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In its time and place, the Pennsylvania/Kentucky rifle was renowned for its 
accuracy and its delightful, visual form. Long, slim, well balanced and accurate 
beyond compare, it was often highly embellished with carving and inlays of silver 
and brass as an artistic statement. In form and purpose, it spoke of America's 
identity and strength; the idealism of an independent people living in the bosom of 
Liberty. That statement imbued in the body of iron, brass and curly maple, was not 
only reflected in the body of men who carried the rifle for protection and 
sustenance, but of the rifle-smiths who made them and by the labor from other 
craftsmen and laborers who furnished the smiths with the iron to fabricate our 
symbols of America's enduring strength and prosperity: The rifle to secure our vast 
wilderness regions, the ax to clear the land and the plow to prepare the soil for 
planting so America could reap the harvest of their labor. 

Integral to the rifle's purpose was its barrel and flintlock mechanism; parts made of 
local iron that made the rifle renowned as a tool in the hands of frontiersmen such 
as Simon Kenton, Daniel Boone, David Crockett and hundreds of others whose bones 
now molder in unknown graves, molested by the elements of time and forgetfulness. 
A nation's labor and sacrifice were the mother and father of this child called— 
Liberty. And iron was the element of strength that was forged into Liberty's 
foundation. 

Iron became the most important industry in the Schuylkill River Valley beginning in 
the early 18̂ ^ century. With vast quantities of iron ore, limestone and hardwood 
charcoal to feed the furnaces, local ironmongers operating furnaces and forges such 
as Hopewell, Joanna, Warwick, Reading, Mary Ann, Hibernia, Coventry, Colebrook-
dale. Mount Joy [Valley Forge), Charming Forge, Windsor Forge and Poole Forge— 
to name just a few — supplied enough iron not only for domestic use, but as an 
important commodity for European trade as well. 

The earliest recorded date of any Pennsylvania ironworks is 1716, when Thos. 
Rutter established a furnace and bloomery on the Manatawny Creek in the Oley 
Valley. Rutter's works were quickly followed in 1718 by Samuel Nutt's works on 
French Creek. Manatawny and French Creeks were particularly active in providing 
power for many ironworks in the earliest years of the industry. But, name any 
substantial creek in the Schuylkill watershed and likely a furnace or forge was 
erected upon it . The tri-county leaders in numbers of operating ironworks before 
1800, records Berks with 42, Chester with 22 and Lancaster having only 12. Without 



even a tally from other counties, that's a lot of iron and a lot of hardwood charcoal to 
feed the fires of the furnaces. 

Initially, British trade law on provincial manufacturing and exportation, imposed 
restriction on iron production. These limitations on the manufacture and trade of 
products in the colonies did little to curb the manufacture of finished ironware in 
support of our own needs. Prior to the Revolution, local furnaces were producing 
hundreds of thousands of tons of iron for export and our domestic needs. When 
armed hostilities erupted, iron production turned to arming the colonies. Cannon 
and cannon balls were cast, gun barrel mills and gunlock manufactories sprang up 
throughout southeastern Pennsylvania. The colonies employed gun-stockers under 
the direction of the Committees of Safety to fabricate muskets and rifles from the 
gunlocks and barrels made from local ore. Besides arms, numerous gunpowder 
mills were erected along the many tributaries of the Schuylkill River as well. 

A nation may rise from the ashes of war but it takes labor and industry to sustain a 
nation. Following the war, Berks County became the most industrialized center in 
the mid- Atlantic region. As other industries floundered during the post-war 
economic depression, ironworks in the Schuylkill Watershed prospered and 
multiplied. Labor was cheap, hard and dirty and it wore men down at an early age. 
But it was those men who forged the Anchor of Hope from the local ore that secured 
America's future and industrial might for the next 200 years. 

The Pennsylvania/Kentucky Rifle as an American Icon 

Following the hostilities with the British Empire, many of the more accomplished 
gun and rifle-smiths continued their trade throughout Lancaster, Lebanon, York, 
Berks and Northampton (Lehigh] counties. By this time, the era of an individual 
rifle-smith working with an apprentice making a complete rifle—lock, stock and 
barrel—had basically ceased to exist. The manufacture of locks and barrels had 
become an industry in and of itself. The rifle makers were purchasing these parts in 
quantity from sources specializing in their manufacture. Once a rough forged barrel 
blank was secured, a rifle maker would then bore it out to the caliber desired, then 
polish and lap the bore. To save labor and expense, it could then be mounted in a 
stock of curly maple with sights installed for use as a "smooth rifle." However, 
renowned as true "rifled" guns were for their accuracy, after boring the barrel blank 
to appropriate caliber, the rifle-smith was likely to use a special contraption called a 
rifling guide that, with a day's labor between two men, cut a series of spiral grooves 
in the bore (usually 7 separate grooves) to impart a spin to the projectile to stabilize 
it in flight. A round lead ball of approximate caliber, wrapped in a greased patch of 
linen or thin buckskin, was rammed down the barrel. Resting on the powder charge 
and impressed tightly into the grooves of the barrel, upon firing the patch lubricated 
with tallow, would provide the necessary combustion seal as well as grab the rifling 
grooves to spin the ball accurately (hopefully) to its mark. 



