l le r  a l s o  l i s t ed  a s  a gunsmith  of the  s a m e  
a d d r e s s  and boarded with J a m e s  Mil ler  ( a s s u m e d  to b e  h i s  b r o t h e r )  a t  9 Chestnut  
Street ,  Roches t e r ,  New York,  Th is  i s  the l a s t  year  that  J a m e s  Mi l l e r  i s  l i s t ed .  

The  Roches te r  d i r e c t o r y  of 1838 l i s t s  John Mi l l e r  a s  operat ing a gun shop  on F r o n t  
S t r e e t ,  Rochester ,  New York and l i s t s  his r e s i dence  a s  the  Mansion House. YOU wil l  
note h e  ha s  moved f r o m  the  a d d r e s s  f o r m e r l y  l i s t ed  a s  t he  J a m e s  Mi l le r  home. 

The d i r e c t o r y  of 1841 l i s t s  John Mil ler  of the  s a m e  F r o n t  S t r e e t  a d d r e s s  and res id ing  
a t  the Arcade  House.  

In the 1844 d i r e c t o r y  it l i s t s  John Mi l le r  with a gun shop a t  the s a m e  a d d r e s s  and 
living a t  9 Chestnut .  Note, h i s  home  is now at t he  a d d r e s s  f o r m e r l y  used by J a m e s  
Mi l l e r .  

D i r ec to ry  of 1847-1848 l i s t s  John Mi l le r  a s  a r i f l e  manufac tu re r  opera t ing  a shop  at 
the  Cur t i s  Block with his home a d d r e s s  a t  9 Chestnut .  In July  of 1848, the  Cur t i s  
Building was  c omplete ly  des t royed  b y  f i r e  and a new gun shop was  es tab l i shed  at 
4 3 Main S t r e e t .  

S imi l a r l y ,  we find in the 1849 tr, 50 d i r ec to ry ,  J a m e s  Mi l l e r  not  l i s t ed ,  John Mil ler  
a gunsmith  a t  43 Main Street . ,  home a t  9 Chestnut  S t r ee t .  

The d i r e c t o r y  of 1853-54 shows that  John Mi l le r  ha s  become  a f i sh  dea l e r  a t  29 F r o n t  
S t r e e r ,  re ta in ing his home at the  same 9 Chesnut S t ree t .  

1 The r e c o r d s  indicate that  Mi l l e r  has  gone out of the  gun bus iness  and tu rned  ove r  his 

I gun shop t o  Antobres  G.  Edward ,  who a t  one t ime had worked f o r  Bi l l inghurs t .  

I 
Miller  opened a f i sh  m a r k e t  a t  29 Front  S t r e e t  but did not  continue in the  bus ine s s  
v e r y  long. This  i s  the l a s t  t i m e  M i l l e r ' s  narneqaPpears  in t he  Roches te r  d i rec to ry .  
John Mi l le r  i s  supposed to have moved to  Michigan in 1854, to engage i n  the f i s h  
indust ry .  The Roches te r  newspaper  in 1854 r epo r t ed  Mi l le r  a s  being mixed up in 
s o m e  kind of suic ide  hoax and being s e e n  in  Ba t t l e  C reek ,  Michigan.  F u r t h e r  infor-  I 

mst ion  about the Mil l e r s  is los t .  You will note that  J a m e s  Mi l l e r ,  obtained the 
patent ,  was  not l i s t ed  a f t e r  1834. I bel ieve  it is safe t o  a s s u m e  tha t  he died s o m e  
t i m e  in the  year  1834. 

We ha5:e always suspec ted  that  t h e r e  was  a v e r y  c lose  bus iness  re la t ionsh ip  between 
Mi l le r  and Bi l l inghurs t .  Both the  Roches te r  d i r ec to ry  and newspapers  of the  pe r iod  
threw cons iderab le  light as to this  re la t ionship .  In the  d i r ec to ry  of 1834 we find 
Bi l l inghurs t  l i s ted  a s  working in the Mi l l e r  shop  on M ; ~ s o n  S t r e e t  and living a t  the 
home  of James  Mi l le r  on 9 Chesnut S t r ee t .  Some t i m e  a f t e r  1834  Bi l l inghurs t  left  
the Miller  a hop and es tab l i shed  his own shop fo r  making revolving r i f l e s  and o the r s  



and by 1842 Billinghurst had established a broad reputation a s  a maker of fine r i f les .  
The patent of June 11, 1829, though not very broad, does predate the Colt patent. 
James Miller ,  the inventor, lived in  Brighton, New York, a villaqe near  Rochester ,  
a t  the t ime the patent was granted. He did not s t a r t  making r i f les  in Rochester until 
about 1834. However, his brother  John Miller lived in Rochester as ear ly  as 1827. 
By 1834, Billinghurst was employed a s  a gunsmith in the Miller shop. We do not know 
whether James o r  John Miller were  skillful gunsmiths,  but  we a r e  s u r e  Billinghurst 's 
skil l  was exceptionally high. Because we know that the number of ear ly  Millers 
produced was very  s m a l l  and of excellent quality, I believe we can safely a s sume  that 
Billinghurst supervised their  construction and probably did the finishing work on the 
Miller r i f les .  James Miller i s  not l isted in Rochester director ies  af ter  1834 and in 
a l l  probability died during that year .  John Miller continued in  the gun business until 
about 1850. The patent probably expired in 1847. The number of r i f les  made by  him 
during the years  f rom 1835 to 1850 must  have been very  smal l  because those found 
marked Jtl o r  "John Miller" a r e  very  few. It i s  possible that John Miller's in te res t  
in the gun business was pret ty  much confined to the granting of the rights to use the 
Miller patent and collecting the royalties and the promotion of the Miller revolving 
sys tem.  

