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Fanciful and Real: Hollywood Cowboy Guns 

James H. Nottage 

The cowboy has been a part of American life, culture 

and myth now for the better part of a century and a quarter. 

And the dress and equipment of the cowboy have been a part 

of the real and perceived Western landscape just as long. 

There has been something respectable and exciting about 

collecting the weapons of the working cowboy; fine old 

Winchester rifles, Colt revolvers, and other artifacts of the 

trail drive era have been avidly studied and gathered by both 

private collectors and museums. In fact, the romance of the 

herder and the frontier have drawn those who have dreamed 

of the West from the beginning. 

The frontier of old has been romanticized since the 

1860s. And with the worldwide success of William F. Cody's 

Wild West Show starting in 1883 and the performances of 

those who copied him, the cowboy has been made a national 

hero. When they could afford to, working cowboys and 

showmen enjoyed and used the h e s t  weapons avaihble to 

them. Factory-engraved CoIt revolvers with ivov or pearl 
grips were not uncommon. They were a mark of status and 

good taste. Numerous examples codd be cited in the I writings of Charlie Russell, in the equipment used by Teddy 
Roosevelt, and in examples of weapons used by BuEalo Bill 

himself, his protege Johnnie Baker, and others. 

Of course, it was the movies that in sometimes the most 

fantastic expressions of make-believe brought cowboys to 

virtually every home in America and to audiences abroad. 

Readers of this journal, depending on their age, often grew 

up following the Likes of Tom Mix, Buck Jones, Tim McCoy, 

Roy Rogers? Gene Autry, Hopalong Cassidy-, Matt Dillon, and 

many others. These fictional heroes provided hours of 

entertainment, and many of the fans followed in their 

footsteps, pursuing make-believe adventures armed with cap 
guns and dressed in appropriate cowboy outfits. 

Fans who also happened to be interested in the history 

and function of real guns have long delighted to find fault 

with the historical. inaccuracies in Western films and televi- 

sion programs, and many of them almost subconsciously 

have counted the number of rounds being fired from six- 

shooters-the sometimes unending liolleys? the steady streams 

of lead which today would send supporters of Handgun 

Control, Inc., scrambling to Congress in the belief that the 
capacity of the cowboy's revolver was well beyond reason. 

The truth is that the history of film itself is of great 

interest, and the collecting of 6rrarms related to film and 

television productions can be an exciting and rewardLtng 

endeavor. The subject itself is large. The present paper will 
focus on two examples of movie cowboy revolvers and 
address some factors in collecting such weapons. 

Two exceptional movie six-guns are among the fea- 

tured Holl~wood weapons in the collection of the Autq 
Museum of Western Heritage. They were used by two of the 

great movie heroes of the silent and early sound eras. In 
discussing them, this paper is also meant to introduce the 

reader to a non-factory engraver of potential interest. 

By 1915, a fonner soldier, law officer, and 101 Wild 

West performer had become one of the top leading men in 

Hollywood. Tom Mix was his name, and more than one 

generation of fans would avidly fc)llow his exploits through 

movies and radio. For 5 months in 1915, Mix lived in Las 

Vegas, New Mexico. He bad been invited to attend the 1st 
Cowboy Rodeo Celebration there. The rustic scenery at- 

tracted him, and he moved into the old Lubin Film Company 
facilities, which first opened in Las Vegas in 191 2. With ties to 

the Selig film empire, Mix's company took over the town and 

produced 39,000 feet of film during the 1915 season. At one 
point, ,Mix visited Albuquerque, driving a favored but loud car 

and was arrested for "making as much noise as a machine gun 

platoon in action." 

On November 24, 1915, a special Colt single-action 
army revolver, serial number 331?93, caliber .32-20 with 
7?$-inch barrel, silver plated wit11 carved ox-head motif on 
both panels of the pearl grips and with style 2 engraving was 
shipped by the manufacturer. The name Tom Mix was 



Figure 2. Taai 4nt Cal i  W4. Non-T;~ctclry engraving Irsw bcm added F i m  3. Cmlt 9-44 rngr9r-d b Cuna H f i l c h l  i~ a glft Fnr Fnrn ntar 
to the I a t  2 ir1chc.5 orllle Imrrcl. thr hmnmrr. and P [ S P ~ - ~ I C ~ P .  (.\U(~Y Ttm~ Mix. Thc wip. midc ~ I w a r r l  I,. H~hlin. wcm d d t r l  Lira 
Museum of W i ~ t r m  I l c r l t 3 ~ -  Cfi~llcainn. Im An.qcle.;.) w i ~ h  aa &*Id %ti\ $1 tnatt~m IU  mid^ TTIV m~t -  O I I  I& R o l ~ l i m ~  a<ltllc. , .*11IVXr tpk~*%tt *,I CO&&O~, ms h w k ~ . )  

Figure 4- In  19ki, I k l  Jon- h d  ahis Cali SAA m m m  inlaid anJ m r c r l ,  f i n d  mith 
enameled ivory and sifvcr nntt ~mld-nmrrnlrrl ~ p .  mid rqrtippcd u'i t t )  a 1tmIt.3 Ltratlrcrcau 
and amatching Iit+l-~-rl>t trv f r l w ~ r t l  14. Rd-hfln. f 4urw ? l w . t - r ~ i i l  of B i s t r . 1 ~  Fi t - rdtqc C r,Tl~mIcm. 
LQS Angdes.) 

