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abstract

In 1851, the Great Exhibition in London’s Hyde Park featured displays of art and technology 
from across the world. Compared to exhibitions from France, India, and Great Britain itself, 
the U.S. section seemed unimpressive with the exception of one item: the Colt revolver. Fol-
lowing its appearance at the Great Exhibition, the Colt revolver emerged frequently in Brit-
ish popular culture and culminated in the appearance of cowboys with revolvers in the late 
1880s on Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. This paper explores representations of masculinity, 
white imperial authority, and the American West in Victorian England by tracking the ap-
pearance of the Colt revolver in exhibitions, children’s literature, and staged shows. It follows 
three chronological stages of the Colt revolver: in exhibition culture, in popular literature, 
and in the Wild West Show. Ultimately, it demonstrates that while the Colt revolver failed 
in the British marketplace, it thrived in British popular imagination and established figures 
of the American West in the minds of many Victorians prior to the famed Wild West Show.
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INTRODUCTION

“This is the famous Revolver, of which marvelous 
tales are told in the Western States...”

 - Charles Dickens, 1855

Today, Americans own more guns than any oth-
er nation in the world. With more than double 
the per-capita rate of gun ownership of the 

second and third-ranked nations, the United States 
is very much an anomaly. Even its former mother 
country, the United Kingdom, has a mere 6.2 guns 
for every one hundred residents.2 While dramatic, 
this disjunction probably does not shock many read-
ers, as the Second Amendment holds a firm place in 
the hearts of many Americans. But given the cultur-
al and political links between the United States and 
the United Kingdom, how did the two nations come 
to diverge so drastically on gun culture and politics? 
Historians trace the causes of differences in American 
and English gun cultures back to geography, frontier 
life, and the American Revolution, among other fac-
tors. But few stories illustrate the complexity of gun 
culture more beautifully than the narrative of the Colt 
revolver.i 

The Colt revolver, or the gun of the West, entered 
the British cultural imagination with its appearance 
at the Great Exhibition in 1851. As an English-made 
commodity, it disappeared on the British market in 
1856, but the real revolver reentered British culture 
through tales of the American West in children’s mag-
azines and pennysavers as a symbol of masculinity, in-
dividualism, and freedom. Finally, in 1887, the revolv-
er emerged as a star of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, 
which brought hundreds of sharpshooters, cowboys, 
and Native Americans to London’s streets. This thesis 
explores representations of cowboys, masculinity, and 
the American West in Victorian England by tracking 
the appearance of the Colt revolver in exhibitions, 
children’s literature, and staged shows. It demonstrates 
that while the Colt revolver failed in the British mar-
i  Historians refers to Tom Diaz, Making a Killing, the Business of Guns in 
America (New York: The New Press, 1999); William B. Edwards, The Story of 
Colts Revolver: The Biography of Col. Samuel Colt (Harrisburg: The Stackpole 
Company, 1953); Joyce Lee Malcolm,  Guns and Violence: The English 
Experience (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), To Keep and Bear 
Arms: the Origins of an Anglo-American Right (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1994); Peter Squires, Gun Culture or Gun Control? Firearms, Violence 
and Society (London: Routledge, 2000); Martin J. Wiener, Men of Blood: 
Violence, Manliness, and Criminal Justice in Victorian England (Cambridge; 
Cambridge University Press, 2004).

ketplace, it thrived in British popular imagination and 
established figures of the American West in the minds 
of many Victorians prior to the famed Wild West 
Show.

The Colt 1851 Navy revolver, along with the 1860 
Army revolver and the 1873 Single Action Army, or 
“Peacemaker,” were the most widely used firearms in 
the American West in the late nineteenth century and 
they became notorious as the weapons of frontiers-
man and cowboys.3 The revolver became a symbol of 
the American West, its characters, and its sentiments; 
it carried these notions across borders — even oceans. 
By the time Samuel Colt first introduced his revolving-
barrel handgun to foreign markets, it already evoked 
colorful impressions of life on the American frontier. 
Ultimately, the Colt revolver represented the industri-
al progress of the United States alongside technologies 
like the McCormick grain reaper and the Newell’s Per-
mutation Lock.4 While the English press deemed the 
U.S. section of the Exhibition unimpressive, especially 
compared to the Indian, French, and English sections, 
coverage of Samuel Colt and his revolver left a lasting 
impression.5

