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This venture was a financial failure and they were forced to sell th 
After the sale of the original Smith & Wesson firm in 1855, Horace 
Market Street for his brother-in-law William Collins. 

~ e i r  company to Oliver Winchester (5). 
Smith returned to Springfield and operated a livery 
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Horace Smith (8) contributed $1,646.68 as his part of the business while D.B. Wesson invested $2,003.63, giving him a majori 
interest in the new firm. The partners rented a small shop (9) at 5 Market Street in downtown Springfield and began production of th 
new revolver. This small .22 caliber revolver (10) was well received. 

By mid-1859, the firm had completely outgrown its small shop at 5 Market Street and began construction of a new 
Stockbridge Street. This building (11) was completed in January, 1860, and Smith & Wesson moved to their larger location. 

53/44 Reprinted from the American Society of Arms Collectors Bulletin 53:44-58 
Additional articles available at http://americansocietyofarmscollectors.org/resources/articles/ 



I Horace Smith (2) and D.B. Wesson (3) were not newcomers to  the gun business when they reformed their partnership in Springfield, 
Massachusetts, November, 1856. They had a previous partnership in Norwich, Connecticut, producing a lever action repeating pistol (4), 
under the name of Smith & Wesson. 

IMES E 
' { I  [ ' j  : 

D.B. Wesson stayed on and worked for Oliver Winchester a s  plant superintendent to help Winchester get his newly acquired company 
running smoothly. While plant superintendent with Volcanic Arms Company, a s  Winchester had renamed it, D.B. Wesson invented a small 
seven-shot .22 caliber cartridge revolver (7). I t  was  this newly invented revolver that  D.B. Wesson brought to Springfield in September of 
1856 to  show and discuss with Horace Smith with regards to  renewing their partnership. They both agreed that  this could be a successful 
venture, and a second partnership was  formed on November 18, 1856. 
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Their unique new cartridge revolvers were now i n  great  demand. The company was  growing fast,  which resulted in Horace Smith and 
D.B. Wesson receiving good returns on their initial investments. 

By January 1862, the company employed 154 individuals, including 14 women. In  1865, the Springfield Republican published (12) 
Horace Smith's income a s  $163,912, and D.B. Wesson's a s  $162,552. The company had done well and continued to grow throughout 1860. 
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In 1870, with the introduction of their new military revolver called the Model 3 (13), the factory once again had to expand. Another I 

D.B. Wesson brought his eldest son, Walter, into the office to handle the increased work load. In 1873, when Horace Smith (17) reached 
65, he decided to retire. His share of Smith & Wesson was sold to his 48-year-old partner (18) for $200,000, to be paid to him over the next 
two years. 

D.B. Wesson now became sole owner of the firm and soon began construction of a new tower building (19) to house the offices. This 
building was completed in 1876. 

Under the strong hand of D.B. Wesson, the firm continued to grow and by mid-1880 a new office building (22) was added which housed 
D.B. Wesson's company office (23). 
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I complete wing (14) was added to handle the new frame size and the orders which were received from Russia (15), Turkey and Japan (16). 

I By January, 1880, the company had achieved international fame a s  an arms manufacturer. They were written up by the prestigious 
magazine, The Scientific American (20). The firm had expanded to 500 employees, producing 400 revolvers per day. This increased 
production called for further expansion and D.B. Wesson purchased an adjoining building known as  the Burbank Building (21). 

I 
The production of a new style side-swing revolver in 1895 (24) resulted in further construction. This new structure (25), which was 

called the I Frame Building, was the last one built under the supervision of D.B. Wesson. 
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In 1885 D.B. Wesson made his two sons, Walter and Joseph (26), partners in the business. This allowed him more time to spend with 
his wife Cynthia and enjoy the vast fortune which he had made at Smith & Wesson. He began to travel extensively in Europe. (27). I 

When D.B. Wesson passed away in 1906, the size of his estate overwhelmed the Springfield area (30): it was the largest estate ever 
probated in Hampden County. As calculated from his will, his estate divided $15,000,000 amongst his heirs. His contributions to the 
Springfield area were many. He provided jobs as one of the area's largest employers, he established two hospitals (31), and erected two 
drinking fountains (32). I 

In 1917, the last of the buildings at the Stockbridge Street plant was constructed, a cement building (34) running parallel to Willow 
Street. Today this building is the only one of the original complex still standing and can be seen in the far right hand side of the picture. 

The gun business was very lucrative for the Wesson family and the city of Springfield. It provided large profits, numerous jobs, and a 
great deal of prestige. The thing that made it work was not only D.B. Wesson's inventive genius, but the people who worked for the 
company and their feelings for the firm. I 



I Mr. & Mrs. Wesson developed plans to build a new summer house in her  home town of Northboro, Massachusetts (28). This  was  
completed in  1886 and was  called White Cliffs. 

