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Abstract
Michael A. Bellesiles’ Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, Inc., 2000) enjoyed nearly universal critical
acclaim and received a Bancroft Prize in History in
2001. Criticism of its accuracy (initially almost entirely from outside the academic historian community) eventually led to an unprecedented revocation
of the Bancroft Prize, and Bellesiles’ resignation from
a tenured position at Emory University, largely based
on problems with Arming America’s use of probate
inventories. Arming America’s problems were not
confined to irreproducible probate inventory statistics, but appeared throughout the book. This paper
gives examples of primary sources falsified to support Bellesiles’ thesis, and sources cited to prove a
claim when all the cited sources either directly contradict the claim, or are irrelevant to the claim. The
sheer volume of these errors—and their consistent
direction—would seem to preclude honest error.

Why were guns scarce? Because not only were
guns expensive, but also because, “the majority
of American men did not care about guns. They
were indifferent to owning guns, and they had
no apparent interest in learning how to use
them.”2 Bellesiles claims that marksmanship was
extraordinarily poor, and large numbers of adult
men had no idea how to load a gun, or how to
fire one.
In Bellesiles’ view, this lack of both interest and
knowledge of guns was because of the funda‐
mentally peaceful nature of early America and
because hunting was very rare in the United
States until the mid‐1830s, when a small number
of wealthy Americans chose to ape their upper
class British counterparts.3
When Bellesiles first presented these ideas in a
Journal of American History article in 1996,4 I was
starting research on a related question: why did
eight slave states take the lead in the develop‐
ment of concealed weapon regulation in the pe‐
riod 1813‐1840? Bellesiles’ claim that guns had
been rare in America until the Mexican War was
certainly intriguing. It might explain why so
many of these laws regulating the carrying of
deadly weapons (including handguns) appear at
a time when Bellesiles claims America was
changing from a peaceful, gentle, almost un‐
armed nation, into a land of violent gun own‐
ing hunters.5 As I researched my topic, it became
apparent that Bellesiles’ America was not the
America that I was examining.

A Novel Work
The 2001 winner of the Bancroft Prize for His‐
tory (and the first case of a Bancroft Prize being
revoked)1 was Michael A. Bellesiles’ Arming
America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 2000). Arming
America presents a startling reinterpretation of
the role of guns in early America, one that de‐
molishes many long‐cherished myths about vio‐
lence, guns, and hunting. Bellesiles argues that
guns were very scarce in America before about
1840; handguns even more rare before 1848; and
that few Americans hunted. Furthermore, Belle‐
siles claims that white‐on‐white violence was
quite scarce throughout America in this period,
with the strong implication that gun scarcity
played a role in this.

The traditional view of early America, a place
where guns and hunting (and at least in some
regions, violence) were common, appeared re‐
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peatedly in the travel accounts, memoirs, diaries,
and newspapers that I read.6 My initial assump‐
tion to explain this dramatic discrepancy was
that Bellesiles’ sources and mine reflected differ‐
ent regions of America, or perhaps that he had
relied more on official sources and government
documents than I did.

On p. 73 of Arming America, Bellesiles makes a
strong and clear‐cut claim about colonial laws
regulating gun ownership:
At the same time, legislators feared that
gun‐toting freemen might, under special
circumstances, pose a threat to the very
polity that they were supposed to defend.
Colonial legislatures therefore strictly
regulated the storage of firearms, with
weapons kept in some central place, to be
produced only in emergencies or on mus‐
ter day, or loaned to individuals living in
outlying areas. They were to remain the
property of the government. The Duke of
Yorkʹs first laws for New York required
that each town have a storehouse for arms
and ammunition. Such legislation was on
the books of colonies from New Hamp‐
shire to South Carolina.7

Another possible explanation for this discrep‐
ancy is that when historians interpret ambiguous
documents, there can be many different conclu‐
sions honestly drawn. Under the best of condi‐
tions, there are assumptions that each of us
brings to an historical problem, and these as‐
sumptions influence how to read sources that
admit of multiple meanings.
This problem of differing assumptions is espe‐
cially severe when the historical question im‐
pinges on political questions of relevance today,
for historians do not look down on public policy
questions like Zeus from Olympus; the historian
is almost always at least as interested in these
questions as any other citizen. One should expect
an historian to have an opinion on political ques‐
tions; why bother to study history, if not for its
significance to the problems of today?

The endnote for these five sentences contains
dozens of pages from nineteen different sources,
sixteen of them primary. Like many of Bellesiles’
endnotes, the volume and quality of the sources
impressed historians who assumed that Bellesiles
had actually read them, and accurately summa‐
rized their contents. Yet examination of the stat‐
utes and other primary sources that Bellesiles
cites for this single claim shows quite the oppo‐
site. In this section, we will see that the sources
Bellesiles cited for this claim in some cases are
completely unrelated to his claim. More com‐
monly, the pages that he cites show quite the op‐
posite: that many of the colonial governments did
generally trust the free population with guns;
that there was no requirement that guns be
stored in central storehouses; that the militia was
obligated to be armed with individually owned
and possessed weapons; that guns were often
sold (not loaned) to unarmed militiamen; and
that guns were not automatically “the property
of the government.”8

Having spent much of several years reading
primary sources of the early Republic, the more I
read that part of Bellesiles’ book, the more dis‐
turbed I became. I found many glaring discrep‐
ancies between his claims and what his sources
actually said. As I checked Bellesiles’ sources for
the colonial period, I found dozens more discrep‐
ancies. I found incorrect quotations—and con‐
sistently incorrect in a direction that supported
his thesis—never the other direction. I found
quotations taken so severely out of context that
Bellesiles’ use of them had completely inverted
the author’s meaning. I found that his represen‐
tations of unambiguous primary and secondary
sources were often completely the reverse of
what they actually said.
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tion for supplying the wants aforesaid, that is to
say, muskitts and swords for the ffoote, and pis‐
tols, swords and carbines for horse….” The mili‐
tia officers were to keep these arms “for them to
dispose of the same as there shalbe occasion; and
that those to whome distribution shalbe made
doe pay for the same at a reasonable rate….”12
None of the sources that Bellesiles cites for Vir‐
ginia match his claim of distrusted and disarmed
free colonists.

Bellesiles cites twelve pages from Strachey’s
For the Colony in Virginea Britannia —but the only
discussion of arms on those pages is an order
that anyone that robs the “store of any commodi‐
ties therein… whether provisions of victuals, or
of Arms… shall bee punished with death.”9
There are no rules or regulations concerning pri‐
vate or public ownership of guns of any sort.
Bellesiles cites Tyler’s Narratives of Early Virginia,
273, but it fails to demonstrate any worry about
an armed population, or any requirement to
store guns in central storehouses. Instead, it
shows a 1619 statute that required everyone to
attend church on the Sabbath, “and all suche as
beare armes shall bring their pieces, swords,
pouder and shotte.” Those failing to bring their
guns were subject to a three‐shilling fine.10 This
seems to contradict Bellesiles’ claim that the colo‐
nial governments required guns to be centrally
stored.

Bellesiles tells us that in New York the “The
Duke of York’s first laws… required that each
town have a storehouse for arms and ammuni‐
tion” and cites two pages from The Colonial Laws
of New York from the Year 1664 to the Revolution.
The Duke of York’s “Military Affaires” did pro‐
vide that “Every Town shall be provided of a
Sufficient ware house and a Safe convenient
place thereunto Adjoyning for keeping Powder
and Ammunition.…” The warehouse was to con‐
tain publicly owned powder, bullets, and match,
but not a word about any guns or other arms to
be so stored, and nothing requiring arms
(publicly or privately owned, for militia duty or
otherwise) to be stored there.