The revolver elicited such a positive reaction that 
Colt was invited to speak at the Institution of Civil 
Engineers, where he illuminated his intentions of in-
troducing American-made revolvers to English mar-
kets.ii After years of trying to gain proper certification 
from the English government, Colt finally opened a 
firearms factory outside of London in 1853. While 
the business venture ultimately failed, with Colt clos-
ing his London factory in 1856, his revolver contin-
ued to be an object of fascination in English popular 
culture in the years following its showcase, emerging 
frequently in English children’s fiction to accompany 
cowboys, rangers, and figures of the American West.6 

London-published magazines and pennysavers 
depicted images of the wild American frontier, replete 
with scenic landscapes, wooden towns, and rowdy sa-
loons.iii Moreover, they began describing characters 
ii Samuel Colt said, “the British Government, too, sensibly impressed with the 
importance of placing in the hands of their troops arms of this construction, 
have taken off the prohibition against importing firearms—in favor of Colonel 
Colt—for the first time in its history; and now, arms made in America are 
sent to England free of duty, to compete with the manufacturers of Sheffield 
and Birmingham,” “Extracts From an Address Given in London by Colonel 
Samuel Colt: Institution of Civil Engineers, November 25, 1851.
iii London-published fiction that depicts iconic landscapes of the American 
West before 1887 includes: “The Frontier Lily,”  The Champion Journal for 
the Boys of the United Kingdom, Vol. 2, No. 60 (1878), Nineteenth Century 
Collections Online, first accessed Jan. 12, 2014; “Tales of the Wild West,” 
The New Boys’ Paper, Vol. 41 (1887), World of the Child: Two Hundred Years 
of Children’s Books. University of Delaware Library Special Collections 
Department, first accessed Jan. 19, 2014; “My Frontier Angel: An Episode 
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that we now associate with the West such as overland 
wagon travelers, Native Americans, sheriffs, and the 
infamous American cowboys.iv  In these tales of hero-
ism and adventure, cowboys were typically armed with 
a bowie knife, a rifle, and a revolver for defense against 
Native Americans, wild buffalo, and bandits roaming 
the frontier.v Whereas frontiersmen used their rifles 
for long-distance hunting, the lightweight semiauto-
matic revolver was ideal for duels and close-range self-
defense. The revolver was a necessary mechanism of 
power in a land where towns were separated by miles 
of plains or deserts and legal authority depended on 
the speed of one’s horse and one’s skill with a revolver. 
For the boys of Victorian London, this landscape was 
strikingly different from the broad streets of the West 
End or the crowded alleys of the East End, and the 
cowboys about whom they fantasized were vastly dif-
ferent from any character they encountered in Lon-
don. Far before the most famous cowboy of the time 
walked the streets of London himself, the cowboy 
character had been cemented in the minds of English 
boys from years of reading dime novels and pennysav-
ers.

To demonstrate the imaginative power of the 
Colt revolver in British popular culture from 1851 to 
1887, this thesis follows three chronological stages of 
the Colt revolver: in exhibition culture, in popular lit-
erature, and in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. In the 
first section, I follow the conception and construction 
of the Colt revolver, following it to the Great Exhibi-
tion and the British marketplace. Part II examines the 
Colt revolver’s emergence in popular children’s fiction 
from 1851 to 1887, through London-based publica-
tions such as the The Boy’s Comic Journal, The New 
Boys’ Paper, Sons of Britannia, Halfpenny Marvel, The 
Boys’ Champion Paper, and The Boys’ Leisure Hour. 
in the Life of a Confederate Officer,” The Gentleman’s Journal, Vol. 1, No. 15 
(1870), Nineteenth Century Collections Online, first accessed Jan. 16, 2014.
iv London-published fiction that depicts iconic characters of the America 
West includes: “The Cowboy a Coward,”  Young Britannia, Vol. 1, No. 18 
(1885). Nineteenth Century Collections Online, first accessed Jan. 16, 2014; 
“Lion-Hearted Dick,” Sons of Britannia, Vol. 6, No. 281 (1875), World of the 
Child: Two Hundred Years of Children’s Books, University of Delaware Library 
Special Collections, first accessed Jan. 18, 2014; Paul Herring, “Cochise the 
Apache Chief: The Perils and Adventures of Dudley Fraser and His Chum in 
the Wilds of Arizona.” The Halfpenny Marvel, Vol. 4, No. 86, June 25, 1874.
v London-published fiction that describes Cowboys’ wielding a rifle, bowie 
knife and revolver (all three) includes: “Three Shots with a Revolver,”  The 
Boy’s Champion Paper, Vol. 2, No. 37 (1886). Nineteenth Century Collections 
Online, first accessed Jan. 16, 2014; “Our Buffalo Hunt,”  The Gentleman’s 
Journal  Vol. 2, No. 55 (1870),  Nineteenth Century Collections Online, first 
accessed Jan. 16, 2014; “My First Buffalo Hunt.” The Gentleman’s Journal Vol. 
1, No. 17, 1870. Nineteenth Century Collections Online, first accessed Jan. 16, 
2014; General Merrick, “Freebooters and Sharpshooters,”  The Boy’s Leisure 
Hour, Vo. 3, No.77 (1886), Nineteenth Century Collections Online, first 
accessed Jan 16, 2014.

