THE FRANKENAU PURSE REVOLVER

by Marc Gorelick

Gunmakers are clever adapters and innovators who, over the years, have used their imaginations and skills to make a plethora of dis-
guised weapons. Few objects have been overlooked that can conceal a firearm. Inventors know that the chances for surprise attack go up
when the disguise for the gun looks innocent. Disguised guns have been limited only by the imagination of their inventors. Guns have
been disguised as, or hidden in, various seemingly innocuous implements, including buggy whip handles, bicycle handles, umbrellas,
books, locks, keys, pens, pipes, belt buckles, gloves, hats, and canes. For instance, in the United States perhaps the most popular cane
gun was the Remington Cane Gun. As pistols became smaller they became easier to hide and disguise and were built into purses, cig-
arette cases, cigarettes and cigars, wallets and even pocket watches. One of the best known of the disguised revolvers is the Frankenau
Purse Revolver, also known as the “Combination Pocket Book & Revolver” or the “Revolver Purse.” (Figure 1)

This disguised purse gun was invented by Oscar Frankenau of
Nurnberg, Germany.' Frankenau appears to be a man who wanted
to cover his bets and protect his invention to the maximum ex-
tent possible, so he filed patents in a number of firearms produc-
ing countries. In what appears to be a well-planned maneuver he
applied for and was granted patents in a number of countries at
around the same time. The countries are: Germany, (German Pat-
ent 225 dated September 2, 1877), the United Kingdom (British
Patent 3375 dated Sept. 5, 1877), the United States (US Patent
196,794 dated November 6, 1877), French Patent 120223 dated
September 6, 1877), and Belgium (Belgian patent number 42,982
dated September 15, 1877). It is possible that Frankenau also pat-
ented his “purse revolver” in other countries.

Outwardly the Frankenau Purse Revolver is a small, common
leather covered purse. But looks can be deceiving. While one
side opens to show a coin and bill purse, the other side opens to
reveal a small nickeled-plated, open-frame revolver that was spe-
cifically designed to fit into the purse’s narrow space and made as
an integral part of the purse. This side is normally opened only for
loading, unloading and cleaning the built-in pistol. The purse’s
frame and sides are made of sheet metal or nickel-plated brass.
The metal sides are covered by leather. The center frame divides
the purse into its two sections when it is opened.

Although the American, British, Belgian, French and German
patent drawings, which all appear to be the same, show the hidden
pistol to be a pepperbox (Figure 2), the actual production gun is a
small, open-frame, double action, pinfire revolver that fires 5 mm

Figure 1. Frankenau Purse Revolver.
Photo courtesy of Morphy Auctions,
Denver, PA.

pinfire cartridges. Like many inventions, the actual production
model differs from the patent drawings. Upon close examination,
the barrel itself does not appear to be a conventional rifled pis-
tol barrel. Plus, the barrel’s bore is slightly larger than the 5 mm
caliber of the ammunition. Apparently, the muzzle blast from the
pepperbox caused damage to the interior of the case which could
also pose a danger to the user. The addition of a short barrel was
presumably found to alleviate that problem.? The barrel is actually
a tube with no clearance between the barrel and the cylinder on
one end and between the barrel and the frame at the muzzle end.
This tube would serve to channel powder gas out of the enclosed
compartment. The tight tolerances and minimized gaps at the bar-
rel’s cylinder and muzzle end would minimize gas leakage into the
compartment while the bore was made oversized to possibly pre-
vent pressure buildup.® For example, the bore of the barrel of the
Frankenau Purse Revolver in the Thurston Collection at the NRA
National Firearms Museum is smoothbore and measures 5.94 mm
diameter. In addition, the metal outer lid of the gun compartment
is perforated with small holes or vents presumably to dissipate heat
or to let any residual gas escape. The barrel length is described as
being between ‘4 inch and 1 inch long (Figure 3). The length of
the barrel of the gun in the NRA National Firearms Museum is .69
inch. The cylinders held either five or six cartridges.’