Another of Bellesiles’ source for the distrusted,
disarmed colonists claim is Peterson’s Arms and
Armor in Colonial America, 321‐22, but these pages
say nothing to support Bellesiles’ claim of dis‐
armed and distrusted colonists. There are re‐
quirements that soldiers on duty be adequately
armed, a list of military goods that prospective
colonists were to bring (including a gun “5 or 5
½’ long near musket bore”), and a list of weap‐
ons sent over from the Tower of London in 1622,
“short pistols with fire locks—300,”
“arquebusses—300….”11 Nothing on those pages
supports Bellesiles’ claim that the population
was not trusted with guns.

But also on these two pages is a direct contra‐
diction of Bellesiles’ claim that weapons were
required to be kept in central storehouses, and
that the guns used for militia duty remained the
property of the government. “Besides the Gener‐
all stock of each Town” this law required “Every
Male within this government from Sixteen to
Sixty years of age” to either arm themselves, or,
”if sons or Servants[,] at their Parents and Mas‐
ters Charge and Cost“ with a “penalty of five
Shillings for the least default therein….” What
arms did every man from sixteen to sixty years of
age have to have? “Namely a good Serviceable
Gun, allowed Sufficient by his Military Officer to
be kept in Constant fitness for present Service”
along with all the other equipment required in
the field. 13

Two pages from Hening’s Statutes at Large, vol‐
ume 2 appear as evidence for Bellesiles’ claim—
but neither of those pages actually supports it.
The first of these pages is a 1673 order for militia
captains to “take a strict and perticuler account
of what armes and ammunition are wanting in
their severall companies and troops….” The
county courts were empowered to tax the popu‐
lation “for the providing of armes and ammuni‐
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the captain or other officers, those that want &
are of abilitie to buy them themselves, others that
are unable to have them provided by the
town….”

Bellesiles also cites a page from Minutes of the
Common Council of the City of New York, but the
only reference to guns there is an order that,
“Arms from on Board Captain Garrison &c be a
Committee to make a Closet Opposite to the one
Lately made in the Common Councill Chamber
for the use of the City Arms.”14 While unclear, it
appears that public arms, recently arrived by
ship, were to be stored in the council chambers.
There is nothing that indicates that private arms
were similarly stored, or required to be stored.

Those who were armed by the town under the
March 22 statute were to reimburse the town
“when they shalbe able”17 suggesting that guns
were not automatically public property. It is un‐
clear whether “5th of Aprill nexte” meant the fol‐
lowing month, or the following year, but in ei‐
ther case, there seems to be no great concern that
guns were in short supply—and no apparent fear
of the general population being armed. Indeed,
the fear was that the population would not be
sufficiently armed for the defense of the colony.
There was no requirement for storing of guns in
central storehouses.

Arming America cites one page from Brigham’s
The Compact with the Charter and Laws of the Col‐
ony of New Plymouth, but there is nothing there
that would support Bellesiles’ claim of disarmed
and distrusted freemen. This is a 1646 order that
“every Township within this Government before
the next October Court… shall provide two suffi‐
cient snaphaunces or firelock peeces two swords
and two pouches for every thirty men they have
in their Towneship… which shalbe ready at all
tymes for service….”15 Why did they only re‐
quire towns to store two guns for every thirty
men if this was a requirement that all guns be
kept in “central storehouses”? Bellesiles cites one
source specific to Plymouth Colony for his claim
of distrusted and disarmed free colonists—and
that source does not support his claim.

Bellesiles’ cites Records of Massachusetts Bay
2:72‐73, but it is also irrelevant to the claims that
he makes; it is an order to the two chief officers
“of every traine band to punish the delinquents
of such companies” but nothing that gives any
indication of how many such delinquents there
were. Another order directs the “surveyer of the
armes” to deliver two snaphances (a particular
type of flintlock musket) to the town of New‐
berry, but nothing that indicates that guns were
to be centrally stored, nor anything indicating a
lack of trust of the population with guns.18

Bellesiles cites nine pages from Shurtleff’s Re‐
cords of Massachusetts Bay, but once again, the
citations are either irrelevant, or contradict him.
Records of Massachusetts Bay, 1:25‐26, imposes no
restrictions of any sort on gun ownership or pos‐
session, being only a list of arms to be purchased
by Massachusetts Bay Company for transport to
the New World.16 Records of Massachusetts Bay,
1:84, is a March 22, 1630/1 statute that required
the entire adult male population to be armed;
obviously, the government considered it at least
plausible that this could be done. Every town
within Massachusetts Bay Colony “before the 5th
of Aprill nexte” was to make sure that every per‐
son, including servants, was “furnished with
good & sufficient armes” of a type “allowable by

Another source that Bellesiles uses to defend
his claim is a 1722 Connecticut order that directs
militia majors “to inspect the towns with their
several regiments respecting the town stock of
ammunition, and take care that the towns be
supplied with ammunition according to law.”
There is nothing about central storehouses, and
no regulation of gun ownership. Another page
that Bellesiles cites is an order that gunpowder
should be purchased and stored “for the publick
service of the Colony….”19 There is nothing on
that page limiting gun ownership or storage.
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General Court, that “ordered that every male
from 16 to 60 yeares olde within this jurisdiction
be furnished forthwith, with a good gun, a
sword” and ammunition “and so continue fur‐
nished from time to time, under the penalty of
10s. fine for every person found faulty or defec‐
tive.” Officers were to “take a strict [view] once
every quarter of a yeare, that all the males from
16 to 60 be furnished as above….” Not only were
individual militiamen subject to a 40s. fine, but so
were the officers if they failed to inspect and fine
their subordinates.23

Nor do these early requirements for most adult
free men to own guns disappear as the colony
became more settled. Bellesiles cites a single page
from Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut in
the middle of the 1741 militia statute, but that
page only directs the towns to have an adequate
supply of ammunition—nothing about guns, ei‐
ther privately or publicly owned. Other parts of
that statute directly contradict Bellesiles, reiterat‐
ing the earlier Connecticut statutes that required
every militiaman “and other house‐holder” to
have a firelock and ammunition, and to show
those at militia musters. Bellesiles points to two
pages in Public Records of the Colony of Connecti‐
cut, volume 9, but again, there is nothing at those
locations to support his claim—only orders that
“gunpowder belonging to this Colony” in private
storehouses was to be sold, and the money deliv‐
ered to the Treasurer.20

The 1644 statute does require towns to provide
for “a common stock of pouder and shott” but
there is no mention of guns in that storehouse,
and when militiamen were called by the beating
of the drum “to the publique worship of God”
they were to show up “with their armes com‐
pleat, their guns ready charged, with their match
for their matchlocks and flints ready fitted in
their firelocks….”24 New Haven militiamen were
to have their guns available to them at home.

Similarly, Bellesiles uses two pages from vol‐
ume 14 of Public Records of the Colony of Connecti‐
cut as support for this distrusted and disarmed
view of the colonists, but those pages say nothing
about guns at all. Instead, they have orders for
towns to have sufficient supplies of ammunition,
and a complaint about loyalist interference with
gunpowder importation just before the Revolu‐
tion starts.21

His second New Haven citation says nothing
about guns.25 (There is a discussion of the colony
purchasing “powder & lead, match & gunne” at
the same page number of the similarly named
Records of the Colony and Plantation of New Haven,
from 1638 to 1649, but that reference also does not
support Bellesiles’ claim).

Bellesiles cites eight pages specific to Connecti‐
cut as evidence for this claim of distrusted and
disarmed free colonists. None of the eight pages
support his claim, and other parts of those same
statutes, as has been seen above, require indi‐
viduals to own and keep guns—and not in cen‐
tral storehouses.

