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William Jenks invented a remarkable breechloader.  From the 
time he introduced his new firearm and for almost two decades 
after, this gun might have been the best military gun in America.  
It was certainly one of  the most powerful.1

The Jenks was a breechloader, mass produced, and one of the 
first breechloaders that provided an effective gas seal.  When Jenks 
invented his gun, the U.S. Army had already purchased thousands 
of breechloaders based on the patent of John H. Hall. Hall rifles 
and carbines had been issued to the regular Army and to State Mi-
litias and had been in service for almost twenty years.  The rifles 
had seen action with the 6th Regiment in Florida and the carbines 
had been used by the 1st Regiment of Dragoons on the western 
plains and the 2nd Regiment of Dragoons in Florida.  Hall patent 
arms however were criticized because of a lack of an effective gas 
seal.

Because of its effective gas seal, the Jenks was powerful.   Army 
tests of bullet penetrations showed this conclusively.  Bullet pene-
trations well exceeded the contemporary Hall breechloaders, and, 
also, of the service muzzleloading muskets and rifles.2  Because 
the gas seal was so effective, virtually all the force of expanding 
gases propelled the bullet.

Despite its power, the Army ultimately rejected the Jenks.  The 
Jenks was consistently rated higher than other contemporary 
breechloading arms at Army trials held during the late 1830s and 
early 1840s but during the period of these trials, Army officers, in 

general, saw no real advantage with breechloading, and despite 
some experience with Hall designed arms, much preferred muz-
zleloading rifles and carbines.  In field trials, officers seemed to 
invent reasons to reject them. In these trials, troops were issued 
Jenks with incorrect ammunition and no or poor instructions.  The 
response of soldiers was predicably negative.

The U.S. Navy and the Revenue Marine Services, however, 
did purchase Jenks breechloaders.  These were the most common 
small arms carried on Navy warships and Revenue Marine Ser-
vice cutters from the mid-1840s until the Civil War.  They were 
the primary small arms on warships and cutters that blockaded or 
captured every major Mexican port on both the Gulf of Mexico 
and Pacific coasts during the Mexican-American War.  They also 
armed the sailors on Naval exploratory expeditions around the 
globe including to the Pacific on Perry’s ships that opened trading 
with Japan in 1853-54.

The Jenks Breechloader
The Jenks breechloader operated by using a lever that slid an 

articulated slide into the breech (Figure 1).  At the end of the slide 
was a plug that passed beyond a circular loading aperture.  The 
plug drove the powder and ball into the breech and formed a tight 
seal.  After firing, the loading lever was raised to withdraw the 
plug and slide to allow reloading. The loading aperture was circu-
lar and only permitted loading of the ball and powder separately.  
A paper or linen cartridge could not be loaded.  Powder could only 
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 Figure 1.  The Jenks breechloader patent drawing. 
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be loaded using either a powder horn or flask.  In fact, the Navy de-
signed and purchased a special powder flask to use with the Jenks 
breechloaders.

William Jenks

The Jenks family in America has been well researched. William’s 
(Figure 2) ancestors have been traced by William B. Browne who 
published a detailed history of the family, The Jenks in America3 
in 1952.   Jenks is a common name in New England.  When Wil-
liam Jenks was born, ancestors of his had lived in New England 
for almost 200 years.  He was the seventh generation. The earliest 
account of the Jenks family in America begins with the arrival in 
1643 of the middle-aged widower, Joseph Jenckes (born 1602), 
from England.   Joseph was a skilled cutler and had been  em-
ployed by the famous royal sword maker, Benjamin Stone in his 
factory in Hounslow.  Stone had made swords for King Charles I, 
but at the beginning of the English Civil War in 1643, Charles I had 
to flee London.  Without royal protection, Stone had been forced 
to close his factory.  This probably influenced Joseph to immigrate 
to Massachusetts.  After arriving in Massachusetts, Joseph soon 
found work at the Saugus Iron Works near the future city of Lynn.  
By all accounts, Joseph possessed considerable inventive genius.  
He has achieved some celebrity in the history of Massachusetts.

