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When d roars, it roars like a lion. 
When it sits down, it is like a corpse. 
What it Is? 
A Gun! 

While this nineteenth century Amharic poem 
could have referred to a number of frrearms, the au- 
thor was probably speaking of the Remington Rolling 
Block. Why? Because up to the 1890s, it was the most 
popular rifle in the Horn of Africa. A region which 
includes Egypt, Ethiopia and the Sudan, it witnessed 
the import of over 250,000 Rolling Blocks between 
1869 and 1900.l 

This investigation traces the impact of these 
weapons on Northeast Africa. Their purchase and how 
they were employed reveals a fascinating story. Roll- 
ing Blocks were not only a good military investment, 
but also a tool of diplomacy, the symbol of kingly 
power, and even a unit of currency. 

Our research begins inAfrica of the 1820s. That 
decade witnessed the establishment of the continent's 
frrst modem military-industrial complex. Centered in 
Egypt, it was the brain-child of Muhammad Ali Pasha, 
an Ottoman governor whose dynastic ambitions re- 
quired independence and a large army. 

While Egyptian gunmakers already had a long 
history, their individual efforts were not sufficient for 
a rapid expansion of military power. Initially, 
Muhammad Ali filled this gap by purchasing surplus 
firearms from post-Napoleonic Europe. Next, students 
were sent to study western gunmaking techniques. 
Finally, armories were established in Cairo and Alexan- 
dria which produced copies of English Tower and 
French MI777 muskets. While not noted for produc- 
ing quality weapons by 1837, the Cairo armory was 
able to frnish 4,000 muskets every month.2 

At the same time, private gunmakers contin- 
ued their work, producing ornate pistols and rifles 
which often featured significant amounts of silver or 
brass inlay. Baron Henniker noted the addition of tongs 
to the end of pistol ramrods as another mark of Egyp- 
tian firearms. Their purpose was to hold tinder for 
lighting up tobacco - an ubiquitous habit among the 
Egyptian military.3 

Pistols like these were purchased by officers, 

and often times, the higher the rank, the more costly 
the firearm. In a nation with strict gun control laws, 
owning weapons was considered a badge of office by 
the Turks, Circassians and Albanians who comprised 
Egypt's ruling elite. Indeed, Yusef Hekekyan, a keen 
observer of the period, often referred to these men as 
the "pistol gentry."* 

Thus it seems fitting that the first American 
weapons sold on the Egyptian market were revolvers. 
Abbas Pasha, who ruled from 1848-1855, equipped 
his 6,000 household troops with "American revolvers." 
In 1865, the government purchased an additional 2,000 
Colt MI85 1 Navy percussion  revolver^.^ 

Between these two orders, a remarkable turn- 
about nearly took place. On November 19,1861, Wil- 
liam Seward, Secretary of State of the United States, 
received eleven .58 caliber Minie rifles with sabre bayo- 
nets. These were samples of 40,000 muskets offered 
to Federal authorities at eleven dollars each. Who was 
behind this deal? It was none other than Said Pasha, 
the successor to Abbas, and a man whose taste for frne 
weapons often emptied the EgyptianTreasury. Fallen 
on hard times, he had already demobilized part of the 
army, and now sam7 the American Civil War as a means 
to get rid of his surplus arms. Seward informed U.S. 
ConsulThayer that whileAmerica did not have the cash 
to purchase this lot, no effort was to be spared in dis- 
couraging Said from selling them to the Confederacy. 
Thayer was successful, with the result that relations 

Reprinted from the American Society of Arms Collectors Bulletin 71:19-31 
Additional articles available at http://americansocietyofarmscollectors.org/resources/articles/ 



- 
The Remington Rolling Block Action. 

between Egypt and the U.S. Federal Government re- 
mained "very favorable" .6 

While Egyptian rifles never made it to the 
United States, American weapons would soon flood 
the Nile Valley. Several factors help to explain this. 
First, the Civil War marked a decisive transformation 
in the economic and industrial history of firearms. 
Heavy demands for both quality and quantity spurred 
the development of weapons factories in both the 
North and South. These needs ended in 1865, leaving 
armaments companies with superior products, the 
capability of mass production, significant capital in- 
vestment - and vastly diminished sales. Survival called 
for the capture of new markets overseas, and one com- 
pany superbly capable of such conquests was, E. 
Remington & Sons of Ilion, New York. Samuel 
Remington, President and chief company salesman, 
clearly recognized the post - 1865 challenge facing U.S. 
weapons makers. His leadership, plus innovative prod- 
ucts, allowed the company to dominate a significant 
percentage of the international arms market.' 