These boys’ weeklies regularly featured tales of the 
American West, and many stories depicted images of 
cowboys yielding Colt revolvers. The third section of 
this thesis studies the reaction of the British press to 
the Wild West Show, which reveals that the Colt re-
volver, the gun of the West, had cemented notions of 
the American West in the British popular imagination 
prior to Buffalo Bill’s arrival on British soil.

LITERATURE REVIEW
 This thesis engages with multiple areas of his-

torical inquiry, from the history of technology to exhi-
bition culture and children’s literature. It traces how a 
piece of technology links disparate domains of history 
from the nineteenth-century industrial market to the 
Great Exhibition, to English children’s literature, and, 
finally, to the world of live entertainment and the Wild 
West Show. This thesis does not attempt to argue that 
the Colt revolver instigated a full-blown Americaniza-
tion of British culture. It does, however, contend that 
the Colt revolver played a key role in representing the 
American West in British culture that led up to the 
huge popularity of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in 
1887.

The striking differences in American and Brit-
ish gun cultures have inspired a field of literature on 
the subject. Peter Squires, a scholar of criminology 
and policy in England, has made significant contri-
butions to the understanding of the relationship be-
tween English and American gun cultures. He points 
to the American tradition of ‘winning the West’ and 
‘taming the wild frontier’ to explain the huge popu-
larity of guns in the United States. Squires says, “In 
an American historical imagination, firearms played 
their part in some epic civilizing process whereby law, 
order, and authority were established.”7 For Squires, 
firearms are fundamentally tied to American notions 
of democracy, individualism, and justice. Gun owner-
ship, he claims, is closely tied to beliefs of democracy 
in the modern United States, where pro-gun activists 
fight for their right to keep and bear arms with fervent 
passion. In the nineteenth century, and even today, 
Colt’s Manufacturing Company exploits the post-civil 
war slogan, “Abe Lincoln may have freed all men, but 
Sam Colt made them equal,” as a clever marketing tool 
implying gun ownership’s inclusion as a principle of 
democracy.vi

While historians agree that the United States has 
vi This slogan is still used, and can be found at Colt’s Manufacturing Company 
LLC’s website: <http://www.coltsmfg.com>.
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a long and intense tradition of gun ownership, the 
same cannot be said for Britain.vii  Squires and others 
claim that Britain has no real institution of widespread 
handgun ownership. Before the nineteenth century, 
firearms were too expensive and limited to wealthy 
consumers. Moreover, social restrictions deemed 
firearms appropriate only for hunting and collecting, 
two leisure activities exclusively identified with land-
ed aristocrats and wealthy bourgeoisie. Even in the 
nineteenth century, when firearm manufacturing ex-
panded significantly, guns were primarily assembled 
for military service and were sent beyond Britain’s 
borders to protect the growing empire. Squires identi-
fies “a combination of elite restrictions, concentrated 
land ownership, the absence of suitable game, and an 
urbanization of working-class residential patterns” to 
account for the limited scale of private gun ownership. 
He even goes on to say that collectivist urban social 
order aimed to keep guns out of the hands of those 
“perhaps more likely to employ them in criminal ac-
tivity,” or the urban poor.8