The history of the Saugus Iron Works is quite interesting.  Not 
many years after the pilgrims had landed at Plymouth in 1620, bog 
iron had been discovered in the swamp meadows along the Saugus 
River.   The bog iron discovery was significant and economically 
important.  Having a local source of iron meant that it would not 
have to be imported into the new colony. Not only did Joseph find 
work at the iron works on the Saugus River, but within a couple 
of years after he arrived in Massachusetts Colony, Joseph began 
construction of his own foundry and forge.  The foundry was in 

operation by 1647.  We know that because in that year, he received 
what is recognized as the first machine patent awarded in America.  
He received a 14-year patent for his design of a water-driven ma-
chine to shape scythes, sawmill blades and other edged tools.  His 
design of scythes became the standard used thereafter throughout 
North America.

Today the workplace of Joseph Jenckes and his fellow iron 
workers is preserved as the Saugus Iron Works National Histor-
ic Site. In 1898 the Lynn Historical Society erected a historical 
marker near the site with the inscription: “The first successful iron 
works in this country were established here in 1643. Joseph Jenck-
es built a forge here in 1647 and in 1652 made the dies for the first 
silver money coined in New England. In 1654 he made the first fire 
engine in America.” 

Joseph’s son, Joseph Jr. had not immigrated to American with 
his father but did, join him later in 1648.  Joseph Jr. was then about 
sixteen.  Joseph Jr’s claim to fame was his founding the city of 
Pawtucket, Rhode Island in 1671.   The third generation of the 
Jenks family in America was also notable.  It included Joseph 
Jenckes III (born 1656), who served as the Governor of Rhode 
Island.  During the fifth and sixth generations, William’s grandfa-
ther, and father, both named Zachariah, simplified the spelling of 
the family name from “Jenckes” to “Jencks.” By William’s gener-
ation the family name was further simplified to “Jenks.”

By the time William’s father, Zachariah, had been born, this 
branch of the Jenks family was no longer in Lynn but had moved 
to Lyme, New Hampshire. William Jenks was born there in 1805 
and grew up as part of Zachariah’s very large family. His father 
may have owned a forge there.  He was a Revolutionary War vet-
eran who married twice, fathered a total of 25 children, and lived 
to be 73 years old, dying in 1827 when William was 22.  William 
was the tenth child by Zachariah’s second wife, Sarah.  Like his fa-
ther, William had trained as a mechanic.  He worked in his father’s 
forge and his knowledge of machinery would prove important.  
Figure 3 shows the timeline of the life of William Jenks. 

Still as a young man in his 20s, and soon after his marriage in 
1832 to Elizabeth Beach, also of Lyme, William Jenks moved from 
Lyme to South Carolina. We know the reason for his move.  He 
was offered a job as the superintendent of the new Saluda Textile 
Mills, near Columbia in South Carolina.4  He was employed by the 
Saluda Manufacturing Company by 1834.  

The company was formed that year, organized by 30 investors 
from the local area.  The company immediately began construction 
of a textile mill on the Saluda River, one of the first in the South.  
Even before the mill was completed and began operation in 1835, 
William was already tinkering.  He and Charles Beck, one of the 
primary investors of the company, are both recorded as living in 
Columbia on a patent for a cotton seed hulling machine they were 
awarded in December 1834.5  The machine extracted cotton seed 
oil.  William was still employed at Saluda as the mill’s superin-
tendent in 1838 when he invented and patented his breechloading 
rifle.  He probably made his first rifle in the Saluda Mills machine 
shop.  

In April 1838, he demonstrated his new breechloader to Pierce 
Butler, the governor of South Carolina at the capitol in Colum-
bia.6  After receiving a most favorable review at the South Carolina 
demonstration, the details of the demonstration were published in 
the Army & Navy Chronicle.7  The Chronical was widely read by 

 Figure 2.  William Jenks c. 1847.  
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Figure 3.  Time line 
of the life of William 
Jenks.

senior Army and Navy officers and William soon secured an op-
portunity to demonstrate his breechloader to a Board of Officers 
at Watervliet Arsenal.  The Board was convened in July 1838 and 
William personally demonstrated his gun in November.  The offi-
cers on the Board, however, remained critical of his gun.  In gener-
al, Army officers at this time saw no advantage for breechloading 
arms.  Despite the Board’s criticism, but before the Board issued 
their final report in January 1839, Army Ordnance had not waited 
and had issued a purchase order for 100 breechloading musketoons 
by December 1838.8  The Army purchased the limited quantity for 
the guns to be used in field trials with troops.  Several competitions 
in 1839, most notably at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia in 
February,9 resulted in additional favorable reports and supported 
the Army’s purchase. 