What was he selling? The rolling breech block 
system designed by Joseph Rider and Leonard Geiger 
became the mainstay of Remington sales well into the 
1880s; indeed, it is said that the design "saved the 
Remington Company from bankr~ptcy."~ Immensely 
strong, accurate, easy to operate and maintain, 
Rernington's rolling block weapons were the most logi- 
cal choice for the unsophisticated soldiery often found 
in conscript armies. No mere sales pitch, Remington's 
claims were backed up by prestigious authority. Gen- 
eral George Armstrong Custer wrote the company to 
praise the rolling block's high degree of accuracy. Gen- 
eral William T. Sherman thought highly of it, while U.S. 
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Government field testing graded this rifle as "an excel- 
lent infantry ~ e a p o n " . ~  

For a variety of reasons, foreign competition 
against Remington was nil. First, European gunmakers 
could match neither the output nor the efficiency of 
the Remington rolling block. Second, most available 
breech-loading systems were inferior in design. En- 
gland produced the Snider-Enfield, a musket conver- 
sion whose hinged breech did not have the rolling 
block's strength. While the Martini-Henry was better, 
poorly devised ammunition and fouling problems re- 
duced its appeal. Prussia's Zundnadelgewehr [needle- 
fire rifle] was worse: clumsy, difficult to cock, and 
ineffective beyond 500 yards. The French Chassepot 
was better, but used a silk-wrapped cartridge that 
caused much fouling and created a fragile gas seal. 
Finally, it should be noted that the best of these weap- 
ons were entering military service for the first time, 
and as such, only small numbers were available for the 
export market. lo 

Another big plus was the silver medal awarded 
Remington at the Paris International Exposition of 
1867. As this was the highest award for firearms, roll- 
ing blocks now had an international reputation. It was 
here that Samuel Remington met Khedive Ismail, 
Muhammad Ali's grandson and current ruler of Egypt. 
It was here also that dreams of an African empire 
meshed with those of lucrative contracts." 

The Egyptian military increased significantly 
during the reign of Ismail (1863-1879), and the Khedive 
wanted his troops to be modern in every way. To ac- 
complish this, he hired numerous foreign advisors, the 
majority of whom were Americans, and purchased fust- 
rate equipment. Indeed, the main purpose of his trip 
to Paris was to select a suitable rifle. Claude Minie B q ,  
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the inventor, Hassan Aflatun, an ordnance expert, 
Muhammad Ratib Pasha, the Commander-in-Chief of 
the Army, and Prince Hassan, the Khedive's third son, 
formed a committee to help in the selection. Their 
unanimous choice was the Remington rolling block, 
whereupon Ismail invited Samuel Remington to visit 
Cairo for tests.12 

These took place in 1868 at the Toura Artillery 
School, where Remington displayed his flair both as a 
marksman and a salesman. Telling Ismail that U.S. 
Troops were equipped with rolling blocks helped 
clinch the deal, even if far from the truth. The end 
result was a June 30, 1869, contract signed in Lon- 
don. It called on Remington to produce 60,000 rifles 
in what soon came to be called ".43 Egyptian caliber" 
and for production in Ilion to be supervised by a team 
of U.S.Army inspectors led by Minie Bey.13 

As a bonus to an already lucrative agreement, 
Samuel Remington obtained a choice plot of Cairo real 
estate as a personal gift from Ismail. Here he built a 
mansion which became his regional sales headquar- 
ters. As future deals loomed on a bright horizon, 
Remington's home became part of the winter social 
scene for Egypt's American colony. A former Confed- 
erate, Colonel Charles Graves, noted that everybody 
usually had a good time with Remington, "because 
there is no North or South here."'* 

