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Figure2.Cockedandready!TheFairbanks
pocketpistolwith3-inchbarrel(serialnum-
berl),themostfamiliarofthegunsmadein
theFairbanksshop.(CollectionofPerry
Hansen;PhotocourtesyofRIA.)

theirmarriage, theyhadtheironlychild, asonnamedJohn
HassamFairbanks. ¢

INSIDETHEFAIRBANKSGUN
SHOP, 1826-1834

Aaron’s first business

address was upstairs at the cor-
nerof 2 Exchange Streetand Dock Square (Figure 1). This
placeshisbusinessatthe heartofthe thriving (and expen-
sive)Bostondockandcommercialdistricts. ExchangeStreet
isarelativelyshortstreet, andthebuildingsatthattimewere
two-andthree-storystructuresofframe, stone, orbrickcon-
struction. Aaronwassurroundedbyexchangebrokers, auc-
tion houses (for ready access to partsand imported guns),
printers, leatherdealers, brush manufacturersand dealers,

Figure3.MapofdowntownBostonc.1825.The red
arrow showsthelocationofAaronFairbanks’gun
shopatthecornerofExchangeStreetandDock
Square,juststepsfromFaneuilHall. Thisareawas
thehubofBostoncommercial,financial,andship-
pingactivity. Therewereseveralothergunshops
withinwalkingdistanceofAaron’sshop. 7
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Figure10A.Thefirstcanegunsadvertisement, 20 May1831,appear-
ingshortlyafterthenewspaperarticleonthesameweapon,
stressesits“simpleconstruction.”

Despite the language of the article and in the ads in
Figures10AandB, itisdoubtfulthatFairbanksheldapatent
onthecanegun. Asearchofthe “X”-andrestored patents
(those patents lost and/or restored after the patent office
fireof1836)doesnotshowanypatentsissuedtoFairbanks.
Thenewspaperpieceserveditspurpose; Aaron’snameand
products were in print, and for the moment he made at
least a minor splash. This “news” article was quickly fol-
lowed by paid ads placed by Aaron in the American
Traveler newspaper.

IfAarondidnotpatenthiscanegun, heclearlyrecog-
nized that the advent of percussion caps represented a sea
changemomentforgunmakingwhichmadepossiblegunsof
“simple construction.” Thenewlockshadonlytwoorthree
movingpartsthammer, trigger, andmainspring), ratherthan
the10or15 partsrequiredinatraditionallock. Otherearly
adoptersof“simpleconstruction” guns(Ruggles, 1826; Hart,
1827; andPratt, 1827; etal)allused variations of the new
design. An 1827 article about the Hart
pistol states, “The common percussion
lockiscomposedofalmost30different
pieces, while this consists only of
eight. . . 7 22 Webelieve the success of
the canegunled Aarontohisdesignof
thesimplebrasspistols. (AninterestingsidebaristhatMoses
Babcock, whoisnotedforhiscanegunsofsimilardesign, is
mostoftencitedaslivinginCharlestown. Wenowknowhe
lived and worked on Friend Street in Boston from 1830 to
1832. BabcockandFairbanksmayhaveworkedtogethermak-
ing cane guns at this time. Alvan Pratt from the Roxbury
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Figure9.Twoviewsofacanegunmarked “FAIRBANKSPATENT
BOSTON.”Thecollarandtipofthegunaremadeofbrass.Thesim-
pleundercockpercussionlockistosimilarcanegunsmadeinthis
countryandinEnglandstartinginthemid-1820s.Thehammer
(redarrow)hasaholeforalineorringtofacilitatecockingthe
gun.Thetrigger( bluearrow)isinitsclosedandconcealedposi-
tion.Thestaggripandfauxbamboopaintedbarrelwerepopular
designswithmanymakersofcaneguns.(PhotoscourtesyofMatt
Parise,RockIslandAuctions.)

PATENT PERCUSSION GUN CANES,
Al\'ew and superior article, of simple constructien),
"X possessing all the properties of a good Sporting
Gun, within the size and shape of a common Walking
Cnnn.—-—-i%’lnnu!‘act}ir;:d and lb@snlo by A. B. FAIR-
BANKS, Gun Mafier, No. |2 ‘Exch:’muc!&!rcmi cor-
ner of Dock Square, Boston, = W ang 17

Figure10B.Aug1832.Asecondadforcaneguns,althoughhere
theyarecalledguncanes!Thisadisthesameasthefirstexcept
thatitdoesnotmentiontheotherproductsintheshop.Therefer-
ence...“ofsimpleconstruction...”referstothefewnumberof
movingparts,thesameconceptthatwasusedinhisall-metalpis-
tols.”!

neighborhoodofBostondemonstratedasimilarcanegunin
April1827. Itshouldalsobenotedthatallofthesecaneguns
closelyfollowthe1825Britishpatentforacanegunmadeby
JohnDay. InaveiledacknowledgementofDay’s patent, an
articleaboutthe Prattweaponnotedthathisgunscouldbe
made“cheaperthansimilarEnglishguns.”  2?)