With this first contract in hand and prospects for additional 
military contracts, William needed a factory to make his patent 
firearms.  He found one in Springfield, Massachusetts.  His new 
occupation as a arms maker was opportune.  William’s job at the 
Saluda Mill was ending.  The investors of the mill were unable 
to secure additional financing as profits for the mill were meager.  
The owners actually put the mill up for sale in September 183810  
and the mill’s assets were auctioned the following year.11  William 
moved his family to Springfield in late 1838. 

The first factory to manufacture his patent guns in quantity was 
the Chicopee Falls Company.  That company made guns for the 
first Army contract for Jenks breechloaders and another, larger 
one, awarded by the Republic of Texas in June 1839.  A lack of 
capital mostly due to the collapse of the national economy follow-
ing the Panic of 183712 and failure to secure contracts after 1839, 
caused the company to fail in 1840.   Even after the Chicopee 
Falls Company failed, William remained living with his family in 
Springfield because he was able to secure a major contract with the 
Navy in 1841 and he contracted with the nearby Nathan P. Ames 
Manufacturing Company to make his patent arms.  The N.P. Ames 
Company, already well established as a contractor to the Army for 
swords and cannon, did not make firearms before 1841.  When 
the Chicopee Falls Company was failing, Nathan Ames was be-
ing pressured by his major investors, Edmund Dwight and James 
K, Mills,13 to enter the market to manufacture small arms for the 
military. They saw it as an opportunity to expand the Ames Com-

pany.  At the bankruptcy sale of the Chicopee Falls Company in 
1841, Ames purchased the facilities and all the machinery. The 
Nathan P. Ames Company then greatly expanded these facilities 
over the next two years and manufactured Jenks breechloaders for 
four Navy contracts, making over 5,200 Jenks patent arms for the 
Navy and at least two hundred more for smaller contracts with the 
Army and the Revenue Marine Service.

William Jenks remained in Springfield until the last of his car-
bines manufactured by the N.P. Ames Company was delivered to 
the Navy. The Navy wanted to award another contract to Jenks 
in 1846 but they wanted a different carbine.  The Navy wanted 
carbines fitted with a new automatic priming system invented by 
Doctor Edward Maynard.  Nathan Ames could not agree an ac-
ceptable price for these carbines and William had to find another 
factory. With the award of the fifth contract for the Navy in 1846, 
William and his family moved to German Flats, New York. Ger-
man Flats was a small municipality next to the Village of Herkimer 
and next to the factory of E. Remington & Sons. The carbines of 
the fifth contract with the Navy and a second contract for the Rev-
enue Marine Services were made by E. Remington & Sons. 

The 1850 census shows William Jenks and his family still liv-
ing in German Flats. However, he was no longer involved with 
making guns for the Navy and the census lists his profession as 
“government agent” for the “federal public administration indus-
try”.14  It is unclear the meaning of the census description, or what 
William was still doing in New York as Remington had completed 
and finished deliveries of all of the guns for the Navy and Reve-
nue Marine Services contracts in 1848.  All we know is that af-
ter the completion of those contracts, while still living in German 
Flats, William still sought additional government contracts.  He 
submitted a petition in 1849 to Congress, seeking the government 
to purchase additional Jenks firearms to issue to the state militias.  
The petition was unsuccessful and no further contracts for Jenks 
breechloaders resulted.

With no further work in New York, William and Elizabeth and 
their family moved and purchased a farm in Arlington, Virginia 
in 1851.  He became a farmer and the local Postmaster15  He was 
active in the Agricultural Society of Alexandria County  and, still 
tinkered.  He patented a corn planter for which he was awarded 
another patent in March 1856.17
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William died from an accident on his farm on 8 July 1859 at age 
54, described in the Washington Star: “The day before yesterday, 
William Jenks, a resident of Alexandria County…was engaged in 
loading hay on a hay cart in his field when he stepped too far over 
the edge of the mow, and fell over the horses, injuring his spine 
in such a manner that he remained paralyzed until this morning, 
when, we regret to learn, he died.”  Elizabeth continued to live on 
the farm but died four years later, in 1863. William and Elizabeth 
share a grave in Rock Creek Cemetery in Washington D.C.