Joyce Lee Malcolm, another scholar of British 
gun culture, also pursues the social differences be-
tween the United States and the United Kingdom that 
could have contributed to a disparity in gun owner-
ship during the nineteenth century. In Guns and Vio-
lence, The English Experience, Malcolm addresses the 
need for further research into the impact of private 
arms on crime in England to explain the puzzling fact 
that the Victorian era managed to achieve an envi-
ably low rate of violent crime despite numerous social 
problems and no controls on guns.9 She asserts that 
while there were few legal restrictions on private gun 
ownership in nineteenth-century England, the social 
restrictions worked to inhibit gun ownership among 
members of the urban working class. Like Squires, 
Malcolm considers social restraint on access to fire-
arms an important feature of urban life in Victorian 
London, a feature that may have contributed to de-
clining rates of violent crimes. In U.S. history, firearm 
ownership played an integral role in “conquering” and 
“civilizing” the wild frontier. In English history, the 
social and legal restrictions on firearms were funda-
mental to maintaining social order, or “civilizing” the 
urban environment.viii

vii Historians refer to Diaz, Haven, Edwards, Malcolm, Squires and Weirner; 
also Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Frontier in American 
History (New York: Henry and Holt Co, 1921).
viii “A combination of elite restrictions, concentrated land ownership, the 
absence of suitable game and an urbanization of working-class residential 
patterns conspired to keep firearms out of the hands of those perhaps 

From its very first appearance in England at the 
Great Exhibition of 1851, the revolver, representing 
the technology’s ability to control the frontier, was 
more of a national symbol than a consumer product. 
While scholars have discussed the revolver as an im-
portant figure in the industrial progress of the United 
States, no scholars have examined the changing role 
of the revolver in Britain. Moreover, no scholar has 
connected the ironic juxtaposition of the revolver’s 
declining market demand with its immense popular-
ity in British exhibition culture and popular entertain-
ment. Just as the revolver was failing on the British 
market, it emerged in British popular culture in the 
form of children’s dime novels and pennysavers.

While there is little historical discussion cover-
ing the role of the Colt revolver, or even American 
firearms in English children’s literature, historians 
consider Victorian London important for the advent 
of literature written specifically for children. With a 
sharp increase in literacy rates and new developments 
in inexpensive printing, magazines and pennysavers 
marketed toward children were affordable and easy 
to find. Historian Monica Rico claims that for the 
readers of “Boys’ Weeklies” in London, the American 
West represented a land of adventure and possibility. 
However, no scholar has noted the Colt revolver’s sig-
nificant role in shaping their imagination. Moreover, 
no one has followed the revolver through exhibition 
culture, British popular literature, and, finally, Buffalo 
Bill’s Wild West Show, where British boys would see 
their favorite childhood tales in action.

PART I:  A DISPLAY OF ARMS
According to Stephen Granscay, an early histo-

rian of the American West, the region’s saga depended 
deeply upon two American inventions: the Kentucky 
rifle and the Colt revolver, “the first practical pistol 
which could discharge its five rounds as rapidly as the 
eye can wink.”10 A notorious weapon of cowboys and 
law enforcers across the United States frontier, the re-
volver became a chief symbol of the American West 
from its first appearances in popular culture. When 
one imagines the early American West, one pictures 
red valleys and canyons, wooden towns equipped with 
raucous saloons, and a cowboy riding off into a sunset. 
Envisioning characters of the West, popular imagina-
more likely to employ them in criminal activities. In such ways a variety of 
contingencies influenced the ‘civilising process,’ and, by the second half of the 
nineteenth century, a largely unarmed civilian policing system underpinned 
the increasing collectivist character of urban social order,” Squires, Gun 
Culture or Gun Control?, 24-25.
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tion conceives of Native Americans wearing tradition-
al garb and yelling war calls, along with rough-riding, 
sharpshooting cowboys who live outside the law but 
within their own honor codes. These cowboy figures 
would not be complete without wide-brimmed hats, 
leather boots, and holsters outfitted with revolvers. 
These pictures of the American West first entered ur-
ban culture in America’s eastern seaboard in the early 
1800s, and they proceeded to travel east to London in 
the mid-nineteenth century.

