
I am having a love affair – again….

…even though I am well past 60 years of age. My heart leaps and bounds when I lay hands on the object of my desire – the oldest revolver that I own! 

I have had it now for well over 50 years, and this is how I got it:

When I was a boy I went through all the stages of “Cowboys ‘n Injuns” and wore out a few cap guns in the process. But their then came a time when I was sure I had outgrown this childish stuff – I had arrived at the time in life when a man needs a “real” gun – not one of those infantile playthings – after all I had now reached the ripe age of 11! 

The next thing to do now was of course to get hold of the object of my dreams, but, alas, that proved a lot harder to do than I had thought! A couple of the men I was acquainted with would occasionally let me use one of their guns to do some plinking with in the woods and once in a while I would be allowed to go along on a hunting trip through the backwoods. But would anybody actually let me have a real gun to keep?? 

NO! 

But I did keep on trying and pestering everyone up and down the road through that small town we lived in at the time, but to no avail. Mind you, I had no trouble with this subject at home because I grew up without my parents, my father is completely unknown to me and my mother died when I was about 3 I think. The folks who “took care of me” didn’t really care what I did – as long as I did it somewhere else, and I did not get into any trouble with the Sheriff….at least as far as they ever knew!

Then one day things definitely took a turn for the better – at least in my opinion! An old man, who’s name I never really knew come to think of it, lived in a shack a ways out of town, and had a habit of hanging round under the trees on the tiny square in the center of the town. We kids usually either taunted him, pestered him, or borrowed a few cents off of him to buy a soda or something else along those lines. He never seemed to mind us giving him a hard time every so often, and he was always willing to listen to us when we had something exciting to tell about. One day I was horsing around with him, along with some other kids, and after a time somehow we got to talking about hunting and guns and I told him that I wanted a real gun for myself - not one of those playthings, mind you! I will remember the ensuing conversation for the rest of my natural life!!

He looked straight at me and asked me directly to my face: ”What do you want with a gun, kid?” I told him, perfectly serious, that I wanted to go away from that place we lived in and become a cowboy. 

He kept looking a me and asked me: ”Why go away from here to be a cowboy?” I told him that I loved being alone outdoors and in the woods and wanted to get away from people most of the time. 

He still kept looking at me in that funny way, and he really surprised me because he did not start asking about what did I think about finishing school, or what would my parents say about my wanting to go away or anything like that. He just seemed to accept my point of view and I really think he knew what I was feeling when I said those things to him. After a while, after the other kids had gone, he said to me kind of softly “Mebbe I got something for you, son” And after saying that he got up and slowly walked away down the street. 

I can still see him walking in my minds eye today.

Needless to say I did not believe anything would come of what he said, I had heard all kinds of promises etc. from all kinds of folks, and I had learned by then that grownups very seldom mean what they say to children. I guess they figure a child has a short memory and will forget a promise or a word or a sentence very quickly, but that is by no means true…if you promise a kid something = mean it, and keep your word!!

A day or two later that old man was back under the trees in the town square, and after seeing him there I went over to say “hi” and see if he would come true on what he had said…and sure enough: He handed me an object wrapped in oily paper, grinned and said; ”Here you go, cowboy”!

I unwrapped that parcel filled with awe, and when I was finished I held a real gun in my hands! It was a very battered old open top revolver, badly rusted in some places, and one side of the grips was missing. 

But I thought it was BEAUTIFUL!! And so HEAVY!!

I immediately started to snap the hammer on the chambers, but the old man stopped me and gave me my first lecture on gun handling - many more were to follow in my lifetime, by him and other people in my life.