Firearms of the Chicopee Falls Company
According to the Chicopee Falls Company’s publicity, the com-

pany manufactured “guns and hardware.”  The company manu-
factured at least five models of firearms between 1837 and 1840.  
The company was organized in Springfield, Massachusetts in 1836 
by several local businessmen.  The president was Timothy Car-
ter, who would later be the principal agent for the later and more 
successful Massachusetts Arms Company, Nathan P. Ames, who 
owned a successful foundry then making swords and cannon for 
the U.S. Army, and who would later make Jenks firearms in his 
own company, Benjamin B. Belcher, David M. Bryant, an import-
ant merchant in Springfield, T.W. Buckland and John Chase, the 
manager of the Springfield Canal Company.18  

Although the company was not large and had limited manufac-
turing capabilities (Figure 4), the company was well positioned 
and did have state of the art machinery to manufacture firearms.  
The Chicopee River at the Falls dropped about 50 feet at this loca-
tion and provided year-round power to run all the machinery. The 
company was unable to attract sufficient business after two major 
contracts awarded in 1838 and 1839, and because the company 
was unable to secure additional capital in the tight credit economy 
following the Panic of 1837, the company failed.  Nevertheless, 
the company for a time did attract several contracts of modest  
size and manufactured several important models of Jenks  
breechloaders.

The Chicopee Falls Rifle
The first known firearm made by the Chicopee Falls Compa-

ny was a rifle for the U.S. Army.  Although, modern sources by 
Reilly, Flayderman, Moller and others refer to this rifle as a Jenks 
rifle, the rifle had nothing to do with Jenks.  The rifle was a muz-
zleloader, not a Jenks patent breechloader.  They were contracted 

for and most likely manufactured before Jenks arrived at the Chi-
copee Falls Company to manufacture his patent guns.  The Army 
contracted for these rifles most likely in 1837 or, possibly, early 
in 1838.  No actual documentation has been located.  The Army 
bought only a small number of these rifles.  The reason for the Ar-
my’s purchase of these rifles has not been discovered. They were 
possibly made as part of the process to develop a new design for 
a rifle to replace the service rifle, the Model 1817, that had been 
in service since 1819.  Production of the Model 1817 had ceased 
in 1829, about nine years before.  (Note new contracts would be 
awarded for the Model 1817 rifle in 1840 but that was after this 
new model rifle by the Chicopee Falls Company had been deliv-
ered and evaluated by the Army).  

The rifle, (Figure 5), is flintlock in .54 caliber with a 35¼ inch 
barrel.  Note the back-action lock (Figure 5, upper left second row 
from top).  Back action locks where the lock mainspring is behind 
the hammer, had become popular in the 1830s.  Many Pennsyl-
vanian and Kentucky rifle makers had adopted the design.  The 
back-action was believed to have a faster action than conventional 
actions.  In Britain, George Lovell, working at the Tower develop-
ing new arms for the British Army, adopted back action locks for 
the first models of Brunswick rifles and Victoria carbines intro-
duced in the mid-1830s.

 The back action lock was a characteristic of all Chicopee Falls 
Company arms.  This is obviously the reason this rifle has been 
associated with Jenks.  All later Jenks breechloaders will have this 
type lock as well.  The rifle is equipped with a 34⅞ inch steel but-
tonhead ramrod.  The rod has a wider diameter about 3½ inches 
from the tip. A spring ramrod catch engages the edge of this wider 
part to secure the rod (Figure 5 lower right).  Unfortunately, on 
most surviving rifles the spring steel ramrod catch is missing.  All 
rifles identify the manufacturer on the lockplate.  As can be seen 
in Figure 5, lockplates are stamped “CHICOPEE FALLS CO. / 
MS.” In two lines.  All rifles were inspected. Surviving rifles show 
barrel proving witnessed by either Nathan W. Patch or Joseph 
Hannis; as can be seen in Figure 5, the top of barrels are stamped 
either ‘NWP’ or ‘JH’, respectively.  A “P” within a rosette is also 
stamped.  Stocks have cartouches of either Elizur Bates or Joseph 
Hannis, ‘EB’ or ‘JH’ on the left side wrist, and all rifles have the 
cartouche of Major Mann P. Lomax on the top of the stock just 
forward of the buttplate tang (Figure 5 lower left).  Major Lomax 

Figure 4. Image of the 
Works of the Chicopee 
Falls Company from the 
company’s trade card about 
1838 (Photograph by Peter 
Buxton). The buildings 
shown, from the left are the 
saw house, the gun shop, 
the forge and the furnace.  
The foundry is to the right 
and on the near side of the 
canal shown running in 
front of these buildings (not 
shown).
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was then the chief of contract inspectors.  Few survivors of these 
rifles are known; I only know of four.