Bellesiles cites three pages of New Haven re‐
cords as evidence for distrusted and disarmed
free colonists. One page is utterly silent, and the
other two directly contradict Bellesiles; most
adult men were required to have guns at home.
In spite of listing New Hampshire in his claim
that such laws were on the books “from New
Hampshire to South Carolina” Bellesiles cited no
New Hampshire statutes as evidence for his
claim of disarmed and distrusted freemen. Nor
could he. The only New Hampshire “gun con‐
trol” measure that I can find is a 1716 New
Hampshire statute that required, “That all Male

New Haven, until its acquisition by Connecti‐
cut, was an independent colony,22 with its own
laws. Bellesiles provides several page references
to New Haven records as evidence of mistrusted
colonists and centrally stored guns—and again,
his sources are either completely silent, or di‐
rectly contradictory. Bellesiles’ first New Haven
citation is a 1644 statute from the New Haven
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whether privately owned guns, “his owne proper
goods” had been sold to the Indians, but no limi‐
tation on private ownership.29

person from Sixteen Years of Age to Sixty, (other
than Such as are hereinafter excepted) shall bear
Arms…” and then specified, “That every Listed
Souldier and Housholder, (except Troopers) shall
be always provided with a well fix’d, Firelock
Musket, of Musket or Bastard‐Musket bore, the
Barrel not less than three foot and a half long; or
other good Fire‐Arms, to the satisfaction of the
Commission Officers of the Company” and am‐
munition, “on Penalty of Six Shillings for want of
Such Arms….”26

Bellesiles cites fourteen Rhode Island pages for
his claim. Three of those pages directly contradict
him, and the other eleven are irrelevant.
For South Carolina, Bellesiles’ footnote cites
three pages from Journal of the Grand Council of
South Carolina for his claim about mistrusted and
disarmed colonists, but they do not support it.
Those pages direct storage of gunpowder “sent
by the Lord Proprietors for the use and defense
of this Province” and require “all, and every per‐
son and persons now in this Colony” to “appeare
in armes ready fitted in their severall Compa‐
nies….” All gunsmiths in the colony were obli‐
gated “to worke up and fitt all and every Gun or
Guns which he shall find in his Company not
well and sufficiently fitted for service.” There is
nothing in those pages that suggests that guns
were scarce, or that the free population was not
trusted with guns.30

A total of fourteen pages from Bartlett’s Records
of the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Planta‐
tions appear in Bellesiles’ footnote as evidence for
this mistrust of the population with guns. Two of
the pages directed that an earlier order “for every
man to have so much powder, and so many bul‐
lets…; and also that every man do come armed
unto the meeting upon every sixth day” with
orders for militia officers to go to “to every in‐
habitant [in Portsmouth and] see whether every
one of them has powder” and bullets.27 It is pos‐
sible that there were no guns in Portsmouth
homes, but it seems unlikely that the militia offi‐
cers would make sure that they had ammunition
at home, but nothing in which to fire it.

Statutes at Large of South Carolina 7:397, 417‐19
appears in Bellesiles’ footnote for his claim about
mistrusted and disarmed colonists, but those
pages are either silent or directly contradict him.
Statutes at Large of South Carolina 7:397 says noth‐
ing about guns, ammunition, or militia at all; it is
a 1735 statute about the status of slaves. Later in
that statute there are pages that Bellesiles does
not cite that authorize searches of slave quarters
for guns, and requiring any “negro or slave” to
have a license to possess a gun, but these are ex‐
plicitly to disarm slaves, not the general popula‐
tion.31

On another of the pages that Bellesiles cites, “It
is ordered, that noe man shall go two miles from
the Towne unarmed, eyther with Gunn or
Sword; and that none shall come to any public
Meeting without his weapon.” There was a fine
of five shillings for failing to be armed in either
circumstance.28
In one eleven page range that Bellesiles uses to
prove his claim, only two pages have anything to
say about guns and ammunition. One specifies
the number of barrels of powder, pikes, and
muskets that each town was to keep in its maga‐
zine. There is nothing that indicates that these
were privately owned arms, or that there were
any restrictions on private gun ownership. The
other contains provisions for determining

At 7:417‐19 is a 1743 statute similar to those of
Virginia and New England, requiring “every
white male inhabitant of this Province, (except
travelers and such persons as shall be above sixty
years of age,) who [are] liable to bear arms in the
militia of this Province” to “carry with him a
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gun or a pair of horse‐pistols… with at least six
charges of gun‐powder and ball” to “church or
other place of divine worship…” Those failing to
do so would be fined twenty shillings. Other pro‐
visions required church‐wardens, deacons, or
elders to check each man coming in, to make sure
that he was armed.

Foote barrill, with matchlocks and rests,”
one hundred swords, and “5 peeces of
ordnance, long sence bowght and payd
For.” There were thus exactly one hun‐
dred firearms for use among seven towns
with a population of about one thou‐
sand.33

The stated purpose of this severe gun control
measure—requiring every white man to be
armed—was “for the better security of this Prov‐
ince against the insurrections and other wicked
attempts of Negroes and other Slaves….” There
is nothing in these pages that shows a distrust of
the white population, and nothing that required
guns to be kept in central storehouses.32

The source cited for this claim is “Shurtleff, ed.,
Records of Massachusetts Bay 1:25‐26.” But Records
of Massachusetts Bay 1:25‐26 says something com‐
pletely different. It is not a list of weapons in
Massachusetts Bay in 1630. It is not even a list of
guns owned by the Company in Massachusetts
in 1630. It is a list of “Necessaries conseaued
[conceived?] meete for o[u]r intended voiadge
for New England to bee prepared forthwith”: a
list of arms to be sent over by the Company from
England, only some of which were already
owned by them. There is nothing on the pages
Bellesiles cites that indicates that this is a list of
all the guns in the colony. There is nothing that
indicates this list includes privately owned guns
in Massachusetts Bay, as Bellesiles implies when
he says “one hundred firearms for… a popula‐
tion of about one thousand.”

The sources that Bellesiles cites for his claim of
distrusted, disarmed colonists never support it,
and usually directly contradict it. In many cases,
the most charitable assumption that can be made
is that Bellesiles copied citations out of secondary
works regarding gunpowder storage without
bothering to check to see if they applied to fire‐
arms.

Gun Censuses

Even the year that Bellesiles gives is wrong.
The dates on the pages that Bellesiles cites are
February 26 and March 2 1628/9 (Old Style). The
year 1630 does not appear. Of course, if Belle‐
siles had given the correct year, most historians
would have immediately wondered how the
Massachusetts Bay Company could have done an
inventory of guns in the colony before the colony
existed (refer to Appendix A).34

Bellesiles makes much of inventories or arms
censuses taken by various governments to dem‐
onstrate that guns were scarce. These arms cen‐
suses would be very persuasive evidence that
guns were rare in early America—if the sources
Bellesiles cites said what Bellesiles says they say.
As part of his proof that guns were in short sup‐
ply among the population of Colonial Massachu‐
setts, Bellesiles writes:

Bellesiles also claims that, immediately before
the American Revolution, “Massachusetts con‐
ducted a very thorough census of arms, finding
that there were 21,549 guns in the province of
some 250,000 people,” leaving the reader with
the impression that he is citing a census of all
guns both publicly and privately owned. (The
term “census of arms,” not used in any of the
primary sources cited by Bellesiles, gives the mis‐

