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The carbines based on the patent of Gilbert Smith of Butter-
milk Falls, New York were some of the most commonly used by 
Federal cavalry during the Civil War.  However, before the pro-
duction model carbines supplied to Federal cavalry were made, 
Gilbert Smith had progressed through a series of models of his 
patent breech-loader.  He had had some commercial success with 
sales of his patent rifles to sportsmen and had even secured a U.S. 
Army contract and sold some of his early models to arm militias 
in Alabama and South Carolina.  Regrettably, early records are 
scarce and much about the earliest of Smith firearms may never be 
known.  Nevertheless, some information might be discerned from 
the few records and examples of his early firearms that do survive.

In 1847, Gilbert Smith lived in New York City and was a ma-
chinist working at Hoe and Company, makers of printing presses.  
He was then 40 years old.  He obviously had interests other than 
printing presses.  His interest in firearms was first shown with a 
demonstration in the nearby marshes of Hoboken of a carriage-
mounted muzzle-loading rifle of his design. The demonstration 
was reported in the New York Herald newspaper of 7 February 
1847.  As described in the news article, this rifle had a one-inch 
bore and was fired at long distances with notable accuracy.   

By 1854, he had advanced his design and demonstrated a new 
design breechloading rifle to several Army officers and a correspon-
dent of the New York Times at the Washington Arsenal on 8 May.  

The New York Times described the large rifle with having a heavy 
three-foot-long barrel.  It weighed 80 pounds and was mounted on 
a wheeled carriage with mechanisms to adjust for elevation and ro-
tation.  The new article reported that the rifle fired a one-inch ball 
weighing five ounces at ranges up to 880 yards and reportedly with 
great accuracy.1 The demonstration was reported nationally in news-
papers but resulted in no serious military interest. 

He continued to design, working to develop a more useful size 
firearm. Almost a year later, in April 1855, he demonstrated such a 
firearm, a carbine he designed for use by cavalry.  This demonstra-
tion was also made to Army officers at the Washington Arsenal.2  
Although it was a carbine and intended for use by cavalry, this 
carbine was not at all like the ones he later developed.  This car-
bine, as described in his patent 14,001, had a sliding cap to seal 
the breech closed.  The patent was finally granted on 25 December 
1855 but it was based on an application submitted more than a year 
earlier on 27 October 1854.3 For this demonstration in 1855, Smith 
had not yet developed his novel cartridge with a case made of an 
elastic material.  The cartridges fired for the 1855 demonstration 
were described as a pasteboard disc glued.  This new carbine did 
have a Maynard tape primer.  The Maynard self-priming system 
was then popular with the U.S. military and was being installed on 
most of a new series of arms being adopted by the U.S. Army that 
year.  However, the carbine’s priming system was apparently not 
used during the demonstration as it was not working well.  Lieu-
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tenant John C. Symmes who conducted the test, reported in the 
overall results of the demonstration, that the carbine was “in its 
present state quite unfit for service”.  

Undeterred, Smith did not give up but continued with new ideas 
and over the next 18 months he applied for and received three ad-
ditional U.S. patents.  His next patent, patent 15,496, was granted 
5 August 1856.  It provided for a firearm with a flexible lip inserted 
into the breech that when the firearm is discharged the lip is driven 
into a groove cut into the rear of the chamber.  This lip provided a 
seal to prevent the release of gas.  Figure 1 is the drawing submit-
ted with the Patent and shows the arrangement.  The lip is shown 
as the small “b” and the grove as the small “a” in the smaller fig-
ures. The patent also shows a firearm with a hinged breech and 
a lock strap mounted over the receiver to a stud mounted on the 
barrel.  The strap secures the breech closed during firings.  These 
elements, however, were not claimed in the patent.

Patent 17,644, granted the next year on 23 June 1857, is really 
the basis of all future Smith firearms (Figure 2).  It provided for 
four new design features.  First and most importantly, the flexible 
lip described in the earlier patent 15,496 has been abandoned.  In-
stead, a split chamber partly inside the barrel and partly inside the 
receiver is provided.  The split chamber allows for a new design 
cartridge case made of a suitable material to serve as packing “to 
make the breech perfectly tight”.  Second, the patent indicates the 
new design cartridge case is made from vulcanized India rubber 
or India rubber cloth. Third, the patent, although shown in use on 
a sliding breech, a design that will be quickly abandoned, retains 
the locking strap mounted above the receiver and barrel that snaps 
over a stud which locks the barrel in place.  Fourth, the patent 
claims a new type adjustable rear sight.  Neither the sliding breech 
nor the adjustable sight will be used in Smith’s later designs.  

Smith’s last U.S. patent for firearms, patent 17,702, was granted 
only a week later on 30 June 1857.  This patent specifically describes 
the cartridge.  Although the India rubber cartridge had been described 
in the earlier patent 17,644, Gilbert Smith sought a separate patent 
just for his cartridge design.  He applied for the patent on 11 May 
1857 providing the precise design details for a cartridge with a flexible 
case made from India rubber to use in breechloading firearms.  The 
cartridge could carry either ball or shot.  Figure 3 shows the design of 
the cartridge in the drawing submitted with the patent application.4 In 
the smaller figures in the drawing, Figure 1 shows the cartridge with 
ball and Figure 4 shows it with shot.  The cartridge base specified in 
the patent was made of leather, perforated so that the flame from the 
primer could reach the main powder charge.  That feature was soon 
abandoned.  Gilbert Smith applied for a re-issue of the patent the next 

year with additional design details.  The reissue, Number 598, was 
approved 14 September 1858.  The reissue allowed for the case to 
be made also of gutta-percha as well as India rubber and the reissue 
deleted the specific use of leather for the base of the case.  The reissue 
claimed the base could be of the same or similar material as made 
the cartridge case.  A thin sheet of paper placed inside the base would 
keep the powder charge within the cartridge case and prevent it spill-
ing out of the penetration that allowed the primer flame.