This spirit of unity is one reason for 
Remington's success in Egypt, which Consul General 
George Butler described as "a fine field for American 
arms sales."15 Butler and other American diplomats 
pushed for increased trade between the two nations. 
When one considers that Egypt's imports for 1872 were 
$29.5 million, and that the U.S. share was only $358,000, 
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Remington's contract was not only considerable, but 
viewed as a wedge to open the door for additional sales. 
While unofficial, American diplomatic support for 
Remington ventures continued until the British occu- 
pation of 1882.16 

Generals Thaddeus Mott and Charles I? Stone, 
Ismail's senior foreign mercenaries, also lobbied for 
the purchase ofAmerican weapons. Rodman artillery, 
Gatling machine guns, a cartridge factory and two more 
rifle contracts followed, all funneled through Ismail's 
American purchasing agent, E. Remington & Sons. As 
can be imagined, such rapid success caused suspicion 
and jealousy amongst Remington's competition. Aus- 
trian, French and British authorities were piqued at 
the influx ofAmerican advisors into the Egyptian armed 
forces, and the unprecedented weapons sales. The 
Franco-Prussian War (1 870-1 87 1) temporarily ended 
such attention, and also impacted on the production 
in Ilion of Egyptian rolling block rifles.'' 

Ismail wanted to order an additional 100,000 
rifles, but was told by Butler that "with France in pos- 
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session of the market, such was now impossible. "18 

French Ordnance was desperate, absorbing 
Remington's entire manufacturing capability. Ismail, 
always the consummate politician, saw this as a chance 
to gain influence with Paris. To do so, he delayed his 
own order, and agreed to "default" on the remaining 
rolling blocks already owed him, allowing France to 
purchase the weapons. As a result,some of the 174,000 
Remington rifles and carbines shipped to France in 
1870-1871 were part of the original Egyptian contract.19 

While deliveries to Egypt resumed after 1871, 
it was not until 1875 that the majority of Egyptian sol- 
diers obtained Remington rolling blocks. Some re- 
tained their Minie rifles, while a select few on the fron- 
tier were issued Snider-Enfield rifles and carbines. Such 
weapons proved invaluable to Sir Samuel Baker's cam- 
paign to conquer the southern Sudan. Another of 
Ismail's many mercenaries, he credited his victory at 
MasindiJune 8, 1872, to his men's use of breechloaders. 
Indeed, it seemed "nothing could withstand Baker's 
impetuous daring backed by his Snider rifles. 1120 

News of such triumphs only spurred the desire 
of most Egyptian commanders to obtain rolling block 
firearms. The years 1873 to 1875 were full of official 
requests for the new rifles. A Sudanese admir+srrator, 
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Emin Pasha, noted that Remington firearms provided 
such a significant firepower advantage that in many 
cases small bodies of troops could travel through the 
Sudan's most dangerous regions without fear of resis- 
tance. 21 

Remington rolling block weapons issued to 
these troops came in three varieties: the No. 1 mili- 
tary rifle, a cut-down version often referred to as a 
"musketoon", and the No. 1 military carbine. All ar- 
rived fromAmerica with blued steel and walnut stocks. 
Rifle barrels were fitted with a lug to accept a sabre 
bayonet. Repairs by unit armorers or at government 
arsenals often substituted other woods, and regulations 
later removed the blueing. This was a necessity as 
Egypt's plentiful supply of dust and sand made oiling 
weapons almost impossible. Cleaning then was ac- 
complished by polishing weapons until they shined 
"like glass."22 There are no strict rules on determining 
a standard barrel length.23 Recorded are: 35.25-36.5 
inches for the rifle, 24-26 inches for the musketoon, 
and 20.5-23.5 inches for the carbine. Markings on these 
weapons vary, with an "EP" cartouche surrounded by 
a crescent and a star over a crescent, being common 
features. One often finds a mass of Arabic numerals 
and characters stamped on the receiver and upper 
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barrel near the chamber. As some of the numerals seem 
like date stamps, it is possible these are post-1882 
markings from when the guns had been surplussed to 
Cairo's Citadel Arsenal. Rifles chambered for the .43 
(11 x SOR) Egyptian cartridge are common. The Egyp- 
tian carbine and musketoon are rarely encounted by 
collectors today. 24 