Many gunsmiths made r i f les  under Mil ler ' s  patent, the most  famous being' Billinghurst. 

Others  were: 

Elijah Snell of Auburn, New York 

Benjamin Bigelow of Marysville,  California, former ly  an  
apprentice of Billinghurs t.  

Antrobres Edwards of Rochester ,  an  apprentice of Billinghurst 
who l a t e r  took over the Miller shop in 1853. 

Volpous of Cincinnati, Ohio, an  apprentice of Billinghur s t 

Pa t r i ck  Smith of Buffalo, New York 1835 to 1870 

G, A, Brown, address  unknow, i s  supposed to  have worked f o r  1 
Billinghur s t. I 

E.S. Ormsby,  address  unknown, not to be confused with W. L. 
Ormsby, engraver  of Colt cylinders.  

A. S ,  Sizer ,  address  unknown 

G. R .  P i e r c e ,  addrss  s unknown 

I H, V. P e r r y ,  Fredonia,  New York 1840 to 1860 

C. E, Bunge, Geneva, New York 

Thomas P. Chexrington, J r . ,  Catawissa, Pa. 1858 

W. H. Smith Rochester ,  New York, and New York City - apprentice 

and workman for  Billinghurst. 
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We a r e  v e r y  for tunate  to  have on display,  h e r e  today, four  of the f ive o r  s i x  known 
Miller  Revolving Rif les .  All  of them a r e  excel lent  spec imens .  I would like to  
de sc r i be  them br ie f ly  a t  this  t ime .  

The  f i r s t  one belongs to Mark  Aziz and i s  of the typical  Mil ler  pa t t e rn  except  that  i t  has  
a ful l  length stock of the mi l i t a ry  type. I bel ieve  this indicates  that  the  Mi l l e r s  w e r e  
t ry ing to get into the mi l i t a ry  type gun as t he i r  patent de sc r i be s  the  r i f l e  a s  being 
sui table  f o r  muske t s ,  e tc .  I t  i s ,  i n  m y  opinion, one of the  ve ry  e a r l y  M i l l e r s .  

The next one i s  owned by F r a n k  Russe l l  and I have just  s e e n  i t  f a r  the f i r s t  t ime  this  
morning and I don' t  know too much  about i t  except  that  i t  i s  one of the  "J  & J Mi l l e r s "  
of ve r y  excel lent  workmanship .  It s e e m s  to have a l i t t le  bi t  of a Kentucky t inge to 
it .  I t  r e s e m b l e s  another  Mil ler  pa t t e rn  r i f l e  that  I have examined was  made  by 
Elijah SnelZ of Auburn,  New York.  The Snell  r i f l e  was  p r e t t y  rrluch on the  s a m e  pa t t e rn  
with the patchbox and Kentucky type in lays .  

The th i rd  one w a s  a l s o  brought  here by Mark Aziz and is  owned by a f r i end  of h i s .  It 
shows the highest  qual i ty  of workmansh ip  with f ine engraving.  You wil l  not ice  that  t he  
qenera l  des ign ,  workmansh ip  and engraving i s  v e r y  s i m i l a r  to the four th  one which 
belongs t o  me. 

My Mil ler  i s  s l ight ly  unusual and di f ferent  f r o m  the o the r s .  It has  a l ea ther  packing 
in  the fo rwa rd  end of the cyl inder  which may be one'of the patented f ea tu r e s  of the 
Mi l l e r  r i f l e s .  It is  a f e a tu r e  which was  to prevent  mul t i -d i scharge  and exces s  
d i s cha rge  between the cyl inder  and the  b a r r e l .  Aside f r o m  that  the only unusual p a r t  
of this r i f l e  i s  the top s t r a p  which i s  a t tached to  the b a r r e l  and dovetai led into the 
top of the f r a m e ,  holding i t  to,-{ether. I think this  has  s o m e  advantage ove r  the 
r egu l a r  Mi l l e r s  and Bi l l inghurs t .  

Now, the next one i s  a Cher r ing ton  which w e  don't know too much  about and t h e r e  is 
a quest ion a s  to  whether  i t  was m a d e  by Cher r ing ton  o r  Bi l l inghurs t .  I am qui te  s u r e  
i t  was  made  by Bi l l inghurs t  and this  opinion i s  conf i rmed by  M r .  S tewar t .  In any  
event ,  I think a s  you go through our d isplay of t he  Mil ler  type r i f l e s  you will a g r e e  
with ou r  conclusion that  a l l  tne  var ious  m a r k e d  names  a r e  v e r y  c lose ly  re la ted  to  the 
Mil ler  and Bi l l inghurs t  a r m s .  