The center frame divides the purse into two sections when it is
opened. The main section holds the small nickeled-plated, open-
frame revolver and is opened only for loading, unloading and
cleaning the built-in pistol. The revolver has a simple self-cocking
action and is permanently mounted in its compartment. A loading
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Figure 2. US Patent drawing
showing that the original design of
the Frankenau Purse Revolver was
for a pepperbox revolver with no
barrel. From US Patent 196,794
dated November 6, 1877.
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Figure 3. Frankenau Purse Revolver
with gun compartment open
showing the 5Smm pinfire revolver.
Note that the hinged firing port over
the gun muzzle is open. Note the
empty ejector rod holder. Photo
courtesy of Morphy Auctions,
Denver, PA.
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gate on the left side of the gun at the rear of the cylinder facilitates
loading the revolver and ejecting fired cartridges. The loading gate
is held closed by a catch. (Figures 3, 4 and 7). A bracket for hold-
ing a separate rod ejector is permanently attached to the inside of
the gun compartment’s cover. This rod ejector is basically a stur-
dy pin with a knob for gripping and is often missing in surviving
purse revolvers (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Ejector rod from a Frankenau Purse Revolver. The gun/
purse is part of the Doc J. Thurston collection in the NRA Museum.
Photo by author.

The pistol is fired with the gun compartment closed. The idea
was that when a person was accosted by footpads, muggers, or
other scoundrels of evil intent, he or she would produce the purse
and pretend to fumble with it as if to give the robber money. To
fire the gun a well concealed folding trigger, which normally sits
flush with the frame, is snapped free and down. At the same time
as the folding trigger is lowered an ingenious spring mechanism
snaps open a pivoted cover or port to clear the revolver’s muzzle.
The purse is pointed at the target and the trigger pulled. Five or six

Figure 4. Frankenau Purse Revolver
with gun compartment open
showing the 5 mm pinfire revolver
from a different angle. Note the
separate rod ejector in its holder and
the loading gate behind the cylinder.
Photo courtesy of ADER, Maison
de Ventes (Auction House). Paris,
France.

shots (depending on the cylinder’s capacity) could be rapidly fired,
giving the would-be robber a nasty surprise. Unfortunately, the
revolver’s 5 mm caliber was not exactly a man stopper and except
at point blank range accuracy would be problematic.

Two ways of lowering the trigger and opening the muzzle port
to prepare the purse gun for firing have been described or demon-
strated. The usual way is to push a button above the muzzle port
on the short side of the frame. Normally the muzzle cover/port and
the button are closed flush with the frame (Figure 6). The muzzle
port and button are hinged so that pushing the button in swings the
cap over the muzzle port out opening the port. Pushing the button
in also acts upon a spring actuated rod or post that is attached to the
inside of the button end of the hinged mechanism, pushing it down
and unlatching the trigger. This allows the folding trigger to swing
down into firing position (Figure 7). The purse revolver can also
be prepared for firing by unlatching the trigger and pulling it down
out of its resting place flush with the frame. This pulls down the
spring-loaded rod/post which acts on the hinged button, opening
the muzzle port.%” To close the port, one pushes the trigger up into
its groove in the frame so that it rests flush with the frame. The tip
of the trigger pushes up the spring-loaded rod/post against the in-
side of the hinged button/firing port cap closing the port.” Figures
8 and 9 show Frankenau purse revolvers with the trigger unfolded
and the muzzle port open.
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Figure 6. Frankenau Purse Revolver muzzle firing port closed flush
with the frame. One pushes on the screw-head button to open the
hinged port and lower the trigger to firing position. Photo courtesy of
Morphy Auctions, Denver, PA.
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Island Auction Co. had one on auction in September 2021 with
serial number 602 and Cowans’s offered one for sale in a Novem-
ber 2015 auction that had serial number 1666. The serial number
on the example in the Royal Armouries in Leeds is 299. And Ian

McCollum on Forgotten Weapons displayed one with serial num-
ber 1085.7

Most proof marks are those of Belgium but London and Bir-
mingham, UK proof marks have also been seen.> A common Bel-
gian inspector’s mark or proof mark on the frame is a Crown over
the letter Z (Figure 10). A Belgian inspector’s mark of a Crown
over the letter G has also been observed.>® The Royal Armouries in
Leeds, United Kingdom has an interesting Frankenau Purse Pistol
on display in the Self Defence Gallery that has mixed proof marks.
It has a Belgian inspector’s mark of a Crown over Z on the frame
and a London proof mark of a Crown over GP and view marks of

Pinfire Revolver Cylinder

Push Button

Purse Frame

Hinged
Muzzle Port
Cover

Figure 7. Frankenau Purse Re-
volver diagram of the pinfire re-
volver compartment showing the oY
folding trigger down in the firing

Pistol ____
position and hinged muzzle port Barrel
open. Note the spring-loaded rod -
between the hinged muzzle port fg;'gg A
cover and the tip of the trigger Rod

when it is in its closed position.
Author’s drawing.
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Figure 8. Frankenau Purse Revolver showing trigger down and
muzzle firing port partially open. The latch for securing the trigger is
visible in the slot. Photo courtesy of Morphy Auctions, Denver, PA.