James McCoan, writing in 1877, estimated a 
total of 200,000 rolling block weapons were stored in 
Egyptian arsenals. Adding another 20,000 for first-line 
active duty troops, and considering attrition, one might 
guess that Remington sent slightly under a quarter of 
a million rifles and carbines to Egypt in the period 
1869-1880.25 

Long arms were not the only Remington weap- 
ons sent to Egypt. Opinion holds that significant num- 
bers of .44 caliber M1875 revolvers were sold. The 
story of the so-called "Egyptian Model", however, is 
very unclear. Certainly there were significant num- 
bers of six-guns used by Ismail's miliary. Despite this, 
there are few definitive answers as to the exact mod- 
els employed. Noted Remington collector Leon Wier 
has had extensive correspondence with Cairo museum 
authorities, but to this date has failed to turn up a single 
photo of an Egyptian revolver M1875. This does not 
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preclude the possibility of their existence, but forces 
one to take a somewhat neutral stance until primary 
sources reveal otherwise.26 

Far less ambiguous is the story behind 
Remington's sale of milling machines and ammunition 
factories. Always living in his grandfather's shadow, 
Ismail wanted to create a new military industrial com- 
plex that would rival that of the 1830s. The new work- 
shops were part of the original Remington contract 
and could provide spare parts, repairs and most im- 
portant, ammunition for the rolling blocks.27 

This was a significant improvement for the 
Egyptian military. Previously, locally made gunpow- 
der had been, in the words of Murray's Handbook, 
"scarce, bad and dear". In addition the older paper 
cartridges could get wet and misfire, or easily explode 
if placed close to a fire. Remington's cartridge ma- 
chinery solved these problems, as the powder was im- 
proved and the cases were now metallic.28 

Alexandria, Cairo, Suez and Khartoum all ob- 
tained cartridge factories. The capital had the largest 
and most efficient of these plants. During the 1882 
British invasion it employed 2,000 people with 24 hour 
shifts, and produced up to 60,000 rounds per day. 
Ismail was very proud of these ventures, so much so 
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that a locally designed Remington bullet mold was part 
of the Egyptian exhibit at 1873 Vienna International 
Expostition. 29 

Several varieties of Egyptian-manufactured roll- 
ing block ammunition exist. Standard issue consisted 
of a center fire bottle-necked case with 76 grains of 
powder and a 400 grain lead bullet. These came out 
of the factory in twelve-round paper packets, which 
were shipped to the troops in large zinc-lined wooden 
boxes. Variations include the same cases with square 
shaped buckshot and Kynoch ammunition with small 
brown buckshot. These may have been produced af- 
ter 1882 for use in crowd control. Even more exotic 
were the special rounds produced by superstitious 
members of the Equatoria garrison. Here, deep in the 
Southern Sudan, Egyptian soldiers feared their so-called 
"bullet-proof' enemies. The problem was solved by 
melting down a Maria Theresa thaler, the standard cur- 
rency of this region, and recasting the silver into .43 
caliber bullets. Less well-to-do troopers inserted pegs 
of ebony wood or copper into the soft lead. 30 

Despite such unorthodox alterations, 
Remington rolling blocks could stand up to consider- 
able abuse. Improper care, or the use of old ammuni- 
tion, sometimes caused the base of a cartridge to blow 
off, as happened to General Charles Gordon during 
the Siege of Khartoum in 1885. Also, excessive wear 
and blackpowder corrosion could blow out the breech 
block. These, however, were rare occasions. Having 
satisfied the question of their quality, next one must 
ask, how were the rolling blocks employed? The rifles 
were issued to regular infantry, and Bashi Bazouks, a 
rather wild gendarmerie often employed as skirmish- 
ers. Dragoons obtained the carbines, while specialists 
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like artillery and engineer troops used musketoons. In- 
fantryman also carried a heavy brass hilted sabre bayo- 
net in a steel scabbard. Their ammunition came in two 
twenty-round black leather pouches attached to the 
waist belt, with an additional sixty rounds in their knap- 
sack. 31 

Infantry tactics of this era still stressed mass vol- 
ley fire. This called for soldiers fighting two ranks deep 
to direct a wall of lead at enemy forces. Against an- 
other western army, such efforts often produced heavy 
casualties for both sides. In Africa, however, Egyptian 
troops often faced native opponents armed only with 
spears. This allowed them the opportunity to mow 
down an enemy with the chance of minimal losses to 
themselves. 