The first demonstration of the new design carbine using the new 
rubber cartridge was at the West Point trials in August 1857.5 The 
Smith patent carbine was only one of several breechloading arms sub-
mitted for these trials.  The purpose of these trials was “to determine 
which was the best suited for military service” of the several breech-
loading designs recently invented.  At the conclusion of the trials, the 
Board reported favorably on the new Smith design.  The final report 
stated the following about the Smith: 

“the joint seems to be completely closed by the packing of the
India Rubber Cartridge Case, and the parts appear to be simple
and strong.  The firing was very uniform.  The Arm loads with
great facility.”5

In 1858, Smith also submitted one of his new design carbines 
with his novel cartridges for a demonstration by the Navy.  Com-
mander J. A. Dahlgren at the Washington Navy Yard test fired a 
Smith patent carbine on 2 February.  Dahlgren’s report submitted 
to Captain Ingraham, the Chief of the Bureau of Ordnance and 
Hydrology, the next day was also favorable.  He remarked:

“The mechanism is simple, and after firing one hundred 
rounds in succession, its movements were performed with the 
same ease as at first; I think on the whole that it is worthy of a 
trial on Ship Board.” 6

The decade of the 1850s was a period of rapid developments in fire-
arms design and the Army conducted trials at West Point almost an-
nually to evaluate new designs.  The next trials of breechloading car-
bines by the Army were held the next summer, in July 1858.  A new 
Board of Ordnance Officers assembled on 13 July to test a number 
of breechloading firearms. The trials were held specifically to select 
the best breechloading carbines for purchase by the Army.  The Army 
had received an additional and specific Congressional appropriation 
in June to select and purchase a breechloader to issue to troops for 
field trials.7 Smith submitted a carbine for these trials with a bore of 
.488 inch used with a rubber cartridge containing 41 grains of powder. 

After the test firings of the different types of breechloading guns, 
the Smith patent carbine was not judged the best, the Burnside de-

Figure 1. Patent Drawing for patent 
15,496. 
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sign was.  Nevertheless, the Board’s report to the Chief of the Ord-
nance Bureau, Colonel H.K. Craig, on 31 July 1858 concluded, as 
had Commander Dahlgren earlier that year, the recommendation 
that the Smith patent carbine was still worthy of a trial.  

None of the carbines demonstrated during 1857 and 1858 to the 
U.S. Army or the Navy have been identified.  The carbine tested 
by the U.S. Army was however, described in the Report by the 
Ordnance Board of the tests at West Point.  

“The stock is joined to the barrel by a hinge at the rear end and 
lower side, and a strap of iron fastened to the barrel, and fitting 

over a stud on the stock.  This strap has a spring and is raised 
by pressing on a pin near the trigger; when the stock falls 
down and the end of the barrel is left open for the cartridge.
The escape of gas is cut off by means of an India rubber 
cartridge case, which is inserted in the barrel, and a part enters 
the breechpiece in the stock.  It is pulled out, after firing, with 
the fingers.” 8

The description clearly indicates that Gilbert Smith’s design 
had progressed to include all of the final characteristics seen in  
later firearms.

Figure 2. Patent Drawing for 
Patent 17,644.
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Tests of the new design were not limited to the U.S. Army and 
Navy.  W.W. Greener reported that one of the new design carbines 
was also demonstrated to the British Board of Ordnance in 1858.9   
Figure 4 is a sketch shown in Greener’s book. It correctly shows 
the hinged receiver but it also shows a carbine with a conventional 
percussion side lock.  No other Smith patent firearm is known with 
such a lock and all others have a back-action percussion lock with 
the mainspring mounted behind the hammer.  The sketch of the 
lock is suspect and probably inaccurate.  Other sketches in Green-
er’s book are also obviously incorrect.  Greener first published his 
book in 1881 so the sketch dates to more than 20 years after the 
gun was demonstrated.  His memory of it may be flawed.  Since 
there is no example of early Smith patent arms known in British 
collections or museums, there is no other evidence that the sketch 
accurately depicts the gun demonstrated and tested by the Board 
of Ordnance. 

The carbine found in the Musée royal de l’Armée et d’Histoire 
militaire (Royal Museum of the Armed Forces and Military His-
tory) in Brussels (Inventory No 11746), Figure 5, clearly proves 
that Gilbert Smith demonstrated his design and sought sales in Eu-

rope.  Although the carbine demonstrated to the British Board of 
Ordnance has not survived, this early Gilbert Smith gun that was 
demonstrated in Europe has. The details of the lock and hinged 
receiver of this mostly unmarked Liege manufactured .54 cali-
ber carbine is shown in Figure 6.   The details in the description 
of the carbine tested at West Point in July 1858 applies also to 
this carbine.  Note the lock is back action and is not at all the 
same as the carbine in the Greener sketch (Figure 4).  Other than 
a proof stamp on the barrel, the carbine is unmarked.  No record 
of a trip to Europe before 1859 by Gilbert Smith seems to have 
survived and no details are known of the demonstrations and tri-
als in Europe before then.  However, Gilbert Smith and Thomas 
Poultney did travel to Europe in May 1859.10 No details of the 
trip exist but undoubtably, the trip’s purpose was to further dem-
onstrate and market Smith patent firearms.  The carbine in the 
Royal Museum in Brussels might be a carbine made for such  
a demonstration.

