Remington "Rolling Blocks" in the Horn of Africa

John Dunn

When it roars, it roars like a lion.
When it sits down, it is like a corpse.
What it 1s?

A Gun/

While this nineteenth century Amharic poem
could have referred to a number of firearms, 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.!

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 in Africa of the 1820s. That
decade witnessed the establishment of the continent's
first modern 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 M1777 muskets. While not noted for produc-
ing quality weapons by 1837, the Cairo armory was
able to finish 4,000 muskets every month.?

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.?

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 M1851 Navy percussion revolvers.®

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 fine
weapons often emptied the Egyptian Treasury. Fallen
on hard times, he had already demobilized part of the
army, and now saw the American Civil War as a means
to get rid of his surplus arms. Seward informed U.S.
Consul Thayer that while America 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
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The Remington Rolling Block Action.

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

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 bankruptcy."”® Immensely
strong, accurate, easy to operate and maintain,
Remington'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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Details of the Remington Action.

Government field testing graded this rifle as "an excel-
lent infantry weapon".®

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 Zundnadelgewebr [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.'

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 Kbedive 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 Kbedive
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 first-
rate equipment. Indeed, the main purpose of his trip
to Paris was to select a suitable rifle. Claude Minie Bey,



The Remington Medal from the Paris International Exposition, 1867. The three
photos are from Norton, American Breechloading Small Arms, (New York, 1872)

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.?

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.'®

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."!4

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."” 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,

Muhammad Ali, Viceroy of Egypt (1805-1848), introduced many western
institutions, including a number of modern weapons' factories. Durand-Viel,
Les Campagnes Navales de Mobammed Aly et d'Ibrabim. (Paris, 1938).

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 1882.1¢

Generals Thaddeus Mott and Charles P. Stone,
Ismail's senior foreign mercenaries, also lobbied for
the purchase of American 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 of American advisors into the Egyptian armed
forces, and the unprecedented weapons sales. The
Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871) 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-

71/21



