Gordon Pasha noted that Remingtons were 
ideal weapons for long range fire. During the Siege of 
Khartoum in 1884-85, he bragged of Egyptian troops 
hitting Sudanese rebels at 2,000 yards, where 
Remington rounds still "have plenty of life to kill. "32 

As Valentine Baker Pasha once said, "in the use 
of long range weapons, rapidity of fire is all impor- 
tant. "33 This was the goal of all good colonial generals: 
strike the natives when they could not hit back, and 
strike them hard. In a perfect text-book scenario, sol- 
diers began fire at 1500 yards, and reached a crescendo 
of firing between 200 and 300 yards. At that point, 
our theoretical company fired 15-20 rounds per minute. 
Individual accuracy was not an issue as entire units 
fired in one general area. Since most African armies 
fought in dense formations, fire at these ranges pro- 
duced results. If done right, few enemy troops would 
ever got close enough to use their swords or spears.34 

Thus it was not necessary to train an army of 



marksmen for victory in Africa. Still, some degree of 
shooting skills were needed, and this was an area where 
Egyptian troops were poorly prepared. The mid-1870s 
transition from muzzle loaders to breech loaders was 
only part of the problem. More dangerous was an al- 
most complete lack of target practice. Several observ- 
ers commented that Egyptian troops often fired with- 
out looking down their sights, others fired high, or 
into the air. Even when drill took place, the results 
were often abominable, like that of a section that fired 
190 rounds at fifty yards, scoring only 5 hits. Gordon 
was so exasperated at his men's poor shooting skills 
that he estimated it took 3,000 rounds to produce one 
enemy casualty. 35 

While poor shooting was not the only cause, it 
certainly contributed to a string of defeats suffered by 
Egyptian forces in the 1870s and 1880s. These im- 
pacted on the history of rolling blocks in several ways. 
First, an already tottering Egyptian economy took a 
nose dive, and as a result, the Remington Company 
had difficulty collecting its debts. The earliest indica- 
tion of trouble came in 1876 when U.S. diplomats had 
to press Ismail to make good on overdue payments. 
This continued off and on until 1880, when the com- 
pany obtained a final settlement of 65,000 pounds.36 

The end of Remington's connection with Egypt 
set the stage for the complete phase-out of rolling 
blocks from that nation. Their last hurrah was at al-Tel 
al-Kebir, 1882, where a British invasion was resisted 
with the largest number of rolling blocks ever used in 
Africa. Defeated again, the Egyptian army was dis- 
banded, and a new force raised in its place. England, 
which would dominate Egypt until 1946, desired the 
new troops to use weapons compatible with her own 
forces. Thus the mid to late 1880s saw rolling blocks 
replaced with Martini-Henrys. 37 

While this ends the Remington connection with 
Egypt, the story continues in other parts of Africa. The 
many defeats suffered by Egyptian troops resulted in a 
flood of rolling blocks falling into native hands. The 
Sudan is a good example. By 1880, possession of even 
a few such rifles provided symbolic, and sometimes 
very real local power. Emin Pasha noted this during 
his meeting with King Mtesa of Buganda. They had 
hardly gotten past "hello," when Mtesa specifically 
asked for some Remingtons of his own. 38 

It was the Battle of Shaykan (1883) that intro- 
duced large numbers of rolling blocks into the Sudan. 

Typical irregular troops of the Southern Sudan. Men like these served both for 
and against government authorities. Armed with cast-off smooth bore muskets 
and snot guns, they were no match for soldiers armed with Rolling Blocks. Felkin, 
Letters from Equatoria, (London, 1891). 

A disastrous defeat for Egyptian forces under the com- 
mand of William Hicks Pasha, it also coined a local 
name for the almost 10, 000 rifles captured there. From 
that point onward, they were known as "Hicksi." An- 
other 15,000 were captured with the fall of Khartoum 
in 1885, along with over a million rounds of arnmuni- 
tion." 