The Army Jenks Musketoon, Model 1839
The second firearm made by the Chicopee Falls Company was 

one associated with William Jenks (Figure 6).  In December 1838, 
the Army ordered 100 flintlock breechloading musketoons from 
William Jenks.  These .64 caliber smoothbore arms had a 26 11/16 
inch barrel, a length midway between a carbine and a rifle barrel. 
These musketoons are the earliest of Jenks patent firearms made in 
any quantity.  The only earlier known Jenks firearm is the patent 
model made by Jenks in South Carolina. 

These musketoons are Jenks breechloaders and have the articu-

lated slide and plunger operated by a lever. (Figure 6, second row 
from top, left); loading is through a slightly oval loading aperture 
(second row, right).  The back action locks of these Army muske-
toons clearly resemble the actions for the previous flintlock rifles 
made at Chicopee Falls.  Undoubtably, the design of these mus-
ketoons copied the design of the earlier rifles.  Note that although 
these are breechloaders, and a ramrod is unnecessary for loading, 
these musketoons have a ramrod held in a channel under the fore-
stock. The ramrods are retained by friction with the channel and 
without a special catch.  Two versions of the ramrod have been ob-
served.  The ramrod shown in Figure 6 has a button head but other 
surviving examples of this musketoon have a ramrod with a trum-
pet head.  Markings on the top of the breech indicate that these are 
Jenks patent arms and were manufactured in 1839 (Figure 6, third 

Figure 5.  Chicopee Falls Co. Flintlock U.S. Army Rifle c 1838 (top), 
characteristic back action lock and its markings (second row from the 
top; Hubert Lum collection), proof markings on Chicopee Falls Co. 
rifles (NWP from Hubert Lum Collection; JH courtesy of Morphy 
Auctions) and cartouche of Major Mann P. Lomax on the top of the 
stock (Hubert Lum collection). Details for the ramrod (Photograph 
courtesy of Rock Island Auctions)
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row from top, right).  Musketoons are serial numbered and num-
bers are stamped on the top of the plunger.  The lock plate mark-
ings, are virtually identical to the earlier rifles, as well.  All rifles 
were inspected. Surviving rifles show barrel proving witnessed by 
either Nathan W. Patch or Elizur Bates.  Barrels are stamped with 
a “P” and the initials either  ‘NWP’ or ‘EB’.  Figure 6 (right, third 

row from top) shows the proof stamp of Elizur Bates on the breech 
markings.  Stocks have cartouches of Nathan W. Patch, ‘NWP’ on 
the left side forward of the lock and the cartouche of Major Mann 
P. Lomax on the comb of the stock (Figure 6, bottom row).  

Fifty Army musketoons were issued for field-tests to the 1st and 
2nd Dragoons in 1840.  Twenty-five were issued to each regiment.  

 Figure 6.  US Army Jenks 
Musketoon c 1839 (Photograph by 
Michael Fullana for the Institute 
of Military Technology)(top), 
lockplate and raised Loading Lever 
(Photograph courtesy of Michael 
Fullana for the Institute of Military 
Technology) (second row from 
top, left); showing the loading 
aperture (right, second row form 
the top; Hubert Lum collection); 
lockplate markings (Hubert Lum 
collection); breech markings 
(Photograph courtesy of Michael 
Fullana for the Institute of Military 
Technology); cartouche of Nathan 
W. Patch (Hubert Lum collection); 
Major Mann P. Lomax cartouche 
(Hubert Lum collection).
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The 2nd Dragoons refused to issue them and soon returned their 
twenty-five to Springfield.  Captain Sumner, commanding the 
detachment of the 1st Dragoons at Carlisle Barracks, did test the 
musketoons issued to that regiment and reported them better than 
either the Hall or Colt Paterson carbines19 but repeated the preju-
dice of Army officers of the period against any breechloaders.20  
No additional contracts were awarded.  