After receiving design details from Gilbert Smith either during 
a previous trip to Europe in 1858 or by a courier, William Ed-
ward Newton, of the English Patent Office, entered English patent 

Figure 3. Diagram showing the 
cartridge in patent 17,702.
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No 372 of 1859 on 9 February 1859.11 This patent also claimed 
the specific design details for the cartridge with the case made of 
“some impermeable and elastic substance, such a case is made to 
serve as packing to make the breech joint perfectly tight”.  The 
patent suggested that the impermeable and elastic substance to be 
either India rubber or gutta percha. This patent was more inclusive 
than the patents granted in the United States.  As well as the car-
tridge design, it also patented key design features of the firearm.  
First, the same as the U.S. patent, the patent included the split de-
sign of the chamber to receive the cartridge “partly in the barrel 
and partly in the breech…, and so much larger than the general 
bore of the barrel as to have a shoulder in front to retain the car-
tridge”.  Second, not included in a U.S. patent, the patent included 
the design of a breech locking strap operated using a pin installed 
just forward of the trigger and fitted to slide up through the breech 
frame to push up the locking strap to disengage it from locking 
studs mounted on the top of the receiver and barrel.  When pushed 
up, the pin released the barrel to be rotated forward to allow inser-
tion of the cartridge or removal of the spent cartridge after firing.  
Figure 7 is the drawing issued with the British patent in 1859.  

The gun shown in the patent drawing clearly shows the hinged 
receiver, the top strap which locks the breech during firing and 
the split chamber containing the cartridge.  Interestingly, the pat-
ent application drawing also shows the carbine with a sling bar 
and ring mounted on the left side.  The sling bar and ring clearly 
indicates the carbine was designed for use by cavalry.  This sling 
bar differs from the sling bar and rings which would be mounted 
on later military production carbines in the United States; it is con-
siderably longer.  The sling bar attaches to the frame of the gun 
just forward of the receiver hinge and the other end attaches to the 
forward barrel band.  The drawing has no scale indicated but the 
sling bar would have been six inches or longer.

The British patent drawing shows the design has progressed to 
show a firearm which is very much like the carbines that were 
already tested by the U.S. Army and Navy in 1857 and 1858.  All 
of the guns demonstrated and tested in these previous tests had 
been very different than the one submitted in the first test in 1855.  
These guns also differed from the one described in patent 17,644 
of 23 June 1857.  Although that patent described the split chamber, 
it also described a gun with a barrel which slid forward to load.  
The British patent is the first since 1855 showing the hinged re-
ceiver.  The hinged receiver would be a characteristic of all future 
Smith patent carbines.  

None of the early Smith patent arms demonstrated to the Army 
or Navy seems to have survived and one of the real mysteries about 
these earliest Smith patent firearms is who manufactured them.  
We may never know unless some records can be found.  Gilbert 
Smith might have made the gun himself that he tested in 1855 but 
beginning in 1857, Thomas Poultney, a Baltimore entrepreneur, 
became associated with Smith.  In that year, Poultney purchased 
the patent rights from him and he most likely helped Smith manu-
facture his patent arms demonstrated and sold from 1857.  In 1859, 
Thomas Poultney formed a partnership with David Trimble, also 
of Baltimore, and started the firm of Poultney & Trimble.  This 
partnership then became the exclusive agents for marketing all 
Gilbert Smith firearms and arranged for their manufacture.  Un-
fortunately, no actual contractual documents have been located but 
the association between Smith and Trimble is confirmed in a later 
letter written to the commissioners investigating early Civil War 
arms contracts for the War Department.12 Joseph Holt and Rob-
ert Dale Owen, the commissioners, received a letter from Gilbert 
Smith dated 26 March 1862 confirming to them “that for five years 
[before 1862] I have been the principal owner of the Patent for 
Smith’s breech-loading gun, and sole manager; and for two years 
I have had the arms manufactured at the works of the Massachu-
setts Arms Company, Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts.”  From this 
testament it is clear that Poultney had the patent rights since 1857.  
The letter also confirms that the Massachusetts Arms Company, 
the company that would make most of the Smith cavalry carbines 
during the Civil War, only became involved in the manufacture 
of Smith patent arms in 1860.  The lack of involvement by the 
Massachusetts Arms Company is also confirmed in the Report by 
the Board of the 1858 West Point Trials.  The Report records the 
Board visited the Massachusetts Arms Company during the trials 
and that only Greene and Maynard long arms and Dean & Adams 
revolving pistols were being made there in July 1858.13 While the 
Report mentions visits to several other arms manufacturing facili-
ties, regretfully, no visit to one making the Smith carbines is men-
tioned.  The Massachusetts Arms Company ledgers also indicate 
no expenditures on Smith arms until April 1860. 

For several years before the start of the Civil War in 1861, the 
Massachusetts Arms Company at Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts 

Figure 5.  Belgium manufactured Gilbert Smith prototype carbine ca. 1859 (Collections War Heritage Institute, Inv. 11746).

Figure 4. W.W. Greener Sketch of Smith patent firearm tested by 
British Board of Ordnance in 1858.9  
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had made Greene patent arms, Adams patent revolvers and most 
recently, Maynard patent arms. The representative and inspec-
tor for the Maynard Arms Company, William P. McFarland, then 
resident at the Massachusetts Arms Company in 1860, provided 
interesting details on the activities of Poultney & Trimble with the 
Company, beginning in March 1860.  McFarland reported in a let-
ter to Edward Maynard on 21 March that “Mr. Poultney is at the 
Mass. Arms Co. to discuss making Smith carbines for the govern-
ment order,”14 and in another letter on the 26 March he reported 
that Poultney & Trimble were bargaining with the Massachusetts 
Arms Company to make 5,000 rifles.15 It is also clear from the fi-
nancial records of the Massachusetts Arms Company that the man-
ufacture of Smith firearms only began during April of that year.16 
The earliest Smith patent carbines as tested and demonstrated be-
fore April 1860, and even the five carbines supplied for the Wash-
ington Arsenal trials that began in February 1860 could not have 
been manufactured by the Massachusetts Arms Company.   

None of the arms tested between 1855 and 1858 have been iden-
tified, but there are a number early production models of Gilbert 
Smith patent firearms made before the Civil War that have sur-
vived.  These early guns have differences in the shape of the re-
ceiver that allows them to be categorized into two separate models.  
The first, and earliest, model was clearly made for military service 
and the second is just as clearly a model made primarily to be sold 
to sportsmen.  Although each of these models have specific char-
acteristics, they also each display a number of design variations.  
One thing that is common to both models is that they are marked 
with some variation as being based on Gilbert Smith’s patent of 
1857 and both show the markings of Poultney & Trimble of Balti-
more, Maryland.  This clearly indicates that both of these models 
date from no earlier than 1859.