Most of these weapons were used by Sudanese 
patriots to defend their land against further Egyptian, 
and, later, British invasions. Some passed into local 
markets and soon acted as a form of currency. Since 
the 1860s,most of northeastAfrica's interior tribes used 
three major types of primitive money: ivory, slaves and 
guns. Emin Pasha records the late 1880s value of a 
rolling block as worth two girl slaves. Ammunition 
could be exchanged at the rate of three packets for a 
boy, and five for a girl. Circulation, however, was lim- 
ited, and most rifles remained at the central arsenal in 
Khartoum. 40 

Although Sudanese troops were now better 
armed than any other African state except Ethiopia, 
the end was near. An Anglo-Egyptian army rolled down 
the Nile in 1898,and at Omdurman,rolling blocks were 
pitted against magazine rifles and machine guns. De- 
feat was total, bringing an end to the Sudan's indepen- 
dence. 

But even this could not finish off the 
Remingtons. Their last military use occurred during 
World War 1, when Ali Dinar, the Sultan of Darfur, de- 
clared a jihad, or holy war, against Great Britain. A 
thousand of his picked troops were equipped with 
rolling blocks, and some of these men had the unique 
experience of being the only shooters to ever take 
down an aircraft with .43 Eqyptian. In 1916, during 
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the final days of this campaign, the future Air Marshall, 
Sir John Slessor, flew his biplane a little too close 
to a Darfurian unit. The result was a forced landing 
and Slessor being wounded in the leg. 41 

While the Darfur Campaign represents the last 
time rolling blocks were used in a major military ac- 
tion, the rifles continued to find employment through- 
out the Sudan. Local police and militiamen were is- 
sued them as part of a deliberate Imperial policy that 
maintained first-rate weaponry in the hands of British 
regulars. Dr. Richard Hill, a colonial official of the 
1930s, told the writer that Remingtons then played a 
diplomatic role. "In my days," he wrote, "Remingtons 
were carefully preserved by the Stores and Ordnance 
Department at Khartoum. They were issued to tribes 
in the Kordofan as ceremonial symbols of trust between 
them and the government. "42 Other tribes, mainly in 
the Bahr al Ghazal, Nuba Hills, and Darfur, maintained 
large numbers of these weapons, and combination of 
terrain, plus cost, prevented the British from enforc- 
ing the strict gun-control laws found elsewhere. In 
other regions, confiscated Remingtons were often de- 
stroyed, creating significant attrition rate in the 1920s 
and 30s.43 

Another way to limit firearms is to control the 
flow of ammunition. Khartoum's cartridge factory 
was churning out 40,000-50,000 rounds per week 
during the celebrated siege of 1884-1885. While these 
rates could not be maintained into the 1890s, a vast 
quantity of ammunition and brass casings entered 
the local economy until the British reconquest of 1898. 
After that, strict regulation attempted to eliminate 
all new supplies of cases, lead, gunpowder and 
primers. The Sudanese were thus forced to become 
expert re-loaders, using old brass over and over 
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again. They went so far as to substitute match heads 
for primers, or to obtain a British issue .303 round, 
and wrap the case in leather to make up for its smaller 
size. Sir Angus Gillan, a District Commissioner, said 
such bullets were highly inaccurate, and that "you 
would be very unlucky if you got hit by it at over 150 
yards, but at close range it would make a very nasty 
wound."44 

Alterations also took place with the basic rifle. 
Sights were often removed, as they were assumed to 
make the guns "shoot high." Barrels were cut down, 
and stocks altered, in order to make the rolling blocks 
easier to carry. Accuracy greatly suffered, and poor 
maintenance only added to the general wear and tear. 
As most "gun repair" was done by village blacksmiths, 
the fact that Sudanese Remingtons were still shooting 
into the 1930s is a tribute to the great strength of the 
original design. 45 

Another African state where rolling blocks saw 
extensive use was Ethiopia. Once again, Egyptian mili- 
tary disasters caused the initial entry of these weap- 
ons. Emperor Yohannis IV (1871-1888), one of the 
Nineteenth Century's great military commanders, de- 
stroyed two Egyptian armies at Gundet (1875) and Gura 
(1876). A result of these victories was the influx of 
almost 20,000 captured Remingtons. This transformed 
his spear and musket soldiers into one of the most pow- 
erful forces inAfrica.46 