These musketoons remained in storage at Springfield.  New per-
cussion locks were purchased in 1842 from William Jenks for the 
Army to convert the musketoons from flintlock to percussion.21   

Nevertheless, no actual conversions were ever made.  The extra 
locks were still reported as being in storage at the Springfield Ar-

mory during the 1850s.22  Survivors of these musketoons are rare, 
I know of only eight.  One other may exist; Moller reported a mus-
ketoon with brass hardware but I have not seen it.23 

The Texas Jenks Musket 
The largest contract received by William Jenks for guns made at 

the Chicopee Falls Company was made for the Republic of Texas.  
In 1839, the Republic of Texas had a new president, Mirabeau B. 
Lamar.  Lamar very much disagreed with the policies of the first 
president, Sam Houston, who had tried to maintain friendly rela-
tions with Indians and had not wished to provoke Mexico further.  
In sharp contrast, Lamar’s policies were much more aggressive.  
Lamar wanted to expand the borders of the new Republic, expel 

Figure 7.  Republic of Texas Jenks musket c 1840 (top, Old Sturbridge 
Village collection), lockplate markings and loading lever raised (row 
second from the top); loading aperture and Texas Star stamping on the 
top of the barrel (row second from the bottom); and ramrod (bottom); 
(photographs by the author)
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the Indians, and punish the Mexicans.  As a result, Lamar needed 
a much larger Texas Army.  To equip new regiments, he needed 
guns and military supplies.  Lamar’s chief of ordnance for the Re-
public was Colonel George W. Hockley.  Hockley had the task to 
provide the arms and equipment.  He sent his agent, William Dan-
gerfield, to the United States in 1839 to purchase the needed guns 
and supplies. Numerous purchases were made, including one for 
250 Jenks patent muskets.24

These .54 caliber breechloading, smoothbore arms had a 33¾ 
inch barrel (Figure 7).  Very unusual for military arms, the hard-
ware is silvered.  The musket has the same Jenks patent breech 
mechanism and back-action lock very similar to the earlier Army’s 
breechloading musketoons.  The loading aperture, however, is cir-
cular more like the original patent rather than oblong like it was 
on the Army musketoon (Figure 7).  The musket also has a slotted 
trumpet head ramrod.  The slotted head clearly suggests that the 
rod was used for cleaning the barrel, as it was obviously not need-
ed for breechloading. The lock plate remains the characteristic 
back action and the lockplate is stamped the same as on the earlier 
Chicopee Falls guns with “CHICOPEE FALLS CO / MS”. The 
musket has no inspection markings but does have a “star” within 
a circle stamped on the top of the barrel forward of the rear sight. 
These muskets were completed by August 1840 and shipped to 
New Orleans.25  William Jenks awaited payment.  Texas finally 
paid for the muskets in August 1841 and they were then shipped to 
Galveston.  They saw hard service in Texas and only one of these 
guns seems to have survived.

The Jenks Percussion Rifle
 The Texas contract was the last major contract for guns made 

at the Chicopee Falls Company.  The company was starved for 
capital as credit was very tight in the severe economic depression 
following the Panic of 1837.  The delay in payment for the Texas 
contracted muskets was probably also a contributor.  The compa-
ny, underfunded, and with no access to credit, failed by late 1840.  
Before the failure however, the company made a few more guns.

One was a sporting rifle.  Unlike all previous Chicopee Falls 
Company firearms, that had been flintlock, this rifle was made with 
percussion ignition.  By 1840, percussion arms had been recog-
nized as superior firearms.  Percussion arms had been introduced 
into the U.S. Army as early as 1833 and in the British and Europe-
an armies they were generally introduced between 1836 and 1840.  
In the next year, 1841, the U.S. Army would finally adopt percus-
sion ignition as standard for all its service arms.  This rifle is the 
first Jenks breechloader made with percussion ignition.  It is cer-
tainly the first Jenks breechloader made in the United States with 
percussion ignition and pre-dates the percussion carbines made by 
N.P. Ames beginning in 1841.