More spectacular were his plans for a mansion (29) which was built a t  50 Maple Street  in downtown Springfield overlooking his 
manufacturing o ~ e r a t i o n .  This elegant house was  s tar ted in  1890 and completed in 1899 at a cost just under $300.000. 

Now, the company (33) passed to his two sons for management, under a trustee arrangement, which caused internal s t ress  between 
the brothers. 

F 

I have interviewed several workmen employed during the early 1900'9, and their quotes were, "A great  place to  work," (35) "You 
were interested in your work, " (36) "Everyone was a regular guy," "You felt that  you were par t  of a large family," (37) "You felt par t  of 
the company, therefore you worked hard for the  company." 

These were people whose fathers had worked for Smith & Wesson and where being a n  employee was  part  of a family tradition, a s  jobs 
were handed down from father to  son. 



Let's now digress from our  history of Smith & Wesson's growth and take a close look a t  why Smith & Wesson selected Springfield, and 
a closer look inside the  company. 

Smith & Wesson had chosen Springfield, Massachusetts, not because Horace Smith was  a native to  the area,  but  because the a rea  
offered the partners  a large pool of skilled labor with experience from the numerous gun makers of the a r e a  such a s  the  U.S. Armory (38), 

The a rea  also had a n  abundance of manufacturers (42) such a s  C. Whitcomb & Co., Gray & Woods, and Lamson, Goodnow & Yale, who 
produced the  necessary machines for firearms manufacturing. 

The prospective employees, availability of equipment and raw materials (43) were all readily accessible in the  immediate Springfield 
area, thus making i t  a n  ideal city to  s ta r t  a revolver manufacturing firm. - 
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The operation of the company was  like many other  manufacturing firms of the 19th century in  that  i ts  production was  done on a 
contract basis. D.B. Wesson wrote individual contracts (46) with each departmental foreman. These contracts would cover the production 
of all  fabrication of parts, heat  treating, finishing, assembly, etc. 

For  example, Mr. J.U. Johnson, foreman of the Cylinder Department, would be  issued a contract to  manufacture 10,000 finished 
machined cylinders for $.59 per  cylinder. I t  w a s  the contractor's responsibility to  hire the individual workmen. D.B. Wesson then paid 
only 12  foremen (47) whom he  held personally responsible for the quality of the handguns produced. Wesson supplied the  machinery, r a w  
materials and all facilities with which the individuals worked. 
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The working hours for the company were from 7:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M., six days a week, with the average employee (50) receiving 
approximately $.I6 per hour. The employees would rise early so they would have time to walk to work, ride their bike or take the trolley 

(51). 

Each individual, usually dressed in a suit coat and bowler hat, would rush to his department, taking time only to fix his coat and hat to 
a long-handled hanger (54) so they could be properly placed on a hook in the ceiling, or  hung on a convenient steam pipe. 

To follow the production of the parts on our plant tour, it is necessary for us to cross the courtyard to the forge shup (55) located in the 
far side of the main plant so that the large drop hammers forge would not disturb the office staff with their continual pounding. I 

Once the parts have been forged (58), cleaned and annealed they would be transferred to the milling room (559, where all of the parts 
would be divided: frames were completed in one section, barrels another and the small parts diverted to the small parts department where 
they were completed. 
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I The entrance to Smith & Wesson was on Stockbridge Street, up a short flight of stairs located next to the Tower Building (52). 
Once inside the gate, the employee would go by the office (53), passing under the watchful eye of one of the members of the Wesson 

family, who seemed to take turns watching the employees come to work. 

a- - .. , i 

As you cross the courtyard this early in the morning, it is necessary that you keep a sharp eye out for D.B. Wesson who drove his 
rtyard, to the stables. 

red hot steel into the various shapes of frames, barrels, hammers, 
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The finishing of these parts (60) was a series of different machining operations, some with regular mills, others with hand operated 

Once a barrel was completed, it was sent to the rifling room (61) where the rifling was put into the barrel. These rifling machines were 
of the sine bar type, some of which Smith & Wesson bought from the Sharps Rifle Company. 
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When a frame was completed, it was sent to the stocking department (62) where it would be fit with stocks of either hard rubber, wood, 
pearl or ivory. Once the stocks were fitted, the gun was serial numbered. If wooden stocks (63) were fitted to the gun, the serial number 
would be stamped in the underside of the left grip. If the stocks were rubber, pearl or ivory, the number would simply be scratched in or 
marked in pencil. I 

These unfinished parts were then forwarded to the soft fitting department (66) located on the top floor of the main plant. Here the 
skilled fitters assembled these unfinished parts into revolvers, carefully stoning each part so that its fit was perfect and the revolver 
functioned smoothly. Once the revolver had been assembled and inspected, it was disassembled by the fitter who carefully stamped the 
serial number on the rear of the cylinder, barrel, and barrel latch. His last task was to stamp his mark (67) between the frame posts to 
show who had completed the revolver, as he was responsible for any repairs to the gun, on his own time. I t  was costly for these assemblers 
to do shabby work, as they could easily lose a day's pay. I 

* .- -- 

After the guns were polished, they were moved down the pull-chain elevator to the basement of the main building 
blued or plated. 