Yohannis was not only a great tactician, he also 
appreciated the value of modern firearms. His first 
experience with them came during the British Cam- 
paign against EmperorTewodros in 1867. As an ally of 
England's Lord Napier, he witnesses the tremendous 
advantage of Anglo-Indian troops, whose Snider rifles 
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demolished Ethiopian attacks with smooth-bore mus- 
kets. Indeed, the effect of this campaign had an im- 
pact on quite a few Ethiopians, for according to Dr. 
Richard Pankhurst, to this day, Remingtons, although 
far more common, are called Sinader, after the British- 
made rifle.47 

The rolling block was imported in large num- 
bers well into the 1890s. This was done via legal trade, 
gun-running and diplomacy The latter involved Italy, 
and began in the 1870s. Italian explorers used 
Remington rifles and carbines, both for protection, and 
as gifts to influence Ethiopian leaders. Such presents 
were not the product of Ilion, but rather Liege, and 
their journey to Ethiopia was complicated. The Bel- 
gian made rolling blocks were produced under con- 
tract by Emile and Leon Nagant, and originally intended 
for the Papal Army. The capture of Rome in 1870 saw 
these weapons fall into Italian hands, and although a 
few were issued to the Bersagliere, their 12. 7mm round 
was incompatible with Italian needs. 48 

But as a tool of diplomacy, the Remingtons were 
valuable. Ethiopian politics, always twisted and turbu- 
lent, presented possibilities for an aspiring colonial 
power like Italy. Just as Yohannis had sided with for- 
eign powers to reduce the power ofTewodros,Menelik 
of Showa was now attempting the same. Italian offi- 
cials were quite willing to aid Menelik against Yohannis, 
in the hopes that weakening the latter would make it 
possible to grab some Ethiopian real estate. As a re- 
sult, Count Pietro Antonelli negotiated an understand- 
ing, in 1881, that sent 5,000 of the former Papal 
Remingtons to Menelik. Ammunition was included in 
the deal, along with hints that more rifles could fol- 
low. 49 

Battle of Gura (1876) by Ethiopian traditional artist. White faced troops on EgyJ?· 
tian side are Ismail's American mercenaries. Mounted, at top, EmperorYohanrus 
IV. Large numbers of Rerningtons entered Ethiopian service as a result of his 
victory here. From the author's collection. 

Despite these efforts, when Italy and Ethiopia 
fought their first war in 1887, Yohannis' own 
Remingtons, plus vastly superior numbers, allowed him 
to defeat the European invaders at Dogali. Two years 
earlier, at Kufit, with both sides using rolling blocks, 
his troops crushed a Sudanese invasion. Gallabat 
(1888) almost featured a replay of the earlier struggle, 
until a single Remington changed the course of Ethio- 
pian history. Yohannis, directing his troops to finish 
off yet another Sudanese army, was leading as assault 
against the last enemy position. At his moment of tri- 
umph, an enemy sniper killed the Emperor, and as a 
result, turned victory into defeat when demoralized 
Ethiopians fled the battlefield. 50 

While rolling blocks remained popular long af- 
ter the death of Yohannis, they were now being sup- 
planted by LeGras and Vetterli rifles. And these were 
just a start: by the 1920s Ethiopia had become an arms 
collector's paradise and a quartermaster's nightmare. 
Matchlocks were still in use, along with Sniders, 
Berdans, Mausers, Martinis, Sharps Carbines and even 
Thompson sub- machineguns. As Colonel E.Alexander 
Powell writes, "every conceivable make and model and 
calibre were available." Despite such choices, 
Remingtons were still considered excellent weapons 
due to their rugged construction and ease of mainte- 
nance. Thousands remained in use, and military re- 
ports indicated that such was the case right up to 1935, 
when the KaramachArsenal disgorged its holdings for 
the fight against Mussolini's Legions. This time, how- 
ever, neither pluck nor Remingtons could save Ethio- 
pia. Defeated for the first time, the nation was occu- 
pied for five years, with Italian authorities attempting 
to confiscate all native firearms. The result was the 
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The battle of Dogali (1887), saw Ethiopian troops armed with Rerningtons de- 
stroy a column of Italian invaders. From the author's collection. 