The Frankenau Purse Revolver is probably the only one of its
type to be made in significant numbers and widely sold. Although
relatively scarce today, serial numbers observed suggest that pro-
duction of the Frankenau purse pistol was substantial and that over
a thousand may have been produced under the Frankenau patent.
According to Kenneth Cope, the highest observed serial number
is 1,632 The serial number of the example in the Doc Thurston
collection in the NRA National Firearms Museum is 1086. Rock
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a Crown over V on the barrel assembly and cylinder.*!° A Franke-
nau Purse Pistol sold by ADER auction house in Paris, France also
appears to have a Belgian inspector’s mark of a Crown over Z on
the frame and London proof and London view marks of Crown
over GP and Crown over V on the cylinder and barrel assembly
(Figure 11)." The fact that it has inspection, proof and view marks
from both Belgium and England suggests that the purse revolvers
were manufactured in Liege, Belgium with some being exported to
England where they would be proofed before sale. The example in
the Thurston Collection in the National Firearms Museum has just
the Belgian Crown over the letter Z, indicating that it was likely
sold on the Continent or exported to the United States.

Trigger Down in
Firing Position

All photos and specimens seen by the author show that the purs-
es are stamped on the long side of the top center frame (the side
that opens) “FRANKENAU’S PATENT” (Figure 12). The man-
ufacturer’s name is not evident. However, this is not unusual with
some weapons made by Belgian gun makers.

Besides holding a tiny hidden revolver, the Frankenau Purse Pis-
tol also acts as a genuine purse. When pushed, an oblong button
(Figure 12) opens a second section of the purse on the side op-
posite that of the revolver to reveal an accordion compartmented
change purse that can hold coins and/or paper money (Figure 13).



Figure 9. Front end view of a Frankenau Purse Revolver showing
trigger down and muzzle firing port open. The end of the revolver’s
muzzle can be seen inside the open firing port. Photo courtesy of
ADER, Maison de Ventes (Auction House). Paris, France.

Figure 10. Belgian Crown over Z inspector’s mark on the rear of the
frame of a Frankenau Purse Revolver. Photo courtesy of Morphy
Auctions, Denver, PA.

Reported dimensions of the closed purse seem to vary slightly
among surviving specimens. Variance is between 4 inches and
4.72 inches long x 2.5 inches to 2.75 inches high and 1.25 inch-
es to 1.77 inches wide. The dimensions of the example in the
Doc Thurston Collection in the National Firearms Museum are 4.2
inches long x 2.6 inches high x 1.3 inches wide. Pollard’s Histo-
ry of Firearms gives the dimensions as 4 inches long x 2 inches
high x 1.25 inches wide.? Louis Winant in Firearms Curiosa gives
the dimensions as 4 inches long x 2.5 inches high x 1.25 inches
wide.® Cope in his article in Arms Collecting magazine gives the
measurements as about 4.125 inches long x 2.625 inches high by
about 1 inch thick.’> And the one on display at the Royal Armouries
has dimensions of 4.25 inches long x 2.75 inches high.” Reported
barrel lengths also vary between 0.5 inch and 1 inch. This sug-
gests (along with both Belgian and British proof marks), that the
Frankenau purse pistol may have been produced and/or sold by a
number of different firms.

The 5 mm pinfire ammunition fired by the Frankenau Purse
Revolver was relatively weak by modern standards and by 1877,
the year of the Frankenau patents, was rapidly becoming obsolete.
Specifications varied from ammunition manufacturer to manufac-
turer. The typical 5 mm pinfire cartridge (Figure 14) had a powder
charge of about 2 grains and a bullet weight of about 18 grains.
The cartridge has an overall length of approximately 7.62 milli-
meters with a diameter of about 5.258 millimeters.'>!* As more
than one wag joked in a private conversations, it was just big and
powerful enough to irritate the attacking criminal.
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Figure 11. Frankenau Purse
Revolver with London proof
and view marks and Belgian
inspector’s mark. Photo text
and lines by author. Photo
courtesy of ADER Maison
de Ventes (Auction House),
Paris, France.