David Trimble joined Thomas Poultney on 1 January 1859 to 
form their partnership to sell guns, hardware and cutlery from 
their store at No. 200 Baltimore Street in Baltimore.17 Advertise-
ments began quickly to appear in the Baltimore Daily Exchange 
newspaper.  The first appeared on 3 January and included list-
ings for sale of “Double Barrel Bird Guns by Richards, Manton, 
Greener, Moore and all English makers”. “French Breechloading 
Shotguns”, “Single- and Double-Barreled Duck Guns” as well as 
“Skates and Sleigh Bells at Manufactures Prices” and somewhat 
later that year, advertisements added, “Fishing Tackle, Cricket Im-
plements and Sporting Goods of All Kinds”.  The firm styled itself 
as “The Sportsman’s Warehouse”.

Model of 1859
A new model of the Gilbert Smith patent firearm had been de-

veloped by 1859.  These are probably very similar to the model 
demonstrated at the Army Trials at West Point in 1858 but these 
are also the first Gilbert Smith firearms marked with Poultney & 
Trimble.  Since it is likely that these firearms were first introduced 
and manufactured in quantity in 1859, they are designated here as 
the Model 1859 (Figure 8).  There was no contemporary designa-

Figure 7.  Design drawing included with British patent No. 372 of 1859.

Figure 6.  Smith prototype carbine showing the breech opened 
(Collections War Heritage Institute, Inv 11746). 
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tion of these arms however, as a separate model.  These guns are 
very similar to the gun shown in the drawing supplied with the 
British patent application (Figure 5) and are the earliest American 
made Smith patent guns that have been identified.  Thomas Poult-
ney demonstrated this new design to the Secretary of War, John 
Floyd, on 13 January 1859.  After he witnessed a trial, Floyd re-
marked that “it amongst the best of the Breech Loaders that I have 
examined.” 18 Probably because of Floyd’s influence, his cousin by 
marriage, Joseph E. Johnston,19 then the Lieutenant Colonel of the 
First U.S. Cavalry, carried one of these Smith patent carbines for 
six months during service on the frontier in Kansas beginning in 
June 1859.  Johnston was very impressed with his carbine and pro-
vided a highly complementary testimonial on 17 December 1859.  
Poultney quickly published the testimonial in his sales brochures.20   
The testimonial stated:

Washington, December 17, 1859
On a secret tour of six months, I carried with me for trial, one of 
your Breech loading Carbines, I lived in camp during the time, so 
that my trial of the Gun was much like that to which a campaign 
would subject it.  I fired it about four hundred times – cleaning it 
but twice; at no time was there the slightest stain of powder in the 
joint, which proves, that the India Rubber Cartridge Case makes 
it perfectly “Gas-tight.” I repeatedly compare it at three hundred 
yards, with Government rifles and found it at least equal to them 
in accuracy.  It may be loaded on horse-back with more facility 
than any gun I have seen.  The Breech-loading contrivance is very 
strong and simple, and made by the India Rubber Cartridge Case, 
independent of mere closeness of the joint, and the Gun.  I tried 
shoots with great accuracy and force.
I wish very much to see it introduced into the service of  
the Government.
Very respectfully, 
Your obedient servant, 
J.E. Johnston,  
Lt. Col. US Cavalry
Gilbert Smith and Poultney & Trimble had eagerly sought gov-

ernment contracts previously.  Carbines had been demonstrated to 
Army and Navy officers and been tested in formal Army trials dur-
ing 1857 and 1858.  Yet, despite favorable comments at these trials 
and a successful demonstration to the Navy in 1858, no immediate 
government contracts had been awarded.  However, Johnston ob-
viously had influence in the War Department and his testimonial 
probably resulted in an immediate Army contract for Smith patent 
carbines. On 9 February 1860, the Army’s Ordnance Department 
finally ordered 300 carbines. The agreed contract price for each .50 
caliber carbine was $35.00.21 These carbines were intended to be 

issued to troops of cavalry for trials during actual service.  Another 
test of Smith’s latest design by an Army Ordnance Board would 
soon seem to justify the contract.  

Only eight days before this contract was awarded, the War De-
partment issued Special Order 23 forming a board of officers and 
directed that the Smith patent carbine undergo further testing along 
with 18 other firearms.  A board of officers was assembled at the 
Washington Arsenal to supervise these tests and record the results.  
The group of firearms tested included ten breechloading guns as 
well as the latest models of muzzle loading rifles and muskets.22   
The Board assembled and began tests on 9 February, the same day 
that the contract with Poultney & Trimble was awarded.  Testing of 
the various arms lasted until 20 April 1860.  The Smith carbine was 
actually fired and tested on 17 April.  All of the arms tested were 
fired at targets ten feet square from different distances by regular 
troops then stationed at the Arsenal.  The rate of firing and accuracy 
results were carefully recorded.  The final report issued on 20 May 
1860 reported the results of the firings on the targets and included 
comments and recommendations from the Board.   The results of the 
tests clearly justified the purchase of the Smith carbines.  It stated:

“The board entertains a more favorable opinion of this arm than of 
any other breech-loading arm presented, and therefore recommends 
it to be adopted, to a limited extent, for further test, in active service 
on a campaign.” 22

The Board explained that five Smith patent carbines had been 
provided for the tests.  One, described as of an earlier pattern, had 
the spring strap that held the receiver and barrel together during 
firing was straight and fastened over the barrel and made to slip 
over a locking stud on top of the receiver.  Four of the carbines, 
described as of a more recent type, had the spring locking strap 
fastened over the receiver to the locking stud on the top of the 
barrel.  The Board reported that the spring strap that was mounted 
to the rear over the receiver quickly failed as it became too weak 
to secure the breech closed.  The carbine with the spring closing 
strap fastened along the top of the barrel however, was fired over 
one thousand times without weakening the spring.23 Probably as a 
result of these tests, all later manufactured Smith patent carbines 
have the spring closing strap installed along the top of the barrel.