F i e ~  5. Before 1927. Ed BohUn rnsvketl ltls w9otk with n aalall srr or 
u l p ~ h v t h l  sumps. 'mi- cxnm l e  13 l l lc  Cnl! S M  rmheEli!ihcd lor I'Unl Mar 
Ht~ckJones. 1 h r u . n  102' and L H U ,  I k ~ l l l i n  rrrrlrrct* rct-rr rnr.rrkrd * il h a 
%r.lrnlh rc.lr<(tlg. Hn1ilinm:brlr , tlollr tvtu114. C nlil t ,%urn b41lscullr r,t N c s l r r o  
1 I c r i c ~ r .  I rn \n~rIr*i.b 



engraved on the barrel, and it was sent from Hartford. T r t  Kitage, 1-6 ~ ILRK- I - .  I 

Connecticut, to one Ludwig William ILfeld. address unavail- 

able. it turns out, Ilfeld was the Las Vegas merchant who 

organized the loc i  rodeo and profitcd directly as a partici- 
pant in Mix's Las Vegas fiIm venture- 

Mix, as it turns out, was an avid collector? and his 
unhearcluf salary of up to $10,000 per week allowed him to 

indulge in his collections and other luxuries. His Hollywood 
home was filled with guns, art. horse gear, and mementoes of 
his career. The Ilfeld gift appears in one interior shot of the 
Mix home in the 1920s. It was ;lmong his prized possessions, 

and in time he midified the gift. An unknown engraver added 

compatible floral engraving to co17er all remaining surfaces of 

the gun. The remainder of the barrel, the face of the cylinder. 

the head of the ejector rod, the hammer, and other compo- 

nents were engraved, but awlcwiardly so compared to the 
original work of Cumo Helfricht. In addition: "Tom Mix'' was 

engraved on the back strdp and "Texas Ranger" q7as en- 
graved on the butt. Finally, in about 1930, engraved sterling 
silver grips with the Mix brand and signature in gold were 
added. After Mix's death in an automobile wreck in 1940 thc F l ~ t r r r  H, ~ d w d  B C I ~ L ~  P P ~ I I $ L ~  ~ M I I T V I ~  William S. Hart with a 

mutcl ld  fr:hir nf r 011 s M rm-<dv~r~. Sutl~*rMtegic g i f t s  helped to 
gun was acquired by a friend. In 1993 it was donated to the ~~crrrcr;rlt:rrrrlm rnlm thmc a-l~r~.dnarccL hkworkmthe handsof 

.stan- Ihc ~ r l p =  arc- blndlrr ro r t m *  r.r, r h  Vtnh I t b r a t -  ~m-ivoq- 
A ~ ~ t r y  Museum by that friend's widow. C I L U I ~ ~ ! ~ ~  7 %  it!h L I ~ ~ W  1 1 . 1 ~  ~=<*LTICI , w d  *PC inrn ~ l j ~ ~ v e t ?  sf i~cr.  
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9. Hnl hrwnnd did W f m n l  rhc anthxt i ihtv  13-e c r r ~ ~ l n v  
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F l p m  1 0 .  This cased ( all HklTith a l h m  hlav nnd uqy~lng  
gntd-wert,rM ri1w-r @p i* t une Ed ~ h l i r i  ~rradr T11r his 
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I 1 - Thc Colt R M e y  nn 4k kft with nlli@m ~kln hhl ln  
E E r a  m u d  h?-Jmt HoIt in Lm4aulp  W ~ r r n !  lturin. Lhc 
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series durhfi the 1940s and 1950s. (Autry bluseum of Western 
Heritage Co ectlon, Los Angeles.) 

It was not unusual for Holl~.wood cowboys to have fine 

factory-engraved guns and guns engraved by non-factory 

artists. Hopalong Cassidy, played by William Boyd. carried 
two ivo~y-gripped and Helfrichc-engraved single-actions, cur- 

rently preserved at the American Heritage Center, University 
of Wyoming. Tex Ritter had a Cole Agee-engraved single- 

action army (SAA), while Gene Autq had both a Helfricht- 

engrayed SAA and one engraved, overlaid in gold and 

gold-plated by Kuhl of San Francisco. It was also not unusual 

for the Holljwood guns to be customized with new finishes, 

replacement grips, and other features. The fact is that they 
usually received heavy and abusive use and frequently show 

the signs of having been dropped. 

When Tom Mix decided to replace the grips on his Colt, 

he naturally turned to an old Mend. Edward H. Bohlin had 

immigrated from Sweden as a young teen and learned to 

cowboy in Montana. Studying Ieather and silver work, he 
opened his first saddle shop in Cody, Wyoming, in 1920. 