FAIRBANKSALLMETALPISTOLS

Aaron Fairbanks made all metal pistols with brass-
framesandgrips. He made these pistolswith two different
gripdesignsandbarrellengths. Pistolswithbaggripshave3-
inchbarrels, andpistolswithpointedgrips, similarinshape
toundercockpistolsmadeundertheRugglespatentof1826,
have 7-inch barrels. Both barrels are part round and part
octagonal, finished in blue with a brass blade front sight.
Oneexample (Figure 11)hasabelthook, butitisbelieved
that this was added by an early
owner, andthatFairbanksdid

Figurell.AFairbankspistol
witha3-inchbarrelandabelt
hook,serialnumber1.Theuseof
brassgivesthepistolanautical
appearance,aproposforagunshop
locatedintheheartofBoston’sdockdistrict.Itis
believedthatthebelthookwasaddedbyanearly
owner,andthatnoFairbankspistolslefttheshop
withabelthook.(CollectionofPerryHansen,photo
courtesyRockIslandAuctions.)
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Figurel2.TheserialnumbersonFairbankspistolsarelocated
onthebottomofthebarrelandframe. Thehammer/
triggerisalsostampedwiththenumber.
(Author’scollection.)

notoffer belt hooks as a standard feature. If Fairbanks fol-
lowedothermakersofthe period, thesepistolsweremade
andsoldin pairs, andmayhavebeenmadeinotherbarrel
lengths.

Figurel3.AFairbanksbeltorholsterpistolwitha7-inchbarrel.
Thebarrelispartround,partoctagonal,withaonepieceham-
mer/triggeridenticaltothepocketmodel. Thisexampleisstamped
withserialnumber19underthebarrelandtheframe.Notethe
twoscrewsthatholdthegripinplace.Thebarrelisdiestamped
“FAIRBANKS,BOSTON,”and“CASTSTEEL”ontheoctagonalpor-
tionofthebarrel.Otherthantheshapeofthegrip,thedesignand
finishofthebeltpistolsisidenticaltothepocketmodels.
(CollectionofPerryHansen, photocourtesyRockIslandAuctions.)

The external die stamp markings are the same in both
models: “FAIRBANKSBOSTON” isstampedintwolinesonone
barrelflat, and“CASTSTEEL’ isstampedinonelineonanother
flat. Thegunshaveasmallnumberstampedontheframeand
barrelontheundersideofthepistols. Thesenumbersappearto
besequential, andmayeitherbeserialnumbersorbatchnum-
bers (Figure 12). To date, the highest
numberobservedis33onapistolwitha
3-inch barrel, and 19 ona pistol with a
7-inchbarrel(Figure13).

TheframeandgripsoftheFairbanks
pistolsarebrassandcastintwopieces, a
“frame” sideanda“grip” side. Theframesideiscast
with a notched rear sight, housing for the main-
spring, and another housing that encases the
one-pieceironhammerandtrigger. Brasspins
alignthegriptotheframe. Asinglemachine
screwinthemiddleofthegrip(twoscrews
inthecaseofthebeltpistoDneatlysecures
thetwosectionstogether.

Thefiringmechanismisassimpleas
the rest of the pistol. As the one piece
hammer-triggeriscocked, thetriggersnaps

Figure14.ThehammerinFairbankspistols
isplacedslightlyoff-centertotheright,
allowingtheshootertolineupthefrontand
rearsights.Thehammerandbarrelare
finishedinblue.(Author’scollection.)

intoplacefromitsrecessedlocationintheframe, readytofire
(Figure 14). The triggerhasasmall set screw which allows
the very stiff trigger pull to be

adjusted before assembly at

thefactory. Thehammeris

alsonumberedconsistentwith
the serial number. The V-spring
servesasboththemainandtriggersprings.
Fairbanks all metal pistols are quite
scarce. Basedonanecdotalobservations, we
believe that there are more pocket models
than belt models. The total output of these
guns may be in the range of 100 to 150. A
Fairbanks shop inventory from
1841listed530pistolbarrels

Figurel5.TheFairbankspistolexposed.Thehammerandtriggerare
onepiece,theonlyothermovingpartbeingthemainspring. Theham-
merhasasetscrew( arrow)foradjustingtriggerpull,butitmustbe
adjustedbeforethegunisassembled. Twomovingparts,theultimatein
simpledesign!(Author’scollection.)
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ofvariouslengthsandfinishesonhand. Thissuggeststhebar-
relswereboughtinbulkfromathird-partyvendorandmade
basedondemand, anddemandwaslow. Withalloftheadver-
tisingFairbankspaidfor, nomentionisevermadeofpistols.