While none of the carbines included in demonstrations and tests 
have been positively identified, early examples of carbines with 
both the spring strap mounted over the receiver and over the barrel 
do.  Figure 8 shows an actual example of a carbine with the clos-
ing strap mounted over the breech.  Figure 9 shows an example of 
what was described as the “earlier” pattern with the spring closing 
strap mounted over the barrel.  This was the successful model and 
the one manufactured for the Army contract of 9 February 1860.  A 
Poultney & Trimble sales brochure published in 1860 , Figure 10, 

Figure 8. Model 1859 military style carbine with spring closing strap over the receiver (Hubert Lum collection). 
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shows this Model 1859, a carbine very much like one of the “more 
recent type” carbines described as supplied for the Washington 
Arsenal tests.  The carbine shown on the brochure shows it with 
the spring closing strap curved over the receiver and not installed 
over the barrel.  Note in the sales brochure that the spring strap 
can be clearly seen protruding just forward of the hammer over the 
opened breech.  Figure 11 (Figure 11) is a detail of the carbine in 
Figure 8 compared with a detail of the carbine in Figure 9.  The 
Figure shows the arrangement of the locking straps mounted on 
the receiver and over the barrel.

 
 

These carbines are obviously military types.  Both have sling 
swivels and both are .50 caliber.  Firearms for sale to sportsmen 
were often of a smaller caliber and did not need sling swivels.  
Both of these Model 1859 carbines shown in Figures 8 and 9 have 
the same dimensions.  They are 39½ inches in overall length and 
have 21½ inch half octagon-half round blued barrels.  This model 
carbine has a 11½ inch forestock.  The main characteristic of this 
model carbine is the profile of the receiver.  Receivers have virtu-
ally horizontal and not curved tops on the blued receivers.  The 

receivers also have perfectly flat sides.  These receivers are very 
unlike later models of Smith production arms.   See the detail of 
the receivers in Figure 12.  Hammers have a rounded profile as 
shown in these Figures.  Receivers on these Model 1859 military 
carbines are unmarked.  The carbines however are engraved on the 
top of the barrel (Figure 13):  

 
 

GILBERT SMITH’S PATENT 1857   ADDRESS 
POULTNEY & TRIMBLE BALTIMORE, MD

Figure 12 also shows the bolster of the cone nipple has a clean-out 
screw.  However, surviving carbines of this model most often do not 
have the clean-out screw. 

There are different types of rear sights noted on surviving car-
bines of this pattern as well.  The one shown in Figure 8 has an ad-
justable three leaf sight with a short base.  The short base leaf sight 
is also shown on the carbine on the sales brochure, Figure 10.  This 
rear sight can also be seen on the top carbine in Figure 11.  The car-
bine shown in Figure 9 however, has a Lawrence patent sight with 
a range calibrated ladder with slide.25 This sight can be seen on the 
bottom carbine in Figure 11.   It is possible that the short base leaf 
sight was used on the earliest carbines of this model but most of 

Figure 9. Model 1859 military style carbine with spring closing strap over the barrel (Author’s collection). 

Figure 10. Poultney & Trimble Sales Brochure c 1860 showing 
Model 1859 carbine.24

Figure 11.  Details of Model 1859 carbines showing the different 
arrangements of the locking strap as described by the Army Board 
at the Washington Trials in 1860.  Top carbine has the locking strap 
over the receiver (Hubert Lum collection).  The bottom carbine has 
the locking strap over the barrel (Author’s collection) 
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the surviving carbines observed have the Lawrence sight. Another 
characteristic of this model arm is the trigger guard, all arms of this 
model have the conventional looped guard as shown in Figures 11.

Although most carbines of this model were obviously made for 
military use, there exist some examples with the flat sided receiver 
that were obviously made for commercial sales.  One surviving 
example is a .36 caliber carbine made with the stock checkered 
and made without sling swivels.  The carbine still has a 11½ inch 
forestock, however, the same as on military models.  The mark-
ings on the observed civilian models do differ from the military 
models.  None are marked on the barrel.  One surviving example 
has stampings on the left side of the receiver:

GILBERT SMITH’S  
PATENT 1857 

POULTNEY & TRIMBLE 
BALTIMORE, MD

Another is marked on the top of the receiver behind the hammer 
in three lines: “GILBERT SMITH PATENT 1857 / ADDRESS / 
POULTNEY & TRIMBLE BALTIMORE, MD” similar to the mark-
ings shown in Figure 16.

Poultney & Trimble also manufactured at least one full stocked 
rifle of this model.  The only known breechloading rifle of this 
model is shown in Figure 14.  It has a 40 inch .58 caliber barrel.  
That caliber was the standard for the rifled muskets adopted by the 
U.S. Army in 1855.26 It is assumed that this rifle was manufactured 

by Poultney & Trimble as a pattern to interest additional sales to 
the Army.  It is possible that the rifle was made to demonstrate for 
the February 1860 West Point Trials but it is not mentioned in the 
list of arms demonstrated.  A number of breechloading rifles were 
demonstrated and those were listed as were the results of the fir-
ings.  So far, no record that this rifle was ever tested by the Army 
at any trial has been located.  Also, there is no record of sales.  It 
is possible that the surviving rifle is a one-off.  Undoubtably this 
rifle was manufactured before 1861.  Although the mounts and rear 
sight are similar to earlier government rifles and muskets, it does 
not have any features characteristic of the rifled muskets adopted 
in 1861. 