When cultural historians picture cowboys in 
London, they often jump to the 1887 London debut 
of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show.ix  However, figures 
of the American West were well-established in British 
popular culture by 1851, when Samuel Colt brought 
his revolver to the Great Exhibition.x Born in 1814 
in Hartford, Connecticut, Colt became a prominent 
American inventor and businessman by the age of 
twenty-two. Colt invented the revolving cylinder de-
sign and won U.S. Patent No. 138 for his Paterson re-
volver in 1836, the same year he founded Colt’s Pat-
ent Firearms Manufacturing Company.11 While the 
Paterson revolver had limited success, Colt’s Walker 
revolver, patented in 1848, received a warm recep-
tion from military leaders and frontiersmen.12 Colt 
was the first manufacturer known to commercialize 
a product with entirely interchangeable parts, a tech-
nological innovation that contributed to the growth of 
his company in the late 1840s and 1850s.13

The handgun manufacturer became a household 
name by 1851, when Colt released the Navy revolver. 
Originally named the Colt Revolving Belt Pistol of 
Naval Caliber, the Navy revolver has a six round cyl-
inder and .36 caliber round lead ball with a velocity of 

ix Cultural historians refer to: Rosalind Crone, Violent Victorians:  Popular 
Entertainment in Nineteenth-Century London (New York:  Manchester 
University Press, 2012); John Glanfield, Earls Court and Olympia: From Buffalo 
Bill to the ‘Brits’ (Phoenix Mill: Sutton Publishing Limited, 2003); Gabriel 
Koureas, Memory, Masculinity and National Identity in British Visual Culture, 
1914-1930: A Study of ‘Unconquerable Manhood” (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); 
Herbert F. Tucker, A Companion to Victorian Literature and Culture (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, Ltd, 1999).

1,000 feet per second, making it more accurate, quick, 
and efficient than any handgun at that time.15 Colt’s 
company held a monopoly on the revolver handgun 
until 1857 and continued to produce the most wide-
ly-used revolvers until the mid-twentieth century. In 
1851, Colt’s Hartford factory produced 215,000 Navy 
revolvers.16 Over the next few decades, nearly a mil-
lion Navy revolvers were manufactured and circulated 
in American and foreign markets. According to Colt’s 
biographer, William B. Edwards, Colt’s revolver “was 
the pistol of the ‘Wild West’ and the Philippine Insur-
rection.” Edwards writes, “Imitated in nearly every 
gun-making nation in the world, [the revolver] was 
Colt’s passport to undying fame.”17 The handgun not 
only advanced Colt’s celebrity, but also spread notions 
of American technological progress across borders 
and oceans.

Colt and the Great Exhibition
According to Edwards, “if Colt had been of-

fered a chance to live one year of his life over again, 
he would probably have chose 1851…in that year he 
achieved immortality.”18 In that year, he traveled to 
London along with more than 500 of his American-
made handguns for the Great Exhibition, where he re-
ceived considerable attention from the British press.19 
Colt and his revolver triumphed over his largest com-
petitors, and he became known throughout the Unit-
ed States as “Colonel Colt.” Because of his exhibition’s 
success, he became the first non-Englishman to speak 
at the Institution of Civil Engineers in London, then 
considered the most learned mechanical society in the 
world. Colt befriended world leaders, including the 
Tsar Aleksandr II of Russia, and became a household 
name known across the globe. “Oh, yes, in that year he 
achieved immortality,” Edwards writes.20

Of his many achievements in 1851, Colt’s display 
at the Great Exhibition was probably his greatest; Colt 
and his revolvers represented the industrial progress 
of the United States. Taking place in London’s Hyde 
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Figure 1: Presentation Model of 1851 Colt Navy Revolver14
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Park in the summer of 1851, the Great Exhibition was 
the first World’s Fair, featuring displays from forty-
four nations, Great Britain, and its colonies in the 
“Crystal Palace.” It was an architectural marvel of its 
time.21 Modern scholarship agrees that Prince Albert 
and the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts 
organized the fair in order to celebrate Britain’s indus-
trial progress and solidify its imperial dominance.xxi 
It comes as little surprise, then, that the heavily fund-
ed displays of technology and crafts from Britain and 
its colonies overshadowed those of every other na-
tion, except perhaps the luxury goods and artwork of 
France. The U.S. section paled in comparison.