This handsome rifle is a Jenks breechloader of .36 caliber (Fig-
ure 8).  The barrel is 36 inches.  The first nine inches of the barrel 
is octagonal with the remainder round.  Hardware is silver and 
engraved.  Note that the percussion hammer (Figure 9) is a con-
ventional one that strikes a percussion cap placed on a cone nip-
ple that is attached to the side of the barrel with a bolster.  The 
musket has the same Jenks patent breech mechanism (Figure 26) 
and back-action lock very similar to the earlier flintlock rifles and 

Figure 8 Chicopee Falls Co Jenks percussion sporting rifle c. 1840 (Authors collection).

Figure 9.  Chicopee Falls Co Jenks percussion sporting rifle c. 1840. Lock details with loading lever raised (left) and details of breechloading 
action and loading aperture (Authors collection)



128/11

muskets made by the Chicopee Falla Company. The loading aper-
ture is circular. The rifle has a wooden ramrod held in a channel 
under the forestock, but the ramrod has no metal tip.  The ramrod 
was unnecessary for a breechloader.  Except for floral engraving, 
the rifle is unmarked.  Based on similarities with the next rifle to 
be described made about the same time, this rifle was made by the 
master gunsmith employed by the company, Cyrus B. Allen.

William Jenks Presentation Rifle
 One of the last firearms made at the Chicopee Falls Company 

associated with William Jenks was not a Jenks breechloader.  It 
was a conventional muzzleloading rifle, but like the percussion 
sporting rifle, it was one of the very few made by the company with 
percussion ignition.  The rifle was made as a presentation from 
the Chicopee Falls Company to William Jenks in appreciation for 
his getting contracts from the Army and Republic of Texas for his 

patent breechloaders.  The .42 caliber rifle is muzzleloading with 
a part octagon, part round barrel, 31 inches long (Figure 10).  The 
lockplate remains the characteristically back-action.  Hardware is 
silver.  The rifle has a brass tipped wooden ramrod held within a 
channel inserted into the forestock and by two iron thimbles on the 
underside of the barrel.  The top of the barrel is engraved with the 
inscription “Jenks PATENT Columbia SC Chicopee Falls Compy 
Mass”, (Figure 10, lower right).  The rifle is nicely engraved, par-
ticularly with the Seal of South Carolina on a silver medallion inlet 
into the cheek of the stock (Figure 30).  The buttplate has a finely 
engraved eagle above the globe. Iron parts and other silver hard-
ware of the rifle are also engraved.  The rifle was made by Cyrus 
B. Allen26 and his name is engraved on the lockplate.

Figure 10 Chicopee Falls Co. presentation rifle to Wm. Jenks (top); lock details (second row from top) showing name of master gunsmith Cyrus 
B. Allen (right); detail of engraving on the buttplate and silver medallion insert into stock cheek shows the Seal of South Carolina (bottom row); 
presentation markings on the top of barrel (bottom right) (Don Dietrich collection).
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Conclusions
The first government contract Jenks breechloaders were all 

made by the Chicopee Falls Company, but no additional contracts 
were awarded after 1839 and the company failed the next year in 
the tight economy following the Panic of 1837.  Although the com-
pany failed, the facilities were still available.  One of the original 
partners in the company, Nathan P. Ames, was pressured by his 
major investors to expand his business and secure additional gov-
ernment contracts.  Ames was already considered a reliable suppli-
er by the Army and Navy of swords and brass cannon.  Ames’ ma-
jor investors wanted Ames to expand into the small arms business 
as well.  In 1841, the opportunity was available.  When Jenks got 
his first Navy contract in September 1841, the N.P. Ames Com-
pany was already involved. Nathan Ames’ brother, James, and a 

master gunsmith, Albert Eames, employed by Ames, helped Jenks 
redesign his breechloader as a mule ear side hammer percussion 
gun.  Ames also made model carbines of the new design to demon-
strate to both the Army and  Navy.  This design so impressed the 
U.S. Navy, they awarded a contract based solely on published re-
ports and a demonstration Jenks made in Washington.  The Army, 
more cautious, organized a Board of Officers to be assembled at 
Fort Adams in Rhode Island to further test the gun.  By the time 
Jenks signed the Navy contract, Nathan Ames had agreed to make 
the guns and had purchased the Chicopee Falls Company facilities 
and machinery.  These facilities and machinery were then expand-
ed and used to manufacture over 5,400 of the mule ear percussion 
carbines and muskets known by collectors today.27
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