After a couple of seasons senring the needs of working 
cowboys, he joined a wild West show in Billings, Montana, 

event~lally ending up in Los hngeles in 1922, performing with 
the troupe as a trick roper and rider As the story goes, 

someone from the audience at the Pantages theater called out 
and asked him how much he wanted for his fine tooled boots 

and coat. The buyer paid what seemed to be a huge price, and 
shortly thereafter Bohlin opened his first shop in Hollywood. 
The man who bought his boots and coat was Tom Mix! 

Ed Bohlin began by manufacturing shrer-mounted spurs 

and bits and by adding silver mountings to saddles and other 

horse gear. He ultimately gained fame as the creator of the 

great silver parade saddles so Fmiliar to viewers of the 



C - i r e  14. William lbyd a- Fkkp3r0ag Cspl~Iy .  i M I I C d  .RU~&LCH 
rrirrn rlw 193th i r i ln  lhc 1 4 C 0 ~ .  1 LG g c w w a ~  pb!m!tn tf117Itm1[kX1. llbr 
4 1  c r - p h t d  E~srtrrv t r ~ a r - r d  < t r l l  t i r y l c - a c t t ~ ~  s c r c  'hcrow- 
wrb~%t% ~ t t  C u ~ i  ~ l r l f r i r b ~ 4 ~ n c ~ .  >c-. hrn r: pj(fll d > T ~ l h n +  ku-*f 
~ ~ i ~ l i t i < ~ i + -  drf  4 l r j ~  w r y , r . ~ %  irie, mt lhc p r d u ~ t b  ! 3 ~ 1 l l \  15 r t ~ k l .  



Tournament of Roses Parade in Pasadena. His early years in 

Hollywood, howarer, were lean, and he often moved toward 

bankruptcy. One Hollywood figure went so far as to lend 
money to Bohlin and frequently purchased saddles, spurs, 

and other gear for his own outfit. That man was Buck Jones, 

who starred in the 101 Wild West Show and moved to 

Hollywood in about 1917 to do stunt work for Mix and 

others. By the early 1920s, Jones was major star. With 
new-found wealth, he cut quite a figure. 

Buck Jones, like the other Hollywood stars, did not 

invent the outlandish hats, chaps, vests, gunbelts, and other 

accessories that cowboy purists occasionally snicker at. Such 
gear was ordered directly out of mail-order catalogs. In Jones' 

case, his first saddle came from the Visalia catalog, his chaps 

from the Harnley catalog, and his boots and hats from makers 

in Missouri and Kansas. He was using and wearing the most 

stylish gear also being used by rodeo performers and working 

cowboys throughout the country. 
For Christmas 1924, Del Jones ordered a special gift for 

her husband Buck. It was a Colt SAA with inlaid and engraved 
silver by Ed Bohlin. The grips were silver-mounted inlaid with 

enameled i~ory- with gold name plates for ''Del" on one side 

and "Buck" on the other. A tooled kather case held the gift, 

and for two decades the outfit was feanued in Bohlin's catalogs. 

Jones used the gun in numerous films, and damage to the butt 

suggests rough usage at that. Jones' widow made the gun and 

case available to the Autry M ~ x u m  in the early 1WOs. 

Early in his career, Bohlin realized that strategic gifts 

could do much to earn business for his shop. Revolvers fitted 

out in the manner of the Buck Jones SAA were made for film 

veteran William S. Hart and many others. In total, Bohlin 
probably did not create more that 30 or 40 examples of his 

silver-inlaid single-actions. Similar treatments were given to 

double-action revolvers by both Colt and Smith and Wesson. 

All examples of such work should be considered quite rare. 

Unfortunately, all of Bohlin's earliest records have been 
destroyed. Unless a gun of this type has impeccable prov- 

enance tying it to a Holl~wood personality, care should be 

exercised. Many of the guns were sold to wealthy equestri- 
ans: especially in California, in the 1920s and 1930s. How- 

ever, the odds are good that when found, such firearms majT 

indeed have Hollywood ties. Research and provenance are 

the key! 
Bohlin did outfit many hundreds of firearms: especially 

single-action Colts, with sterling silver grips such as the 

examples on the Tom Mix revolver. Frequently, these grips 

are embellished with gold steer heads, ranch brands, names, 

and initials. At the same time, such firearms are also fre- 
quently found resting in the fine silver-mounted gun rigs that 

Bohlin also made famous. 

For collectors, it is still possible to collect firearms used 

in movies and on television by important stars. Man). actors 

were collectors, including Gary Cooper, Allan Lad4 and 
others. Care should be exercised, however. Just because a 
gun was in a star's collection does not mean that it was used 

on film. There must be additional corroborating evidence? 
including stills and posters that show the gun in use. 

Documents from the descendants and widows of stars: from 
film property masters. producers, directors, and others can 
be quite important as well. Over the years many stars have 

given guns to celebrity fund-raising auctions. Sometimes 

these guns become available. However, the truth is that most 

of the stars did not own or possess the guns they used on film. 
The bulk of firearms were rented from specialty companies. 

Most of the significant movie guns of such stars as John 

Wayne, Gene Autry: Tom Mix, Buck Jones, and others are 
presenred in the collections of the National Cowboy Hall of 

Fame in Oklahoma City, the Autry Museum of Western 
Heritage in Los Angeles, and in other smaller couections. 
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