despatch of some rolling blocks to Italy as war souve- 
nirs, and mass destruction for much of the rest. 51 

With Ethiopia's liberation in 1941, the Impe- 
rialArmy obtained modern British andAmerican equip- 
ment. Yet even this did not mark the end of Ethiopian 
rolling blocks, since they were still used by hunters. 
Dr. Richard Pankhurst, a noted authority on Ethiopia, 
writes that the former Marxist regime was confiscat- 
ing Remingtons into the 1980s.52 

As in the Sudan, the long life of Ethiopian roll- 
ing blocks led to variations and improvisation. 
Augustus Wylde, who visitedAdua in 1883,reports that 
local gun smiths produced repairs "of the roughest 
description." 53 Broken stocks often had wooden re- 
placement parts pinned together, while bayonet lugs 
and swivel rings were usually removed. Ammunition 
was also a mixed bag: factory rounds were expen- 
sive, while reloads often featured poor grade local 
powder and bullets carved from slate. 54 

Remington ammunition also served as a native 
currency. It represented the first large quantity of me- 
tallic cases to reach Ethiopia, and was widely used as 
change for the popular Maria Theresa thaler. When 
the nation's first subsidiary coins were issued in the 
1890s, cartridges remained popular, and even empty 
cases exchanged at 16 to the thaler in 1903. Another 
monetary use for rolling block cartridges was seen in 
Harar. An independent city state in the 1880s, its mint 
used the base of Remington cases to serve as one 
Mahallak coins. 55 

The Egyptians, however, discovered the best 
way of turning rolling blocks into currency. It was 
1963, and 15,000 Remingtons sat in Cairo's historic 
Citadel. Having long lost any value even as police 
weapons, the rifles were seen as little better than scrap 
metal. Fate though would have otherwise, and it seems 
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Traditional Ethiopian weapons of the pre-Remington era. Matchlock muskets 
like these were first introduced by the Portuguese during the 1500s, and were 
used will into the 1920s. Courtesy of Dr. Richard Pankhurst. 
rather fitting that as one American entrepreneur sold 
the rolling blocks to Egypt, yet another brought them 
home. Val]. Forgett, founder of the Navy Arms Com- 
pany, perceived the exotic appeal of these weapons to 
collectors. Working through Golden State Arms of Pasa- 
dena, California, he was able to secure the best of the 
lot.56 

In his own words, "the deal was easy, straight- 
forward, and the Egyptians were easy to get along 
with. "57 Assisted by members of the Citadel garrison, 
Forgett sorted out 7,000 rifles, musketoons and car- 
bines. While these were basically complete and func- 
tional, most showed considerable wear, especially at 
the buttplate and muzzle. He noted only 250 carbines 
in this lot, and no rare varieties, accoutrements or spare 
parts. Still, Forgett's "Egyptian Contract" provided 
American collectors a chance to purchase .43 carbines 
for $24.95, or a rifle for only $19.95. Another flood of 
Egyptian and Sudanese rolling blocks took place in the 
1980s, when Federal Ordnance and Sarco's Golden En- 
terprises marketed rather shoddy rifles for $100. and 
$125.00. A few bayonets and scabbards, also in poor 
condition, surfaced at the same time. 58 

Certainly this brings an end to Remington's con- 
nection with the Horn of Africa. Or does it? Kings 
may no longer demand crates of these rifles, nor are 
they used by hordes of native warriors defending their 
land against foreign invasion. Still, would it be that 
surprising to find that a few are still employed for hunt- 
ing? Even more so, the thousands that exist in Ameri- 
can collections serve as a visible link to colorful per- 
sonalties like Ismail, Yohannis rv, or Sam Remington. 
Though beat up and heavily marked with mysterious 
Arabic script, these rolling blocks are examples of both 
an important transition in the history of arms develop- 
ment, and as one of America's early overseas weapons 
contracts. 59 
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One of the custom, hand-drawn maps of the Houston area made especially for ASAC members. Copyright(?) 1994 by Lynn Chenault. 
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