THEFAIRBANKSCOPYISTS

Mostreferencebookscitetwotypesofbrass-grippedpis-
tolsbyFairbanks: pocketpistolswith3-inchbarrels, andtarget
pistolswith10-inchbarrelsandadjustablesights. 2! Flayderman
notes that no examples of target pistols have been found
markedwithamaker’sname, andestimatesthatlessthan100
ofthese unmarked target pistols were produced. Infact, we
believe that these unmarked target pistols have been incor-

rectlyattributedasFairbanksproducts, basedsolelyonthefact

markedwiththeFairbanksnameorserialnumbers. Basedon
thesefactors, webelievethesetargetpistolswerenotmadein
theFairbanksshop. Thesepistolsremainrareanddesirableand
arequitevaluablebecauseoftheiruniquedecorativefeatures.

OTHERFAIRBANKSGUNS

ExamplesofotherFairbanks-markedarmsare difficult
tocomeby. Searchesofstandardreferencebooksshowonly
theabove-mentionedbrass-framedpistols.

Asearchoftheinternetresultedinonly one example
of asporting rifle bearing the Fairbanks name and Boston
stamp(Figure18).

Figure16.Unmarkedtargetpistol. PistolsofthistypehavebeenincorrectlyattributedtoFairbanks.
AlthoughthepistolhascharacteristicssimilartoFairbanksguns,therearealsoseveraldifferences.The
mostsignificantdifferenceisthatnoneofthegunswiththesecharacteristicshaveanymaker’sname.Allindications
pointtothefactthattheserareandnicelyengravedpistolsweremadebysomeoneotherthanAaronFairbanks.

(CollectionofPerryHansen, photocourtesyRockIslandAuctions.)

Figurel7.Aninteresting,butunmarked,all-metalpistolwithbrassgripsandaone-piecehammertrigger.This
pistolhasa91/2-inchbarrelandis.44caliber.Thisisanotherexampleofthemanycopyistswhousedthe“simple
construction”approachtopistolmaking.Thelocationofthehammeristhedistinctivefeatureofthispistol.

(CollectionofPerryHansen, photocourtesyRockIslandAuctions.)

they have castbrass framesand grips, andaone-piece ham-
mer/rigger(Figure15). Simplyput, althoughthehammer/trig-
germechanismissimilarasFairbankspistols, thereareseveral
differences. Theunmarkedtargetpistol(Figures16and17)has
afulloctagonalbarrel, ratherthantheroundoctagonalbarrels
seenonFairbankspistols. Thehammer, whichisengravedto
represent a snake’s head, lacks the Fairbanks hammer spur.
ThefrontfixedsightvariesfromthoseobservedonFairbanks
pistols, andthegripsarefastenedbythreescrews. Thebrass

THEFINALYEARS: THEFAIRBANKS
GUNSHOP,
1835-1841

The most significant economic
event of the last half of the 1830s was
the nationwide financial panic of 1837.

Figure18.Fairbanks-markedsportinglonggundiscussedinanonlineforum.Thisgunwas
probablymadeinthelate1830s,andwouldhavebeenrepresentativeofarmsforsaleinthe
shop.(Downloadedfromwww.thefirearmsforum.com,January10,2013.)

grips, andaportionofthebarrel, aredeeply

engraved in a professional manner. No engraved

Fairbanks-marked pistols have been noted. Most important,
however, isthat none of the target pistols have been found
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Creditwastight, andhundredsofsmallbusinessesfailedand
never recovered. The Fairbanks shop survived this down-
turn, butthe conditionscreated by otherforces musthave
beenfeltbyFairbanks’ business.
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Figure21.AfterAaron’sdeath,hissuccessor,JohnP.Lovell,carriedonthebusinessin
DockSquare.Lateinthecentury,LovellsoldthebusinesstolverJohnson’sArmsand
CycleWorks.(DownloadedfromWikipedia,January18,2013.)

ENDNOTES

1. Aaron Fairbanks coined the slogan “The Yankee
Gunsmith” in an 1828 Boston Street Directory advertise-
ment.

2. Vital Records of Brimfield Massachusetts To The
Year 1850, TheNewEnglandHistoric GenealogicalSociety,
Boston, Massachusetts, 1931.