While a smoothbore musket, fowler or smooth rifle was capable of taking game at 
average woods range, the long barreled rifled-gun was a specialized instrument. 
Records of "lucky" shots at distances of 500 yards or more to the contrary, in the 
hands of a capable marksman, a flintlock "r//7e" extended effective range out to 
about 200 yards. During the Revolution the British had great respect for both the 
rifle as well as the men who used them. The British soldiers aptly referred to the 
American longrifle and the men who used them as—Widow Makers. 

A fine stock of curly maple with contrasting light and dark grain, and its decorative 
brass and silver mountings, set the Pennsylvania/Kentucky rifle apart from other 
guns of the period. The finest would often be carved and engraved with intricate 
rococo patterns of scrolls and floral designs. Brass patch box covers of fancy design 
would be inlet onto the butt stock and with silver inlays added, the rifle became 
more than a mere tool. Many of these rifles reflected the decorative arts common to 
the Pennsylvania German societies. They often included national or religious 
statements by way of incorporating symbolic decorative motifs. Specific to the 
nature of regional folkway patterns and superstition, many rifles can be found with 
signs of having been "docktored"—or blessed. It was common for the regional folk 
to have even the most mundane of objects about the home and farm, doctored, to 
ward off evil or misuse by the hand of man. Several rifle-smiths are known to have 
repeatedly inscribed the underside of barrels with Scripture references so that the 
rifle and its use would stand as a glorification to God rather than man. These rifled-
guns were not static, nor were they mute testimonies to a gun maker's skill. They 
still speak to those who quiet themselves enough to listen to their sublime and 
subtle messages. 

The relationship between the American longrifle and the iron industry of 
Pennsylvania lies in the heart of Berks County along the Wyomissing Creek, just a 
few miles northwest of Hopewell Furnace. It was there that a centralized barrel 
making industry was born using the iron produced from the many furnaces along 
the tributaries of the Schuylkill River. Raceways were cut from the streams to 
provide the waterpower to operate machinery such as bellows, trip hammers and 
grind stones necessary for large-scale production. Barrels would be forged and 
bored in the rough, partially finished by grinding exterior octagonal flats and 
proofed in lots to ensure the welded seams were of sufficient quality. Distributed to 
gunsmiths throughout the east, the rifle maker would finish the barrel blank by 
filing to the proportions he wanted and then rifle the bore, install the sights, inlet 
the lock, barrel and brass and silver mounting into a stock of fine curly maple. 

Purchasing barrel blanks from the mills specializing in their manufacture, saved the 
individual rifle-smith tremendous amounts of shop labor. Twenty individual barrel 
mills have been recorded working along the Wyomissing Creek in the 19'̂ '̂  century. 
Other barrel makers operated along the creeks Cocalico, Conestoga, Hay, Angelica, 
Maiden and the Bushkill Creek where the noted gun making industry of the Henry 
family was established. The last barrel mill and forge, operated by the Schnader 



family on the Wyomissing Creek at Mohnton, closed its doors in 1906. Records 
indicate the Schnader mill alone, made over 17,000 barrels during the Civil War. 
Supplemented by other work to support community needs, on average a small mill 
could expect to produce three to seven thousand barrels annually. Considering the 
number of mills specializing in barrel manufacture, that's a lot of local iron for well 
over a century, dedicated to gun barrel production alone. 

After the advent of smokeless powder in the waning years of the 1 9 * century, the 
soft, wrought iron barrels were no longer marketable because the iron could not 
withstand the pressures generated by the new nitro-powders. With 2 0 * century 
advances in technology, arms and munitions were changing rapidly. 

In its day, the superbly accurate Pennsylvania/Kentucky rifle became an icon of 
American values and strength; a tool sought by the intrepid frontiersmen who 
opened the southern highlands to settlement and secured the Ohio River Valley to 
the Mississippi River and beyond. Revered then by the men who used them, they 
are coveted today by many collectors and students of our cultural identity as the 
epitome of folk art Americana. 

What has happened in the last generation? As we shift and strain under the power 
and economics of corporate ledgers and global industrialization, have we sunk so 
low as to sell out the values and ideals that our forefathers worked and fought so 
hard to achieve for over 200 years? In the fire backs and ten-plate stoves to warm 
the hearthside; in the bridges and rails that fueled America's expansion to the Pacific 
shore; in the iron skeletons of our nation's cityscapes and in the boilers and engines 
that powered our nation—our local iron could once be found. 

Where is that iron now? The scrap drives of WW-I and WW-Il reclaimed hundreds . 
of thousands of tons. Iron enough to produce one barrel could provide one .75mm 
artillery shell. It now lies scattered throughout the world in the rusting slivers of 
shrapnel from shot and shell. It rests on the bottom of the Atlantic and Pacific 
oceans in our ships of the sea and air, now reclaimed by the earth that once yielded 
her ore to the fires of furnace and forge. 

Pennsylvania has a long and proud history. By the labor and sacrifice of her pedple, 
an industrial empire was founded and a nation was born upon the local ore from 
these now quiet hills. The blast fires are now stilled, the limekilns now reclaimed by 
the earth and in the wooded hills, one can still find the soil blackened from the 
charcoal pits as a reminder of our past. We are grateful that some care to remember 
enough to help preserve our unique heritage. We are honored to have had the 
opportunity to share with you a glimpse into the past and to reflect upon the skilled 
artisans who made the Pennsylvania/Kentucky rifle and, the men who cradled them 
across their breast on the long and dangerous trek across America's vast frontiers. 
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