In 1630 the Massachusetts Bay Company
reported in their possession: “80 bastard
musketts, with snaphances, 4 Foote in the
barrill without rests, 6 long Fowlinge pee‐
ces...6 foote longe; 4 longe Fowlinge pee‐
ces... 5‐1/2 foote longe; 10 Full musketts, 4
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firm that only military weapons and ammunition
possessed by enrolled militia members and pub‐
licly owned weapons were counted.

leading impression of something as comprehen‐
sive as the population censuses done in the Colo‐
nial and early Republic periods).35 Bellesiles’
source is an inventory of “Warlike Stores in Mas‐
sachusetts, 1774” contained in the Journals of Each
Provincial Congress of Massachusetts. But that in‐
ventory, dated April 14, 1775, is utterly silent
about privately owned firearms. The only clear
statement of which firearms were counted indi‐
cates that these were publicly owned arms in
town stores. Not a word indicates that this count
of “Warlike Stores” was a comprehensive list of
all guns in Massachusetts.36

Other evidence from the Journals suggests that
firearms were plentiful, and that the “arms cen‐
sus” recorded only a part of all firearms in the
province. An entry for October 27, 1774 directs
inhabitants of Massachusetts to be “properly and
effectually armed and equipped” and that “if any
of the inhabitants are not provided with arms
and ammunition according to law” the town was
to arm them. These resolutions are repeated at
later times in similar form, sometimes limited to
militiamen and Minutemen, other times ad‐
dressed to all the “inhabitants of this colony….”40
If guns were really in such short supply, as Belle‐
siles claims, it seems a bit odd that the Provincial
Congress was ordering every militia member to
be armed, and the towns to provide arms to
those who did not have them. Why issue an or‐
der that was, according to Bellesiles, utterly im‐
possible to achieve?

A detailed examination of the Journals, in the
hopes of finding some page that Bellesiles failed
to cite that would support his claim, only further
demonstrated that Bellesiles’ claim is unsup‐
ported. One order on February 13, 1775 directed
a committee to inquire “into the state of the mili‐
tia, their numbers and equipments, and recom‐
mending to the selectmen of the several towns
and districts in this province, to make return of
their town and district stocks of ammunition and
warlike stores to this Congress.”37

Other pages in the Provincial Congress’s jour‐
nals show quite clearly that firearms were not
scarce. A committee appointed to examine the
problem of soldiers who lacked firearms re‐
ported on May 9, 1775:

The following day, the resolve is made more
explicit: that the inquiry is concerning “the state
of the militia” and directs that “an exact state of
the their numbers and equipments” be taken.
This might be interpreted as including privately
owned guns owned by militiamen, but that
would be an inference, not the certain fact that
Bellesiles presents. Even if this count included
privately owned militia guns, this would not be a
comprehensive census of arms of the entire Mas‐
sachusetts population, since not all adults (and
not even all adult males) were members of the
militia.38

Whereas, a few of the inhabitants of this
colony, who are enlisted into its service,
are destitute of fire arms, bayonets, and
other accoutrements;
Resolved, That the selectmen of the several
towns and districts in this colony be, and
hereby are, directed and empowered to
examine into the state of the equipment of
such inhabitants of their respective towns
and districts as are, or may be, enlisted
into the service of this colony, and where
any are deficient in arms or accoutre‐
ments, as aforesaid, it is recommended to

Another order on March 22, 1775, directed a
committee “to receive the returns of the several
officers of militia, of their numbers and equipage,
and the returns from the several towns of their
town stock of ammunition.”39 This seems to con‐

156

Why Footnotes Matter—Cramer
letter from Secretary of War Dearborn to the state
and territorial governors is explicit, asking them
to provide information “stating the military
strength of each State, the actual situation of the
arms, accoutrements, and ammunition of the sev‐
eral corps, with the same, and every other thing
which may relate to their government, and the
general advantage of good order and military
discipline.”43 There is no division contained in
the “Return of the Militia” tables that distinguish
between those “in the hands of the federal gov‐
ernment” and those in state arsenals. There is
nothing in the militia return that indicates how
many of the arms were privately owned. There is
nothing that indicates how many arms there
were in the United States, other than those in the
hands of the militia. There is nothing to indicate
a comprehensive door‐to‐door questioning of the
population, as the term “census” would suggest.

the selectmen to supply them out of the
town stock, and in case of a deficiency there,
to apply to such inhabitants of their respective
towns and districts as, in their opinions, can
best spare their arms or accoutrements, and
to borrow or purchase the same for the
use of said inhabitants so enlisted: and the
selectmen are also directed to take a bill
from such persons as shall sell their arms
and accoutrements, in the name of this
colony….41 [emphasis added]
Not “most of the inhabitants of this colony, who
are enlisted into its service” are without “fire
arms, bayonets, and other accoutrements”; not
“many”; not “some” but “a few”—and it is not
clear whether the problem is firearms, bayonets,
or “accoutrements” (for example, cartridge
pouches). Furthermore, there were apparently
enough others who were not members of the mi‐
litia who could “spare their arms or accoutre‐
ments” that this was considered a realistic source
of “fire arms, bayonets, and other accoutre‐
ments….” Perhaps the committee was deluded
about how scarce guns were in their time and
place.

Indeed, it seems unlikely that any arms “in the
hands of the federal government” would be
listed in a “Return of the Militia,” based on the
language of the circular letter. The 1810 and 1811
Returns of the Militia are quite similar in form
and method to the 1803 Return of the Militia.
The 1811 inventory of federal military stores,
which clearly is not included in the totals con‐
tained in the 1810 or 1811 militia returns,
strongly implies that a “Return of the Militia”
included no federal arms at all. Nor is there any‐
thing in the 1803, 1810, or 1811 “Return of the
Militia” supporting circular letters, or explana‐
tory notes that identifies or even suggests how
many of the arms so listed are privately owned,
or that these returns included all privately
owned guns.44

Bellesiles attempts to prove that guns were in
very short supply in the early Republic again
through the use of “arms censuses,” which Belle‐
siles purports included not only publicly owned
arms, but also all privately owned arms. Belle‐
siles tells us that in 1803, Secretary of War Henry
Dearborn conducted “a careful census of fire‐
arms in America, with the intention of demon‐
strating that the America militia owned sufficient
firearms.” After reporting that there were 235,831
guns, Bellesiles claims that, “Half of all these
guns were in the hands of the federal govern‐
ment, with about one‐quarter in state arsenals.
The remainder were privately owned.”42

Another interesting point is that the firearms
listed in these returns are “pairs of pistols,” mus‐
kets, and rifles. From the categories, it would
seem that this census was only of military arms,
and could not have included all privately owned
guns (such as fowling pieces), many of which
would have been inappropriate for militia use.

But when you examine the sources that Belle‐
siles cites for this statement, there is nothing to
support his claim that this “Return of the Militia”
included all privately owned guns. The circular
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were a count of guns in the hands of non‐militia
members (which there is not in this report), this
would also need to be added.

Bellesiles also claims that in 1806 “a congres‐
sional committee estimated that there were
250,000 guns in America.”45 It is clear from his
statement on page 241 of Arming America listing
“235,831” guns in America in 1803 that Bellesiles
means that the committee’s estimate included all
guns in America, both publicly and privately
owned.

Depending on how one interprets the congres‐
sional committee report, it is possible that there
were also large numbers of firearms owned by
militia members that were not considered to be
military weapons, and thus not included in this
estimate of “upwards of 250,000 fire arms and
rifles….” Bellesiles’ representation of the 1803
militia return, and the 1806 congressional com‐
mittee report, are utterly wrong; indeed, one is
hard pressed to see how anyone could read that
report, and describe it the way that Bellesiles
does (refer to Appendix B).