After I had received that gift, things really started to get a move on in my life, let me tell you!! As soon as any person whatsoever laid eyes upon that old gun in my hands or in my possession - somebody would try to take it away from me. But I had an ally! Each time it was confiscated, the old man claimed the gun as his property, and promptly gave it back to me the next day. All kinds of people started to worry about my safety. I had never until that time enjoyed so much attention from so many people. Finally, the Sheriff heard about all of this and came calling at my house to get to the bottom of it all. I had the old gun in my possession at the time he came around, and, by some quirk of luck, had it padlocked to a short length of chain attached to the bedpost in my room. I had not done this because I expected that the Sheriff would be calling – I had not even thought of that – I had done the padlocking simply to make sure that the gun could not be easily taken away from me again, as it had been so many times before. 

The Sheriff was a big man by my standards, very tall, very lean and with a very stern face at all times. He came walking up to our doorstep and knocked loudly and called my name at the same time. I knew for certain I was in deep trouble, but did not really know why. The Sheriff came straight to the point and asked me where the gun was that I had been given by the old man. I was so nervous in his presence that I could not find the key to the padlock in my pants pockets or anywhere else, so finally I simply led him to my room and showed him the gun locked to its chain and lying on my pillow. 

The Sheriff took a careful look at the old revolver and said: “Looks like an old Colt Model 1851 to me”. Then he took it in his hands and had another look, put it down on my pillow again and asked me: ”What do you want with that old gun, son?” 

I told him what I had told the old man, and he actually grinned at me! 

I was so surprised!! 

That awe inspiring, stern, man could actually SMILE!! 

We then left my room and he went to find my foster parents who were lurking in the living room at the time – no doubt thinking about what they would do to me – and about me – after the Sheriff left the house. The Sheriff sat them both down on the couch in the living room, called me in, and told them what he had seen in my room. I do not recall his actual words because my head was swimming with all these new impressions, but he told them that that old gun was “quite harmless”, that there was no ammunition to be had for it, and generally that it was “an old piece of junk” and went on to tell them :”You can let the kid play with it if he likes – he can’t do any harm with it anyhow!” 

The Sheriff then told us that he wouldn’t trouble us any further, gave me a stern look and told me: ”When you find the key to that padlock, son, you come down to the station with that gun and you and I will have a little talk”. 

With that he left – I was positive that I loved the man!!

In the days following I had more than a couple of visits with the Sheriff at his office. I took the old gun with me and he told me a lot about the history of that old Model 1851, and about the soldiers and cowboys that used those guns in the years long gone by and now lost to the past. He also introduced my to one of his friends that had a really fine old Colt Model 1851 in perfect condition, and it was that friend of his that put the old “piece of junk” back into working order for me. When I got older, it was that Sheriff and his friends that taught me the basics of shooting, not only with those old muzzleloaders, but later on with other guns as well. 

One of those friends was also the Army Recruiter who signed me up in the Infantry, and who shook my hand when I left the US in those Army greens, first to my duty station in Europe and then later to Viet Nam.

Today, I am getting on in years, and I still remember a lot about those – and other – days in my life. I am no longer a soldier, and I never really became a cowboy – but now I have found another pastime that is just as good as that dream I had that never quite came true – being a cowboy!

These are the things that really come alive when I pack my stuff together, gently slide my two (new) Colt 1851’s in my holsters and go off to play my favorite game : “Cowboy Action Shooting”, with all those great friends in the ranks of the wonderful “Single Action Shooting Society” SASS – here in America and abroad in Europe…

I will certainly never forget the old man who gave a young boy an old gun and fulfilled his dream – and did not back down when he was criticized for doing so. And I will never forget that stern Sheriff who had a deep love in his heart for those old cap&ball pistols, and who took the pains  and care to pass this admiration for those old guns on to a young kid who waned to run away and become a cowboy.

…and yes – I do still own that old “piece of junk”….a nickel plated Colt Navy Model 1851, with most of the plating gone, mismatched grips and a good deal of rust pitting on one side of the barrel. 

I took it out today, held it fondly in my hands, and fell in love with it again all over.

I think I am going to shoot a couple of rounds with it tomorrow at the range, just for old time sakes….                                                                                                                      