Figure 12. FRANKENAU’S
PATENT stamp on frame.
The top latch is to open

the gun compartment, the
bottom button opens the
coin purse compartment.
Photo courtesy of Morphy
Auctions, Denver, PA.

Figure 13. Frankenau Purse
Revolver opened coin purse.
Photo courtesy of Morphy
Auctions, Denver, PA.
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Figure 14. Two 5mm pinfire cartridges. Photo courtesy of Aaron
Newcomer, AaronNewcomer.com.

0. FRANEENAT.
Combined Pocket-Book and Revolver.

No. 196,794, Patented Nov. 6, 1877.
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CONCLUSION

All in all, the Frankenau Purse Revolver is a fascinating example
of firearms curiosa that was designed to fill a need for a disguised
defensive weapon. Although its effectiveness is questionable, it did
appear to enter serial production, unlike other imaginative curiosa
which never got past the patent or prototype stage.

In the world of Frankenau Purse Revolver studies, there is still
much that isn’t known: Who manufactured it? Was there more than
one manufacturer? Who sold it? How much did it cost? Are there
any examples of it actually being used? Are there any newspaper or
magazine advertisements or reports out there? Exactly how many
were made? This could be a big long-term research project for such
an obscure tiny gun. But I’ll leave that to you readers.

Figures 15, 16a, and 16b are Oscar Frankenau’s US Patent No.
196,794 for a “Combined Pocket-Book and Revolver.” The US
patent application was filed September 14, 1877, around the same
time as the European patent dates, and the patent granted on No-
vember 6, 1877.

Figure 15. Patent Drawing of Frankenau’s US Patent No.
196,794 for a “Combined Pocket-Book and Revolver” dated
November 6, 1877. US Patent Office.
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Figure 16a. Page 1 of Frankenau’s US Patent
No. 196,794 for a “Combined Pocket-Book and
Revolver” dated November 6, 1877. United
States Patent Office.

Figure 16b. Page 2 of Frankenau’s US
Patent No. 196,794 for a “Combined Pock-
et-Book and Revolver” dated November 6,
1877. United States Patent Office.
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UNITED STATES

PATENT OFFICE.

| OSCAR FRANKENAU, OF NURNBERG, GRRMANY,

IMPROVEMENT IN COMBINED

POCKET-BOOK AND REVOLVER,

Spectiication firming pert of Letlews Dutent Mo, 196,794, dutod November B, 1877 application filed
. L Beoptember 14, 1877, - .

To all whome i may concera
" Boeitknown that [, Oz0an FRANKENAT, of

Wiimberg, Germany, have invenied-a mew amd’

Imyproved Combinetion Pooket-Book awd Te-
valver, of which the following is & spectfica-
tiom e :

To the aecompanying deawing, Fignre |
represents s sectional side view of my improverd
combination pockiet-boonlk and Tevolver, asr-
ranged in position 1o he carris in fhe pocket,
Fig, 2 is o side view of the same, purtly in sec-
tion, showing it ready for firing; and Tig, 4 is
an end view of the eombination poeket-hook
and revolver, showing the poeket book or caze
opened for dse.

Bimilar letters of refercnce indieate corre-
aponding paris.

This invention relates to a eombination,
with the frame of o pocket-book, cigar cise, or
similer devies, to be carried in the pocket,
of o revolver, which is arranged ob the in-
gide of the frame of the prl-:tﬂrm-luuok OF GRG0,
o a8 to be ontoof sighl, bub rendy for Deing
inatantly tived whenever vequived.

The sdvantage of such.n eewbingtion for
travelers and olhers will be readily perceived,
a4 it forms @ convenient mede of carrying o
revolver for protection, cepecially when ot
tacked, us the Tevolver may be fred at the
robber when handing the pocket-boolk,

The invention consista of the combination
of & pocket-beok frame with a revolver, -
ranged at the interor sud sttached to the
frame, bm‘nf; separated from the folding pock-
ete or ease by s metallie partition,-

The trigger is made to swing downward for
firing, or up oute the frame, or info & groove
finah with the sawme, being held by o anitable
catoh.

An opening in the gide part of the frams, in
Tine with the barral to be fired, ia closed by a
hinged cwi which is apeneid or closed joiutly
with the fr
gition or losked to the frame.