The 1806 congressional committee report that
Bellesiles cites, however, is quite explicit about
what guns were included in this estimate. After
explaining that the laws of the United States re‐
quired every “citizen enrolled in the militia” to
“provide himself with a good musket or rifle,”
the report explains, “From the best estimates
which the committee has been able to form, there
is upwards of 250,000 fire arms and rifles in the
hands of the militia, which have, a few instances
excepted, been provided by, and are the property
of, the individuals who hold them.”46 This is
explicitly a statement that there were at least
250,000 guns in the hands of the militia alone,
and nearly all of them were privately owned.
Bellesiles’ claim that only about one quarter of
the 235,831 guns in America three years earlier
were privately owned lacks credibility; some‐
how, the number of privately owned guns went
from almost 59,000 (one‐quarter of 235,831) to
“upwards of 250,000” in three years. At a mini‐
mum, Bellesiles should have explained this dra‐
matic change, and at least raised the possibility
that he had misread the 1803 “arms census.”

Revising Federal Law
Bellesiles discusses the Militia Act of 1792, and
how it obligated every able‐bodied free white
male between 18 and 45 to enroll in the militia:
Further, “every citizen so enrolled,
shall...be constantly provided with a good
musket or firelock, a sufficient bayonet
and belt, two spare flints,” and other ac‐
coutrements. Congress took upon itself
the responsibility of providing those
guns, and specified that within five years
all muskets “shall be of bores sufficient
for balls of the eighteenth part of a
pound.”47

The following paragraph of the 1806 report, on
the same page (where Bellesiles should not have
missed it) gives a count of the number of guns in
the federal magazines: 132,000, of which 120,000
were “fit for use” and 12,000 “which need re‐
pairs.” To figure out how many guns there were
in the United States, one would need to add the
“upwards of 250,000” that were privately owned
militia guns to the 132,000 guns in the federal
magazines. The guns in the state magazines
would also have to be added—and the report is
explicit that these were not counted. If there

But Bellesiles’ quote from the Militia Act of
1792 is incorrect. It is not just that Bellesiles
leaves out important words—he adds to it, and
changes its meaning. The actual text is:
That every citizen so enrolled and notified,
shall within six months thereafter, provide
himself with a good musket or firelock, a
sufficient bayonet and belt, two spare
flints, and a knapsack, a pouch with a box
therein to contain not less than twenty‐
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In spite of explicitly listing his source for the quo‐
tation as US Statutes 1:271‐74 and Debates and Pro‐
ceedings in the Congress 3:1392‐95, he actually
quoted a later document that Bellesiles says con‐
tained the 1803 Militia Act.

four cartridges, suited to the bore of his
musket or firelock: or with a good rifle,
knapsack, shot‐pouch and powder‐horn,
twenty balls suited to the bore of his rifle,
and a quarter of a pound of powder.... 48
[missing text emphasized]

There is an 1803 Militia Act that says, “That
every citizen duly enrolled in the militia, shall be
constantly provided with arms, accoutrements,
and ammunition…” But this does not match
Bellesiles’ “quote” either.
It does have
“constantly provided”, but the rest of the sen‐
tence is different. Even ignoring this, Bellesiles
did not cite the 1803 Militia Act; and even that
statute does not specify that Congress is to supply
the arms; it leaves it a bit open as to who is obli‐
gated to keep the militiamen “constantly pro‐
vided.” Indeed, at least one state prosecution of
a militiaman for failure to “be constantly pro‐
vided” under the 1803 Militia Act is very clear on
two points: the 1803 Militia Act was in addition
to (not in place of) the 1792 Militia Act, and the
individual militiaman was still obligated to pro‐
vide himself with these arms and accoutrements.
And of course, the 1806 Congressional committee
report that Bellesiles relied upon for the claim
that there were only 250,000 guns in the United
States pointed out that the law required almost
every adult white man to “provide himself with
a good musket or rifle.”50

Not only does Bellesiles leave out the words
“provide himself” that demonstrate that Con‐
gress did not take “upon itself the responsibility
of providing those guns,” but his misquotation of
the Militia Act of 1792 includes the words
“constantly provided,” which hides the change
in the tense of the verb “shall” (refer to Appen‐
dix C).
When confronted with this very dramatic er‐
ror, Bellesiles first denied that there was any er‐
ror at all, insisting that I had read an early ver‐
sion of the bill, and did not understand the dif‐
ference between a bill (which is still subject to
amendment) and a statute passed by Congress.
Eventually, as the weight of evidence accumu‐
lated, he admitted that the text was incorrect, and
explained his error as:
It took me a while to find my original
source at a library in South Carolina, but
the phrase “shall...be constantly provided
with” is in the 1792 militia act. But you are
right that it is not in any version I could
find from the 1790s. So I then went care‐
fully through the legislative records and
found an 1803 Amendment to the 1792 Act
(“An Act in addition to an Act entitled ʹAn
Act More effectually to provide for the Na‐
tional Defence.”) Checking further, I found
it as US Statutes II: 207, passed March 2,
1803.

Even worse, Bellesiles’ misquotation of the Mi‐
litia Act of 1792 is specific to establishing that the
militia was woefully short of guns in the 1790s.
Even if Bellesiles’ misquotation was from the
1803 Militia Act (which it is not), the paragraphs
that follow it are now logically incorrect, seeking
to explain Congressional actions of 1792 and 1794
based on a law written ten years later.

So I was at fault in not reconciling the 1815
version I used with the 1792 version I also
read (I assumed that they were just differ‐
ent versions of the same act).49

The Three Stooges in Waistcoats
Bellesiles writes a ferocious critique of how the
fledgling American gun industry was unable to
build guns for federal contracts in the early Re‐
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Concerning the 7,000 muskets that Bellesiles
represents as being ordered by Congress at the
same time as the rifles, in 1792, another historian,
Felicia Johnson Deyrup, cites the same source as
Bellesiles (Hicks’s Notes on United States Ordnance
1:14), but reports that the order was in 1794, and
that the government also successfully bought
2,000 rifles that year.55

public. One might picture, after reading his ac‐
count, the Three Stooges in waistcoats, failing to
make guns because: “It never seemed to occur to
any contemporary that gun manufacturing
should be left to the vagaries of the free market,
perhaps because they all knew that the public
was not sufficiently interested in guns.” 51
What is again interesting is how Bellesiles’
sources differ from Bellesiles’ representation of
them. After reporting that Congress decided in
1792 to supply all the arms of the militia (based
on his misquotation of the Militia Act of 1792),
“Congress ordered the purchase of seven thou‐
sand muskets. Over the next two years, the gov‐
ernment was able to purchase only 480 ‘rifle
guns.’” Bellesiles clearly intends the reader to
believe that these purchases were in 1792, dis‐
cussing them in the same paragraph as his mis‐
quoted Militia Act of 1792, and before a para‐
graph that discusses actions taken by Secretary of
War Knox in 1793. 52

Examination of Bellesiles and Deyrup’s com‐
mon source, Hicks, shows that, once again, Belle‐
siles has misread his source. The 7,000 muskets
were ordered in 1794, not in 1792. According to
Hicks, the 7,000 muskets were ordered from
abroad, “[t]here not being any source of domestic
supply of muskets at that time.” Rifles were
available from domestic manufacturers, and they
continued to meet the relatively low volume de‐
mand for rifles for the Army and for supply to
friendly Indians until 1810.56
While Bellesiles describes Congress as ordering
7,000 muskets from Britain, and suggests that 480
rifles delivered by American makers represented
some sort of failure to make guns quickly, Belle‐
siles buried in the endnote that it was five years
before the muskets ordered from Britain were
delivered. After a scathing (and inaccurate) criti‐
cism of the slowness of the American rifle mak‐
ers in the main body of his text, it seems a bit
misleading to hide in the endnote the even
greater slowness of the British musket makers to
deliver.57

M. L. Brown gives a very different description
of the 1792 contract:
In 1792 Congress, further alarmed by in‐
creasing British and Spanish activity
along the vast frontier, raised a battalion
of riflemen consisting of four companies
each comprised of 82 privates which were
to be armed with the American rifle….
The contract rifles…were purchased from
Pennsylvania riflesmiths between Sep‐
tember 12, 1792, and May 5, 1793, at an
average cost of $10.00 per stand…. 53

Bellesiles criticizes the American firms that
contracted to make muskets in 1798 as evidence
that there was no real knowledge of how to make
guns in the United States:

A total of 436 rifles were produced and deliv‐
ered in less than nine months54 to arm 328 sol‐
diers. The limitation was not that private indus‐
try could not supply enough rifles, as Bellesiles’
use of “only” seems to imply, but that the gov‐
ernment was only buying enough rifles for four
companies of riflemen.