Although larger for the larger caliber, the receiver of the rifle 
is similar to the carbines of this model as shown in the top photo-
graph of Figure 15.  The base of the front sight serves as the lug to 
attach a standard Model 1855 18 inch socket bayonet to the forend 
of the rifle.  Note the design of the front brass barrel band, shown 
in the bottom photograph of Figure 15, more resembles that on 
the M1851 U.S. Rifle or M1842 U.S. Musket rather than the more 
recent M1855 U.S. Rifled Musket that has only a forend cap.  The 
rear sight, as shown in the middle photgraph in Figure 15, is iden-
tical to the Model 1858 single step two leaf sight with a 11/6 inch 
base used first on Model 1855 rifles manufactured at the Spring-
field Armory.  Like some of the Model 1859 military carbines, the 
nipple cone bolster of the rifle does not have a clean-out screw.  
The rifle has sling swivels mounted on the front side of the barrel 
hinge extension and on the bottom of the  middle barrel band.  The 

Figure 12.  Right and left side views of the receiver of a Model 1859 military production carbine (Author’s collection). 

Figure 13. Markings on barrel of Model 1859 military production carbine (Photograph courtesy of Hubert Lum). 
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only markings on the rifle are on the top of the receiver as shown 
in Figure 16. 

Although we do not know who manufactured the earliest of the 
early model carbines used in trials and demonstrations, the car-
bines actually manufactured to meet the first Army contract were 
definitely manufactured by the Massachusetts Arms Company.   
The Army contract required Poultney & Trimble to find a man-
ufacturer capable of making more than a few demonstration ex-
amples of Smith patent arms.  The Massachusetts Arms Company 
ledgers still survive and clearly show that production of the Smith 
patent firearms by the company began in April 1860.27 

The actual number of Model 1859 carbines manufactured is un-
known.  The ledgers of the Massachusetts Arms Company show man-
ufacturing costs suggests several hundreds were made.28 The highest 
serial number noted on a survivor is 49 but there should be a lot more.  
The Army had ordered 300 on 9 February 1860.   Brigadier James 
W. Ripley, Chief of Ordnance, however wrote that none of these had 
been delivered by 15 August 1861.29 Where did they go?  At least one 
was sold to the Virginia Military Institute.  Francis Henney Smith, the 
first Superintendent of VMI, acknowledged in a letter to Poultney & 
Trimble on 22 May 1860 that he had received the Smith carbine and 
the box of loaded cartridges ordered on 16 May 1860.  

We know that several hundred more of these carbines were pur-
chased by Alabama and South Carolina in 1860.  These carbines 
were purchased to arm state militias as the governors in both of 
these states became alarmed by the Republican Party’s nomina-
tion of Abraham Lincoln for President in 1860.30 In July 1860, the 
Governor of Alabama, Thomas B. Moore, ordered enough Smith 
carbines to arm two companies of cavalry.31 A State Constitutional 
Convention met in December 1860 in response to Lincoln’s elec-
tion. William Brooks, the President of the Convention, submitted 
a report dated 10 January 1861, reporting on arms purchased to 
date and the arms just seized from the U.S. Arsenal at Mount Ver-
non, Alabama.32 All of the arms that had been purchased or seized 
were used to arm the 100 volunteer companies, organized by then 
to defend the state.  This report indicated that 150 Smith Cavalry 
carbines along with Adams and Colt revolvers, Colt revolving car-
bines, Mississippi rifles, U.S. muskets, sabers and a dozen cannon 
had been purchased.  It is interesting to note that the state of Ala-
bama paid $3,750 or $25 for each Smith carbine.33 The Contract 
with the Army Ordnance had been for $35 each.  Unfortunately, no 
documentation has been located that confirms the carbines were 
actually delivered or issued and no carbines have been located and 
positively identified as ones delivered to Alabama.  The week after 
this letter indicating that the Smith carbines had been purchased, 
the Massachusetts Arms Company was severely damaged by fire 
on 18 January 1861.34 If the carbines had not been delivered by 18 
January 1861, they may no longer have existed.

Also in 1860, the Governor of South Carolina, William Henry 
Gist, had ordered the purchase of Smith carbines.35 The State’s 
Ordnance Bureau reported on 5 January 1861, that the 200 car-
bines purchased had not yet been delivered but were expected 
soon.  The firm of Graveley & Pringle, importers of hardware, 
cutlery, fine guns, and plantation tools with their address at 44 East 
Bay, a few doors south of the Post Office in Charleston, advertised 
in the Charleston Courier that the Smith rifle could be seen at their 
store.  The advertisement informed readers that Major J. H. Lad-
son was the local agent for Gilbert Smith’s rifles and carbines.36

Langdon Cheves was the primary reason for South Carolina’s pur-
chase of Smith carbines.  He was the owner of a large rice plantation 
along the Savannah River, and had offered to pay to arm a local com-
pany of volunteer cavalry, the Palmetto Hussars, that he raised to defend 
the South Carolina coast between Georgetown and the river.  He had 
requisitioned the State Ordnance Bureau to provide either the Maynard 
or Smith carbines.37 Sixty-three (63) of the Smith carbines were desig-
nated to arm his company.  This company of cavalry was armed with 
Colt Navy pistols and Gilbert Smith carbines. The remainder of Smith 
carbines were apparently issued to the Rutledge Mounted Riflemen,38 a 
Charleston Volunteer militia unit raised in 1860.  Correspondence with 
Langdon Cheves on 18 January 1861 confirms delivery of the Colt pis-
tols39  but not the Smith carbines.  Delivery was expected by 1 Febru-
ary 186140 but no correspondence has been located confirming actual 
delivery.  The story is the same as for the case of Alabama purchase.  
The Massachusetts Arms Company was severely damaged by fire in 
January 1861 and if the carbines had not been shipped by then, they 
may no longer have existed.  Nevertheless, there is evidence that at 
least some of the carbines were delivered to South Carolina.  The Rut-
ledge Mounted Riflemen are listed by Todd as carrying Smith carbines 
in 1861 and 1862.41 Unfortunately, no carbines have been located and 
positively identified as ones delivered and issued to either the Palmetto 
Hussars or the Rutledge Mounted Riflemen.  