Ly reference to the drawing A represents
a poeket-book, cigarease, or aimilar article,
carried for use in the pocket; and B, & re-
valver, of auitable size, that is sovewed to ths
frame O of the pocket-book or oase. The re-
volver may be arranged with say suitahle
number of Larrels, as desired,

ggeer, boing sef into downward po-

The poelets or compartments for the money,
cug.mmi &, ave rranged at one side of a
hinged partition, I, of #ieet metal, which is
coverel with lesther, and intended to zepa-
rate that pack in which the revolver is are
ranged trom the poelets, and also o protect
the revolver against pressure.

The partition I s eoncaved or lulging &t
that part whers the same passes around the
exlinder of the vevolver, 20 a5 to form g kind
of easing tor it, .

The trigger B of the revolver is extended to
the ontside of the frams €, and hinged s0 as
o beswong np oo the frame C, snd is retained
by a suitable eateh, o, In soone cnzes it may
be preforable to lodge the {vigger, when at
ragt, in a groove of theframe, so aa o be flush
with the onter surfaee of fhe frame, and pre-
clade thereby any possibility of accidental re-
Tease mod discharge of the revalver while in
the pocket.

The trigger T, when thrown np on the
frame, comes in contact with a spring-acted
ot or rord, B, of a cap, B, which is hinged to
the ingide of the frame, dnd firted tighily into sn
opening, d, of the swme, which opening 18 in
line with the boreel to be fived.

Tho loeking of the trigger (0 the frane pro-
dmees the simnltaneonz pushing in of the
gpringacted post b, that . passes t-larnugf:h -
guide-hole of the frme o the inside of the
game, being hinged to the back of the cap B
The pushing in of the spring-post throws up
the cap mlﬁ closes the exit-opening 4. By
relepging (he trigger and throwing the spme
in downward poaition, the post is throwm out
by the action of its apring, and thereby the
cap opened, so as to clear the bacrel, the e
volver being then veady for firing, Lim_ balls

AERIE nntr%ﬂh‘umall through the opening n
the frame, The simultanecns « hmﬁnﬁ and
eluging of the exit-apertirve for the bulls by the
release anid relocking of the trigger forms an
pasential feature of the devies, which forms &
eonvenient moile of ewrrying a Tevolver for
protection and zeli-defense. .

Having thns deseribed my Invention, Telaim
as new anil desive to gecore by Letters Pat-
ent— o _

1. & pocket-hook or eigarease having a
vevolyer or fire-srm inclosed within ils frame

2 196,784

or fitited thereto in stationary beaviugs, 20 a3
fio be firedl without removal fliereliom, snbstan:
tially as and for the purpose zeb forth,

2, A pockel-book baving o chamler or ne-
ceptacle adapted o Tolil  revolver, and pock-
abd for mwoney or other valuables, gz and for the
puepoae 2ot forch. :

g A poclet-book having a parkition pro-
vided with an internal conesved or balging
pecetition adapted toreceive a revolver, az and
for the porpose seb forth,

4. A pocketbook trame having an end-open-
fne loested in ling with the barmel of o re-
volver inelosed in said frame, as and for the
s selforth,

0, A pocket-book frmne having a hinged
taigmer, & snitable cateh device for the same,
and o revielver allbaehed to the fimne of the

poelet-boole, as and Dor the propaose aet focth,
6, A pocket-boole having a frume with an
aprrbure foe the paszage of e balls, o hinged |

cap tor elosing anch aperture, an internally-
Ioentad] povolver, an external Leigser, gl de.
viees, snhatantially s shown, for egimecting
[he Jatter with the eap for opening and clos-
g the npecture i the frane simultaneonsly
with the releasing or lecking of the trigger, na
aapdd [or the parpose sel Torik. :

7. In a eombination pocket-heok aond re-

| volver, the cowlination of the swinging frig.

ger with ibe sliding and guided speing - post
of the eag, hinged to the fuside of the frams
aml fikted to the ball-aperiore of the same, ao
a3 to open or eluse by the releasing or locking
of the trigmer, substantinly as specified,

In testimony that T claim the foregoing 1
have lLerounto set my ol this 10th day of
Aungust, 1577, s :
OROAR FRANKENAT.
Witnesses:

F. W, GiiLrzony,
1L BEADTER.
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