The government’s continuing financial
support of private gunmakers flew in the
face of results. Just under one thou‐
sand had been delivered by September
30, 1800, the date on which the govern‐
ment was supposed to have received the
forty thousand muskets commissioned
from twenty‐seven gunmakers.58
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Bellesiles’ endnote cites Hicks, Notes on U.S. Ord‐
nance, 1:42‐43, and nothing else as his source for
this claim. Nothing at Hicks, 1:42‐43 relates to the
1798 contracts—it is all 1812 contracts and later.
There is a discussion of the 1798 contracts at
Hicks, 1:19‐23, but the only table that shows de‐
livery counts reports that 2,646 muskets had been
received as of September 26, 1801—not 1800—
and this appears to be a count only of muskets
received by one set of government inspectors,59
since Gluckman reports that guns actually deliv‐
ered by contractors through June 10, 1801 totaled
14,032. 60

course much different than Bellesiles says, and
the statement about “under one thousand had
been delivered” does not fit any date in the table
of musket deliveries for the 1808 contract. 64

Nor, contrary to Bellesiles’ claim, is there any‐
thing in Hicks that indicates that all the muskets
were to be delivered by September 30, 1800. The
only contract date in Hicks’s discussion is a copy
of the contract between the partnership of Nicho‐
las White, Thomas Crabb, Jacob Mitzger, and
Christopher Barnhizle of Frederick Town, Mary‐
land—and that specifies that all of the muskets
were to be delivered no later than March of
1800.61 Bellesiles’ exercise in incorrect citation
continues: “Many gun factories turned out to be
flash‐in‐the‐pan operations, taking advantage of
government contracts and then vanishing.” In
the endnote, Bellesiles tells us, “For instance,
twelve Massachusetts gunmakers failed to fulfill
their government contracts: Silas Allen of
Shrewsbury; Asher Bartlett, Henry Osborne, and
Caswell & Dodge of Springfield; Thomas French,
Adam Kinsley, and Rudolph & Charles S. Leo‐
nard of Canton; Rufus Perkins of Bridgewater;
Alvin Pratt, Elijah and Asa Waters, and Luke
Wood of Sutton; Lemuel Pomeroy of Pittsfield.”62

Bellesiles has confused two different contracts,
and two different sets of contractors. Whitney’s
muskets for the 1798 contract were indeed deliv‐
ered nine years late (in January, 1809, not “late in
1809”), but the other 1798 contractors had deliv‐
ered at least 13,234 muskets by January 1,
180366—not “just two thousand muskets” as
Bellesiles claims. Furthermore, as detailed in
Table 1 below, at least three of the contractors for
1798 had either completed or overfilled their con‐
tracts by January 1, 1803: Nathan and Henry
Cobb (100%); Huntington, Livingston, Bellows,
and Stone (122%); and Amos Stillman & Co.
(105%). One other contractor was close: Allen,
Grant, and Bernard delivered 93% of their con‐
tracted amount. Bellesiles’ source (whatever it
was, since it clearly was not the one Bellesiles
cites) may have confused the deliveries by con‐
tractors under the 1808 contract with deliveries
under the 1798 contract—which of course, was
still in process when Whitney completed his late
deliveries.

Bellesiles is still using the same source, Hicks,
1:42‐43, and again, those are not the right pages
for that contract, the gunmakers Bellesiles lists
are not on those pages, and the correct pages for
the 1798 contract say absolutely nothing about
the failure of these contractors to fulfill their con‐
tracts.63 These names and failures to fulfill their
contracts would be correct for the 1808 contract,
discussed at Hicks, 1:32‐33—but the dates are of

Worse than the confused citations, and the con‐
fusion of the 1798 and 1808 contract deliveries, is
that Bellesiles’ characterization of these twelve
musket makers as “flash‐in‐the‐pan operations”
makes them sound as if they were set up to get
the 1798 contract, and then went bankrupt.
Henry Osborne appears to have been in the gun
making business at least until 1821. Adam Kins‐
ley delivered muskets for the 1798 contract;

Bellesiles goes on to tell us that Eli Whitney did
not complete his contracted 10,000 muskets until
“late in 1809, nine years behind schedule. The
other twenty‐six gunmakers produced just two
thousand muskets—twenty‐eight thousand (93
percent) short of their goal—only one of them
fulfilling his contract with the government, and
that five years late.” 65
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Table 1: 1808 Musket Contract Deliveries

CONTRACTOR

CONTRACTED

DELIVERED

%

Joshua and Charles Barstow

2,500

1,625

65%

A. & P. Bartlett

2,500

1,500

60%

Oliver Bidwell

4,000

750

19%

I. I. & N. Brooke

4,000

1,257

31%

O. & E. Evans

4,000

1,960

49%

French, Blake & Kinsley

4,000

2,175

54%

Daniel Gilbert

5,000

875

18%

Goetz & Westphall

2,500

1,019

41%

10,000

4,246

42%

Stephen Jenks & Sons

4,000

2,300

58%

R. & C. Leonard

5,000

2,125

43%

John Miles, Jr.

9,000

2,407

27%

Rufus Perkins

2,500

200

W. & H. Shannon

4,000

1,001

25%

Ethan Stillman

2,500

825

33%

Waters & Whitmore

5,000

3,000

60%

Wheeler & Morrison

2,500

125

Winner, Nippes & Co.

9,000

3,900

Sweet, Jenks & Sons

3,000

250

85,000

31,540

W. & I. I. Henry

Total
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8%

5%
43%
8%
37%

Why Footnotes Matter—Cramer
Bellesiles portrays the failure of the federal
contractors to fulfill their contracts as indicative
of a fundamental lack of knowledge of gun
manufacturing in America, claiming that Eli
Whitney “recognized the basic problem with
large‐scale arms production in the United States;
there were not enough trained gunsmiths.”70 But
what Whitney was attempting to do was to cre‐
ate a division of labor that allowed interchange‐
able gun parts to be made by less skilled work‐
ers. Whitney’s problem was not a lack of trained
gunsmiths, but an inability to develop the tech‐
nology that allowed him to not hire trained gun‐
smiths.