3. Inresearching the life of Aaron Fairbanks, it was
learnedthatLutherR. LambandWilliam Tuckerwereactive
as gunsmiths in Brimfield at the time Aaron served his
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apprenticeship. Other gunsmiths in the area include
AmbrosePackard, Enfield, Massachusetts(towhomColtpro-
totype maker Anson Chaseapprenticed); AdinandFordyce
Ruggles, Hardwick(whopatentedapistolin1826); andJoel
Hapgood, Shrewsbury, Massachusetts, tonameafew.

4. Boston City Directory, 1826, www.Fold3.com
(downloadedDecember2012).

5. Genealogy of the Fairbanks Family, 1633-1897
Lorenzo Sayles Fairbanks, Google Books (downloaded
December2012).

6. 47 Court Street was a mixed-use building, serving
bothasaroominghouseandabusinesslocation. Duringthe
time the Fairbanks lived there, other boarders included
members of the Hassam family. One of the boarders was
namedJohnHassam, anditisassumedthatAaronnamedhis
son, JohnHassam Fairbanks, afterthisman. Collectorsmay
recognize the name Hassamasone fromawellknown cut-
lery-making family. There exists a rare all-metal prototype
musket marked “HASSAM, BOSTON” that bears a many
strongsimilaritiestoknownFairbankswork. Whileweknow
from Aaron’s probate recordsthere wasabusiness connec-
tionbetweenJohnHassamandAaronFairbanks, thelinkand
exactnatureofthatrelationshiphasyettobeestablished.

7. Map from The Crooked & Narrow Streets of the
TownofBoston, 1630-1822, AnneHavenThwing, Boston,
MarshallJonesCompany, 1920.

8. American Traveler newspaper (downloaded from
GenealogyBank.com).
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9. BostonStreetDirectoryfor1 828, Fold3.com(down-
loadedDecember24, 2012).

10. AmericanTraveler newspaper(downloadedfrom
GenealogyBank.com).

11. AmericanTraveler newspaper(downloadedfrom
GenealogyBank.com).

12. AmericanTraveler newspaper(downloadedfrom
GenealogyBank.com).

13. AmericanTraveler newspaper(downloadedfrom
GenealogyBank.com).

14. Boston and Bostonians, American Publishing
Company, NewYork, 1894. (GoogleBooks.)

15. Groverwasbornin1809, whichwouldhavehimstart-
inganapprenticeshiparound 1824, and completingitaround
1830. Basedonthisandinformationfromstreetdirectories, we
believehisemploymentwithFairbankswashissecondjob.

16. AmericanGunsmiths, FrankM. Sellers, BlueBook
Publications, Minneapolis, MN, 2008. Sellers’ listsHenryas
anactivegunsmithinHarrison, Indiana.

17. Norfolk County, Massachusetts, Probate Records,
Vols74(1841), 75(1842), 94(1855), and95(1856).

18. ForadditionalinformationonGeorge Warren, see
TheNeuwYorkStateFirearmsTrade
Rowe, Tom.

, Vol4, Swinney, H.J. and

19. Connecticut Journal (New Haven, Connecticut)
May1831.

20. American Traveler, (Boston, Massachusetts) May
1831.

21. American Traveler, (Boston, Massachusetts) Aug
1832. InfairnesstoAaron, whilethenewsarticlecreditshim
withtheinventionofhiscane guns, neitherofhispaidads
do, statingonlythattheyarepatentedandmakingnoindica-
tionwhoheldthepatent, leavingopenthepossibilitythathe
wasmaking(orinfringingon)thepatentofanotherperson.

22. AmericanTraveler newspaper(downloadedfrom
GenealogyBank.com).
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23. Boston Street Directory 1830 (downloaded from
Fold3.com).

24. Flayderman’sGuidetoAmericanFirearms... and
their values, 9th edition, Norm Flayderman, Gun Digest
Books, Iola, Wisconsin, 2007.

25. This“exhibitandfair” wasthefirstofitstypeinthe
historyoftheassociation, anditattractedsome50,000visi-
tors over a 3-day period. This exhibit was a watershed of
gunmakingskillandtechnologyofthatday, withexhibitors
includingC.B. Allen(Cochran’sRifle), E.A. Bennett’srevolv-
ing chain many-chamberedrifle, D. H. Chamberlainsliding
breechrifle, andmany, manyothers.

26. Genealogy of the Fairbanks Family, 1633-1897
Lorenzo Sayles Fairbanks, Google Books (downloaded
December2012). In October 1840, about 15 months after
Abby’s death in 1839, Aaron married Nancy Sargent from
Dorchester. Thisunion resulted in the birth ofa daughter,
Aronette, afterAaron’sdeath.
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