In January 1861, after South Carolina had seceded in December 
1860, five more states also seceded during January and a Con-
federacy of the seceded states was formed in February.  North-
ern manufacturers, including the Massachusetts Arms Company, 
ceased deliveries of arms to these states in early February.  Al-
though the production of the carbines manufactured to meet the 
Army order might have resumed after the sales to these states, 
production was severely curtailed because the factory was heav-
ily damaged in the January fire.  The low numbers produced and 
probably hard service of these carbines makes surviving carbines 
of this model rare today.

Model of 1860
The second group of early Smith patent firearms appear to all 

have been manufactured for commercial sales.  Surviving exam-

Figure 14.  Model 1859 Smith patent rifle ca. 1860 (Dick Salzer collection).  
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ples of firearms from this group shows that these are obviously 
“sporting” arms.  Poultney & Trimble had contracted with the 
Massachusetts Arms Company in March 1860 to manufacture 
the military model carbine for the February 1860 Army contract 
and the company’s records clearly show that they began making 
Smith firearms the very next month.42 Initially, production was 
probably limited to the carbines for military sales, but Poultney 
& Trimble wanted to expand sales into commercial markets and 
designed improvements to the earlier model.  The Maynard Arms 
Company master inspector, William McFarlane, who was resident 
at the Massachusetts Arms Company, reported back to his boss, 
Edward Maynard, about the activities of Poultney & Trimble in 
his letter of 11 June 1861 that “a model of the Smith gun is pretty 
well advanced.” 43 This was obviously a new model.  Because it 
was introduced in 1860, it is referred to here as the Model 1860.  

Sales of this new model probably began in October.  In October 
1860, Poultney & Trimble revised their printed advertisements in 
the Baltimore Express newspaper to add a new statement: “Guns 
made in our own factory to suit any sportsman”.44  Obviously, 
Poultney & Trimble, who previously had only advertised the sale 
of imported firearms, now had arranged to manufacture firearms 
of their own designs.  These Model 1860 firearms began to satisfy 
commercial orders.  

Probably the most recognized characteristic of this model is the 
profile of the receiver and hammer.  Instead of extending virtu-

ally horizontal behind the hammer, the receiver has a pronounced 
curve from the top toward the wrist of the stock.   The receiver 
also differs from the military model firearms that had totally flat 
sides.  These civilian model firearms have receivers that have a 
distinct narrowing near the bottom where there is a horizontal bev-
eled reduction in the width just above the hinge.  Most guns of this 
model also have a characteristic narrow flat faced hammer which 
is thickened into a pronounced cylinder where it strikes the cone 
nipple.  The characteristics of the receiver and the hammer can be 
seen in Figure 17.  Compare the receiver and hammer characteris-
tic of this model with those on the earlier model carbine as shown 
in Figure 12.  Most of the arms of this model also have the fancy 
trigger guard squared off behind the trigger and extended with a 
loop below the bottom of the wrist of the stock.  The trigger guard 
is shown in Figure 17.  An example of one of these firearms, a 
.36 caliber carbine, is shown in Figure 18.  As seen in the Figure, 
another characteristic is the butt plate.  It is prominently curved, 
much more so than on the earlier model military style carbines as 
shown in Figures 8 and 9.

In addition to these characteristics that are common with all 
firearms of this model, there are a number of design variations 
observed.  Since these firearms are for civilian use, many have 
high grade walnut stocks and many have checkering at the wrist 
and on the forestock.  The carbines in Figures 19 display similar 
checkering at the wrist of the stock.  Several guns of this model 
are observed also with German silver nose caps on the forestock.

Figure 15.  Details of Model 1859 
Smith patent rifle showing the receiver 
(top), rear sight similar to a US Model 
1855 sight (middle) and the brass front 
barrel band (bottom) (Dick Salzer 
collection). 
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Surviving firearms are found with different barrel lengths and in 
different calibers.  Two lengths of barrels for carbines have been 
observed.  Barrel lengths on carbines are either a nominal 21 inch45  
or 24 inches.  Rifles observed have 27⅝ inch barrels.  All barrels 
are blued.  The barrels on carbines are half octagon to the barrel 
band near the end of the forestock and then round to the muzzle.  
All surviving rifles observed have full octagon barrels.  Surviving 
examples are known in a number of different calibers.  .36, .44 and 
.50 calibers have been observed.  All firearms, both rifles and car-
bines of this model are half stocked.  The length of the forestock 
is a nominal 12 inches.  This is about one-half inch longer than the 
forestocks found on the earlier military model firearms.

Rear sights vary.  Some are found with a simple “V” post.  Oth-
ers have a short base three-leaf adjustable sight as seen on some 
of the earlier military carbines (Figure 8) and others have a Law-
rence patent adjustable ladder sight with a sliding bar to adjust for 
elevation.  Some rifles also have a separate peep sight mounted on 
the receiver directly behind the locking bar.  Differences are also 
observed in the design of cone nipple bolsters.  Some as shown 
in Figures 17 and 19 do not have a clean-out screw.  Others like 
the .36 caliber carbine in Figure 19 (right) have a clean-out screw. 
The hinge bolts like shown in Figures 17 and 19 have a slotted 
cap which secures the bolt in place.  Most surviving guns have the 
slotted bolt on the right side of the frame but a few observed have 
it on the left. 

Not all firearms of this model have markings but two types of 
frame markings have been observed on these guns.  Both types of 
markings still identify the firearm with some variation as being 
based on Gilbert Smith’s patent of 1857 and both show the mark-
ings of Poultney & Trimble of Baltimore, Maryland.  The most 

common markings are block letters on the left side of the receiver, 
but a few firearms are found marked on top of the receiver in script 
(Figure 20). None of these Model 1860 firearms have markings 
indicating who made them or where they were made.  If they have 
markings at all, they are only marked “Poultney & Trimble, Bal-
timore, MD.”  We know Poultney & Trimble had no capability 
to actually manufacture large numbers of complete firearms until 
they contracted the Massachusetts Arms Company in March 1860.  
However, just as in the case of the Model 1859 military carbine 
production, these firearms were manufactured by that company in 
Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts.  