Rufus Perkins was in business from 1799 through
1812; Asa Waters had been a gun maker as early
as 1776, and delivered muskets as part of the
1818 and 1823 contracts.67
Furthermore, the statement “failed to fulfill
their government contracts” really means that
they did not deliver the full number of muskets
specified in the contracts—not that they failed to
deliver guns. The characterization of “delivered
just a few guns and then abandoned the busi‐
ness” is also misleading. Table 1 shows the num‐
ber of guns contracted and the number delivered
as of October 7, 1812, for the 1808 contract.68

A letter from Col. Decius Wadsworth of the
Ordnance Office to Secretary of War John Arm‐
strong, dated June 6, 1814, explains the problems
that confronted not only Whitney but the other
contractors as well. It provides another explana‐
tion for why the government was so tolerant of
late and incomplete deliveries, besides the one
that Bellesiles suggests: a government that let the
contractors take terrible advantage of it. Irvine’s
letter explains why some (but only some) con‐
tractors delivered just a few guns, or went bank‐
rupt: 71

Only three of the contractors could with any
accuracy be said to have “delivered just a few
guns and then abandoned the business”: Rufus
Perkins; Wheeler & Morrison; and Sweet, Jenks
& Sons. Concerning Wheeler & Morrison, a
more accurate statement is that Wheeler aban‐
doned his partner Morrison by dying in 1809,
and in that sense Wheeler & Morrison could be
considered to have “abandoned the business.”
Hicks (a source that Bellesiles cites often) re‐
produces a letter from Callender Irvine, the Com‐
missary General, to Secretary of War John Arm‐
strong of April 5, 1813, in which Irvine explains
that the contractors were having trouble filling
their contracts because the government had pro‐
vided imperfect muskets to use as patterns, and
(contrary to current Defense Department prac‐
tice), the prices were so low “that if the Contracts
are complied with strictly by individuals, the
Government will be saddled with so many defec‐
tive Arms of which description there are enough
already in store near this City….” Irvine blamed
his predecessor, Tench Coxe, for having made
contracts that produced a large pile of guns only
suited for scrap.69 This is an important point, one
that Bellesiles seems to have overlooked in his
characterization of the government musket con‐
tractors. While a polemicist might have a reason
to leave out such important details, a historian
should not.

Most of the individuals of small property
who engaged in these contracts were ab‐
solutely ruined thereby, and the difficul‐
ties were so much greater than had been
apprehended, it proved in general losing
business to the concerned. Mr. Whitney
having never before engaged in such a
business, and not having workmen brought
up to the trade, was under the necessity of
executing various parts of the work adapted to
the inexperience of his hands, and calculated
to obviate the necessity of employing men
alone who had been bred to the trade….
It may not be amiss to state that I think his
arms as good, if not superior, to those which
have in general been made anywhere else in
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At the junction of the Rivanna and Flu‐
vanna Rivers, the Point of Fork Arsenal
centered around the storing of munitions
and repairing arms, and a small force of
artificers was maintained there from 1781
to 1801. Furthermore, scattered through‐
out the mountain and valley regions were
many individual rifle makers who ad‐
vanced their skills by making exception‐
ally fine rifles.75

the United States, not excepting those which
have been made at the public armories.72
[emphasis added]
Other manufacturers, while not trying to lead
the technology as aggressively as Whitney, were
attempting to transform a traditional, small‐scale
handicraft industry—gun making—into a large
factory system. As one of one Bellesiles’ sources,
Felicia Johnson Deyrup’s detailed study of the
New England firearms industry, points out—but
Bellesiles seems to have missed: “[C]ontractors
were forced into division of labor and the inven‐
tion of machine tools, which, though of incalcula‐
ble benefit to the industry, delayed them in fill‐
ing their contracts.” 73

Bellesiles describes how Governor Wood of Vir‐
ginia sought to obtain more arms for the state
militia:
Wood therefore contracted to purchase
four thousand stands of arms from Eng‐
land and another four thousand muskets
from the Globe Mills in Pennsylvania.
The latter source made just 925 arms over
the next five years and then went bank‐
rupt.76

Reading A Source In The Mirror Makes It Easy To
Get It Backward
Virginia armed its militia through a combina‐
tion of private contracts and a state gun factory,
and Arming America describes Virginia’s attempt
to arm its militia with uniform weapons. As is
usual with Bellesiles’ work, there is a near com‐
plete disconnect between what Bellesiles’ source
says, and what Bellesiles says that it says. The
entire paragraph to be dissected in this section
comes from page 236 of Arming America, and has
a single source: Giles Cromwell’s marvelously
detailed history of the Virginia Manufactory of
Arms, pages 2‐57:

Cromwell’s account matches this, in part, but
then describes how after McCormick went into
bankruptcy, his foreman James Haslett finished
another 50 arms, bringing the total up to 975.
Then Cromwell describes how John Miles, Sr.,
completed McCormick’s 4,000 musket contract,
and made 250 pairs of pistols for Virginia as well.
For some odd reason, Bellesiles missed this im‐
portant detail, giving a much darker picture of
American gunmaking capabilities than Cromwell
described.

The shortage of gunmakers in the early
republic is clearly illustrated in the history
of Virginiaʹs effort to establish an armory.
In 1797 Governor James Wood informed
the legislature that his government had
searched the state to find anyone who
could make arms for the militia, without
success. 74

Cromwell also reports that George Wheeler of
Culpeper County made at least 1,000 muskets for
Virginia, and James Haslett completed another
contract for 600 muskets. In addition, Virginia
also contracted with a number of gunsmiths to
make 2,145 rifles in the years 1809‐19—and
Cromwell makes the point that these contracts
were “generally limited...to residents of Vir‐
ginia....” (Cromwell’s Appendix B.8 lists the

Bellesiles’ source for this claim, Cromwell’s book,
tells a somewhat different story:
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twenty Virginia contract rifle makers, and the
number of guns actually completed and deliv‐
ered).77

The armory was a large‐scale gun manufactur‐
ing operation, much like the federal govern‐
ment’s arsenals at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, and
Springfield, Massachusetts, and the number of
tools required was quite large. But the inability
of American toolmakers to produce enough gun
making tools is not an indication that there was
not a large American gun making industry—
many of whom doubtless also purchased their
tools from England. It is only an indication that
the tools for making guns were not made in
America in sufficient quantity.

Bellesiles, by leaving out these other contracts
for muskets and rifles, misleads the reader into
thinking that gun makers were so scarce that
when Virginiaʹs one private American contractor
went bankrupt, Virginia was left in the lurch, and
were forced to start a state gun factory for this
reason: “It was at this point that the Virginia gov‐
ernment agreed with a plan that John Clarke had
been promoting for several years to build an ar‐
mory in Virginia to make guns for state use.”78

Bellesiles claims that Clarke found that there
were few gunsmiths in Virginia: “More frustrat‐
ing, he quickly discovered that there were only a
few gunsmiths in Virginia and they all did exclu‐
sively repair work.”81 Cromwell does mention
that Virginia was short of “skilled artificers,” but
then goes on to explain the problems that Clarke
was having, and in terms that do not fit Belle‐
siles’ characterization very well:

Cromwell discuss Clarkeʹs involvement, and at
no point does Cromwell suggest that the armory
was Clarkeʹs idea; quite the opposite. The se‐
quence as described by Cromwell was that the
Virginia government came up with the idea. Af‐
ter discussing the “mammoth task” and “special
and selected skills” that would be required,
Cromwell says: “By whatever methods em‐
ployed, however, the Executive ultimately chose
John Clarke of Powhatan County.” There is no
indication in Cromwell that Clarkeʹs involvement
predates the decision of Virginia to go into the
gunmaking business.79 Maybe there is some evi‐
dence out there somewhere, but Bellesiles does
not cite it, and what Bellesiles does cite—
Cromwell—indicates just the opposite.

The various gunsmiths in the different
sections of the state were restricted pri‐
marily to limited repair work and in some
instances to rifle making itself, and while
some of these rifle makers would eventu‐
ally seek employment in the armory, in
most instances they were financially bet‐
ter off remaining in their own independ‐
ent shops.