Now that the exterior finish was completed, the parts were transported back up the elevator to the second floor o 
the hard fitting department (70). Here the guns were reassembled and minor stoning completed to guarantee the best of function. 

This method of double fitting a revolver first in the soft, then in the hard or finished state, was used by Smith 
when it became too costly to assemble a handgun twice before it was shipped. 
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The cylinders (64) were produced in a separate department run by Mr. J.U. Johnson. They were manufactured from bar stock and took 
123 operations of various machining before completion. 

At this point in the manufacturing all of the parts were through being machined but still lacked the final polish and finish (65). 

The now fitted, but unfinished parts, were taken to the polishing room where they were polished (68). Smith & Wesson manufactured 
111 of their own polishing wheels, made of the best walrus hides impregnated with various roughness of grits (69). 

From the hard fitting room, the revolvers were moved to the range (71) in the basement of the frame building where each gun was 
proof tested and a t  this time stamped with a "P" on the top of the bottom strap over the trigger guard (72). I t  was here that Smith & 
Wesson's female factory workers, dressed in their fiffyalls (73), cleaned the revolvers and carefully matched the numbered grips back to 
the proper revolvers. 



After test firing, the revolvers moved through the inspection department (74) where they were closely inspected. It would be in this 
department where military inspectors (75) were located, and then the revolvers were boxed (76). I 

For enjoyment, the employees were great sports fans. They were particularly fond of baseball (79). All of the various industries in the 
area from Milton Bradley to the U.S. Armory had teams. I 

Let's come back to the 20th century and follow the continued 
development of Smith & Wesson to more recent times. 

Times changed rapidly after World War I. The plant slowed 
down, jobs dropped off, and soon there were only 100 employees. 
During the depression, employment dropped to a low of 26. 
Everyone laid off was just waiting for employment to start up 
again as they wanted to come back to Smith & Wesson. 

With the beginning of World War 11, and the coming of a man 
by the name of C.R. Hellstrom (82), the company began an upward 
climb. 

By 1937, employees were getting $.40 per hour and a piece 
worker might be making $35 per week. Individuals could count on 
Hellstrom giving them a nickel raise; of course, you had to listen 
to his story about the price of pork chops, or some similar tale. 
The factory began to really buzz again and the old timers were 
being replaced by men who had worked up through the ranks, like 
Bill Gunn (83). 



if the firm was producing any models for the various governments (76). 
Upon completion of the final inspection, the handguns were moved to the shipping department (77). Here each gun was wrapped in 

heavy white tissue paper, placed in a box with a cleaning rod and brush (78). And so the manufacturingwas completed and all that was left 
was for someone to purchase the handguns. 

During the summer these teams would play each other on Sunday afternoons in Springfield's largest park, Forest Park (80). Can you 
imagine when Smith & Wesson won its first championship and its team, band, and all the spectators marched the two miles from Forest 
Park to downtown Springfield in celebration of the win? After the turn of the century, one of the Smith & Wesson players, "Rabbit" 
Maranville (Bl), made the big time playing for the Boston Braves. 

The old era  was coming to an end. After 90 years, the old Stockbridge Street plant (84) had outlived its usefulness. Hellstrom built a 
new plant and a complete new era  began for Smith & Wesson. 



Looking back a t  history, the philosophy which helped Smith & Wesson grow can 
be  summarized in the following words written in  D.B. Wesson's Day Book in 1865 
(85): "No thing of importance can be done without effort." He lived by these words 
and much effort was poured into Smith & Wesson. The company continued to 
develop while living up  to this motto. 

The effort he  talked about came, not only from him, but from those who worked 
for him. I t  is the  people who work for a company, together with i ts  management, 
that  contribute to  a successful organization. The people working for Smith & 
Wesson have answered the challenges of today and continue to  apply a n  effort so  
more things of importance can be accomplished. That  they also gave their lives for 
their country is  shown by the Honor Roll l ists a t  the  entrance to  the plant (86). Pro- 
viding the  broadest line of quality firearms for today's sportsmen and law enforce- 
ment personnel, Smith & Wesson is  still keeping alive 133 years of tradition! 