There exist a number of surviving transition firearms that have 
characteristics of both this model and the earlier one.  The author 
has in his collection a carbine that is an obvious example of a tran-
sition.  It has the receiver of the earlier Model 1859 but has the 
hammer and trigger guard of this later model. Another example of 
a transition gun is a .36 caliber rifle that has all of the characteris-
tics of Model 1860 except the it has an oval trigger guard which 
is characteristic of the earlier Model 1859.  These examples make 
it clear that the adoption of this model was done over a period of 
time and parts from the earlier model were used.  

Production of this model had probably began about Septem-
ber 1860 and probably continued for almost a year until August 
1861. By then, the American Civil War had begun and the demand 
for arms by the Army was increasing.  In that month, Poultney & 
Trimble offered to supply Smith patent carbines of a new design to 
arm Federal cavalry during the Civil War.  As will be discussed in 
Part 2, Poultney & Trimble and the Massachusetts Arms Company 
had great difficulty expanding production and meeting the Army 
contract’s delivery schedule for this new contract.  It is doubtful 
that the continued manufacture of these older model firearms for 

Figure 17. Detail of receiver of Model 1860 production Smith 
patent carbine. (Hubert Lum collection). 

Figure 16.  Patent and Agent markings at the top of the receiver on 
a Model 1859 Smith patent rifle (Dick Salzer collection).

Figure 18.  Model 1860 production Smith patent carbine (Hubert Lum collection).
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commercial sales could continue when every effort was being 
made to meet Army contract deliveries.

The number made of this model firearm is unknown.  The serial 
number sequence appears to be a new sequence.  The highest serial 
number known is 132.  Based on production costs reported by the 
Massachusetts Arms Company, a total of several hundred includ-
ing both model firearms were manufactured.  Based on the serial 
numbers found on survivors, probably less than 150 of this second 
model were manufactured. 

Relatively few of this model Smith patent arm survive today, 
many might have been lost in the April 1861 riots in Baltimore.  A 
rebellious Confederacy of Southern States had fired on Fort Sum-
ter in Charleston Harbor and the federal fort had surrendered just 
the week before.  In response, the new President, Abraham Lin-
coln, had immediately called up 75,000 troops to march to Wash-
ington to protect the capital and suppress the rebellion.  Tensions 
in Maryland, a slave state, were high as many wanted the state to 
join the Confederacy.  On 19 April, rioting Southern sympathiz-
ers attacked troops of the Sixth Massachusetts Volunteers and the 
next day, other units from New York and Pennsylvania, as they 
marched south through the city enroute to Washington in response 
to Lincoln’s call. During the riots, Poultney & Trimble’s store on 

Baltimore Street, as well as many other businesses was victim-
ized. The Washington Evening Star newspaper reported on 23 
April 1861 that during Saturday morning (20 April) a large crowd 
broke into the store and removed “an immense quantity of arms, 
consisting of patent rifles, fowling pieces and revolvers.”  The pat-
ent rifles referred to were undoubtably mostly Smith patent.

Ammunition
All Smith patent guns manufactured prior to the Civil War used 

cartridges made from India rubber as designed by Gilbert Smith 
and described in his patent 17,702 of 30 June 1857.  The cartridges 
fired in the various tests and demonstrations in 1857 and 1858 of 
the patent carbines used a cartridge of .48 caliber. The conical bul-
lets used in the tests, like all Smith patent arms, had a solid base 
with one grease ring.  The bullets used in the 1857 trials were 
described as weighing 330 grams and the rubber cartridge con-
tained 40 grains of powder.46 The bullets fired in the 1858 trials 
were heavier, 402 grams, and the cartridge contained 41 grains of 
powder.47 This caliber reported was the same as used for the 1857 
trials.48 None of the cartridges used in these early tests have been 
positively identified but there does exist a .48 caliber bullet that 
may be associated with those tests; Dean Thomas had this bullet 
in his collection (Figure 21).  The Smith carbine fired in the tests 

 Figure 20.  Differences in patent and agent markings.  The carbine on the left shows the markings on the left side of the receiver (Don Dietrich 
collection).  The carbine on the right shows them on the top of the receiver (Author’s collection).

Figure 19. Details of the receivers of Model 1860 Smith patent carbines showing details of the sloping receiver, the characteristic trigger guard 
and examples of stock checkering.  The carbine on the left shows a nipple bolster without clean-out screw (Private collection) and the carbine on 
the right shows the nipple bolster with one (Don Dietrich collection).
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of 1860 at the Washington Arsenal, however, used a .45 caliber 
cartridge.  The powder charge included in the cartridge was not 
listed in the final report of these trials.  None of the cartridges used 
in this trial have been identified.  

All known Model 1859 military carbines were .50 caliber and 
none of the cartridges made for this model have been identified.  
The .50 caliber cartridges manufactured during the Civil War for 
use in the later models are probably the same.  Only one .36 caliber 
cartridge for use in a Model 1860 carbine or rifle has been identi-
fied (Figure 22).50 The length of the rubber case for that cartridge 
is 1.5 inches which is the same as observed for the later .50 rub-
ber cartridges manufactured for the Smith carbines purchased and 
issued during the Civil War.  The chamber dimensions of these 
early Model 1859 and Model 1860 firearms are about 1⅝ inches in 
length, or nominally ⅛ inch longer than the later Civil War models 
of carbines.  The reason for the longer length chamber, despite us-
ing cartridges of the same length, is unknown. 

Figure 21. A .48 caliber bullet 
possibly as used for an early 
Smith carbine in the Army Trials 
in 1857 or 1858.  Note the single 
grease ring characteristic with 
all Smith bullets (Dean Thomas 
collection).  

Figure 22.  .36 caliber rubber 
cartridge for a Smith Model 
1860 rifle or carbine (Don 
Dietrich collection).
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