Bellesiles describes where Clarke purchased
tools for the Manufactory thusly, as part of his
claim about a scarcity of gun manufacturing in
America: “In creating the Virginia Manufactory
of Arms, Clarke found it necessary to buy all his
tools in England.” Cromwell agrees that Clarke
bought all his tools in England, but not the rea‐
son that Bellesiles implies—that there was not
much of a gun industry in America. “Clarke fa‐
vored purchasing such implements as vises, an‐
vils, bellows, and files from Europe, where he
believed better terms could be arranged. He felt
that there were no tool manufacturers large
enough in the United States to meet the require‐
ments of the armory.” 80

Consequently, Clarke defended his trav‐
els by saying that had he remained in
Richmond and advertised for gunsmiths
most probably he would have acquired
the most indifferent workmen who were
unable to find employment at other
works.82
So the problem was not that Virginia lacked
gunsmiths, but that the terms that Clarke was
prepared to offer would not attract the better Vir‐
ginia gun makers, who were presumably making
a decent income from their own shops. Some‐
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This is an important point. Bellesiles’ claim
was that Cromwell said gunsmiths were so
scarce in America that Clarke had to bring over a
“dozen” from Ireland to work at the Virginia
Manufactory of Arms. This is simply not so, and
Cromwell does not make any such claim; the
gunsmiths were already at work in Pennsylvania
when Clarke hired them (refer to Appendix D).

how, this does not sound like a scarcity of gun‐
smiths, nor a shortage of demand for their prod‐
ucts. Bellesiles must have read over these pages
in Cromwell too quickly.
Bellesiles continues his misreading of Crom‐
well that there were few gunsmiths in Virginia,
and not many more in the rest of America, be‐
cause Americans did not make guns: “Clarke
ended up hiring sixty‐eight workers, all of them
from outside Virginia and a dozen brought over
from Ireland.”83

Bellesiles continues: “For the rest of its brief
history, this need to find skilled gunsmiths pre‐
vented the armory from ever producing many
arms. Virginiaʹs was the only state armory in
antebellum America, averaging 2,130 muskets
per year, or twenty‐six guns per worker.”86
What Bellesiles does not tell his reader, however,
is that the Manufactory made a lot more than
muskets—and had he read beyond the fifty‐five
pages that he cited (or had he just flipped
through the rest of the book, looking at the pic‐
tures and chapter titles), he would know that.
Significantly, the reason Cromwell gives why
Virginia shut down its Manufactory in 1821 does
not match Bellesiles’ claims about a factory that
had problems “producing many arms”; it almost
directly contradicts it. What Cromwell describes
as an important factor was that,

The reason that Cromwell gives for hiring out‐
side of Virginia is very different from Bellesiles’
claims about a scarcity of gunsmiths in Virginia.
“Clarke had found during his travels that the
lowest wages were paid in Massachusetts and
Rhode Island; so he concentrated on hiring peo‐
ple in those areas.” Hartzler quotes a letter in
full from Clarke that confirms that he “found the
wages of such men lower in Massachusetts and
Rhode Island than in any other of the States. I
therefore engaged in those states all the work‐
men of the desired description I could find, and
on my return back again to the works I first vis‐
ited [in Philadelphia], the workmen were in‐
duced to fall in their prices….”84

By 1821 the armory had produced enough
small arms to equip most of the state’s
militia, for from the beginning of opera‐
tions in 1802 until its closing in 1821, the
Virginia Manufactory of Arms had pro‐
duced approximately 58,428 muskets and
bayonets, 2,093 rifles, 10,309 swords, and
4,252 pistols for a total of 75,082 small
arms.... The annual federal quota of new
firearms began arriving regularly in the
state by 1820. Thus the armory was
slowly outgrowing its reason for exis‐
tence.87

Concerning those “dozen brought over from
Ireland,” Cromwell’s account is very clear, and in
complete contradiction to Bellesiles’ representa‐
tion of it. According to Cromwell, “He was also
successful in hiring artificers from Pennsylvania,
where they had previously been employed by
Haslett, and of the nineteen workmen who came
to Richmond from this source, the majority were
originally natives of Ireland.” Clarke’s letter re‐
produced in Hartzler also is clear on this: of the
gunsmiths that Clarke hired in Philadelphia, the
“greater number of these men are natives of Ire‐
land” but they were not “brought over” from
Ireland to work in the Virginia Gun Manufac‐
tory. 85

Concerning the shortage of gunsmiths impair‐
ing their operations, it is worthwhile to examine
Cromwell’s Appendix D. It takes up fourteen
pages listing gunsmiths who worked at the
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of more than seventy men, he reported,
only twenty‐five had any sort of firearms.
Washington found such militia
“incapacitated to defend themselves,
much less to annoy the enemy.”90

Manufactory during its less than twenty year
period of operation. This does not sound like a
serious shortage of gunsmiths!
Bellesiles’ claims about the reliance of Ameri‐
can gun makers on imported gunlocks also col‐
lapses. A “gunlock” is the trigger lockwork
mechanism. Bellesiles emphasizes that gunlocks
were very complex to make, and claims, “No one
in America could make the key part of the gun,
its lock, until the Revolutionary era….” Later he
expands on that claim, asserting that American
gunmakers were unable to make gunlocks before
the Revolution. He also claims that few were
made in America until Samuel Colt freed Ameri‐
can makers “from the long‐term dependence of
all American gunmakers on English locks” in the
middle of the nineteenth century. 88

But when you examine what Washington actu‐
ally wrote in that letter, you find that Bellesiles
has quoted Washington out of context. Bellesiles
leads the reader to believe that Washington was
complaining that this was the general state of the
militia. Washington was clearly referring to only
some militia units:
I think myself under the necessity of in‐
forming your Honor, of the odd behav‐
iour of the few Militia that were marched
hither from Fairfax, Culpeper, and Prince
William counties. Many of them un‐
armed, and all without ammunition or
provision. Those of Culpeper behaved
particularly ill: Out of the hundred that
were draughted, seventy‐odd arrived
here; of which only twenty‐five were tol‐
erably armed.

A detailed refutation of this claim for the Colo‐
nial and Revolutionary period is beyond the
scope of this paper. However, all the muskets
made at the Manufactory, from the very begin‐
ning, used lock plates stamped with its name,
and by the Manufactory. The spare parts collec‐
tion shown in an inventory after it closed reveals
that lock plates and sears (both fundamental
parts of a gunlock) were made at the Manufac‐
tory. It does not appear that the Manufactory
imported gunlocks at all. An examination of the
list of suppliers to the Manufactory for the years
1798‐1809 reveals no gunlock suppliers. The
only complete subassembly of guns listed among
the suppliers are gunstocks.89

Washington considered the militia arriving
inadequately armed to be “odd behaviour,” and
worth mentioning. This suggests that other mili‐
tia units were adequately armed, and brought
ammunition. Washington sought to have the
unarmed militiamen punished, which suggests
that their behavior—arriving inadequately
armed, without ammunition‐‐was exceptional,
not typical.91 And yet Bellesiles portrays this
unusual situation among a “few” of Washing‐
ton’s militia units as normal behavior for the mi‐
litia that Washington commanded.

Contextually Challenged Quotation
Another example of Bellesiles’ curious mis‐
reading of sources concerns the 1756 emergency
call‐up of the Virginia militia:

Pick A Page, Any Page

Colonel Washington reported on the mili‐
tia to Governor Dinwiddie: “Many of
them [are] unarmed, and all without am‐
munition or provision.” In one company

This paper provides only a few glaring exam‐
ples. After roughly nine months of research, I
had found so many such examples that I stopped
examining logical flaws in Bellesiles’ reasoning,
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