The Crystal Palace featured 15,000 dis-
plays—10,184 of which were exhibits of British and 
colonial technologies and crafts. The United States 
section presented a mere 534 exhibits.22 While the 
United States won more prizes than Great Britain in 
proportion to the number of articles displayed, visi-
tors and the British media generally considered the 
American section an unimpressive failure, proof that 
the United States was an unsophisticated society with 
little culture and capital.23 Unlike exhibitors from 
most participating nations, American industrialists 
did not receive official government sponsorship, nor 
did they receive aid from the U.S. Congress. Many 
potential exhibitors, left to their own initiative and 
resources, hesitated to spend time and money display-
ing their products at the exhibition. Without govern-
ment sponsorship, the U.S. section looked unfilled and 
undecorated, especially when compared to the lavish 
rooms from France and other government-sponsored 
sections.24 George Peabody, an American business-
man, donated $15,000 to decorate the U.S. section 
and transport goods from London’s harbors to Hyde 
Park.xixii Yet the room allocated for the United States 
section was far too big, and the American products 
appeared even less impressive spread out in a vast, 
barely decorated room.25 As she left the U.S. section, 
Queen Victoria allegedly deemed it “certainly not very 
interesting.”26 

However, a handful of American industrialists 
were able to stage popular exhibits that could compete 
with British and French displays. Newell’s Parautopic 
Lock presented by Alfred Charles Hobbs proved more 
x Modern literature refers to: Davis, The Great Exhibition; Ferguson, 
“Technical Museums and International Exhibitions”; Kriegel, Grand Designs.
xi Coincidentally, George Peabody, an avid gun collector, also provided 
funds for the George Peabody Library in Baltimore, MD, which contains vast 
collections on both the history of American firearms and the Great Exhibition, 
which contributed to much of this thesis’ research.

durable and reliable than any other lock on display 
at the exhibition, and was considered a technological 
feat. Robert McCormick demonstrated that his grain 
reaper was the most efficient crop-harvesting machine 
of the time, impressing many agriculturalists and set-
ting a precedent for agriculture technology around the 
world.27 When visiting the Crystal Palace, Colonel 
Sibthorp was “astonished at the ingenious production 
of Colt, the gunmaker, so justly celebrated for his six-
barreled revolver pistol,” according to an article ap-
pearing in the Liverpool Mercury, etc.28 These reviews 
of the revolver are particularly significant considering 
Sibthorp, a Member of Parliament, opposed the Great 
Exhibition from its conception and publicly detested 
foreign influence. Colt’s revolver was the most widely 
discussed American technology at the Great Exhibi-
tion, which is exactly what Colt had hoped for.

Figure 2: Drawing of Spectators at Colt’s Display in 
the Crystal Palace

Prior to the exhibition’s opening, Colt would ar-
rive early each morning to direct the workmen as they 
completed his display structure. By May 1851, both 
Colt and the Crystal Palace were ready. According to 
one historian, “Colt’s stand was the center of inter-
est.”29 His display featured more than 500 firearms, 
including vast panoplies of Navy pistols, engraved and 
deluxe arms, and a few experimental rifles, as shown 
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in Figure 2. The display drew a constant crowd of mili-
tary men and sportsmen, who were interested both in 
the revolvers and the bottles of good brandy that Colt 
had under the counter.30 Colt, after all, was a sales-
man, and planned to sell his revolvers in the British 
market in the coming years. He intentionally market-
ed to a niche of men from the leisure or professional 
class, like Sibthorp, who were interested in sporting, 
technology, and the military. However, as demonstrat-
ed in Figure 2, some ladies were attracted to the dis-
play of arms as well. The women in the illustration ap-
pear to be spectators, looking up at the display in awe, 
while the men appear to be actively engaged with the 
firearms, holding a revolver and supposedly discuss-
ing its features. Sportsmen, collectors, and military 
men served as the primary audience for Colt’s display 
as they were the only group with the means and social 
liberties to purchase firearms in 1851 Britain. The de-
mographics of this niche would transform as the re-
volver moved from the arena of technological culture 
to that of popular imagination.

Colt’s exhibit also featured an interesting caveat. 
Attached to the right side of the display of revolver 
was a notice excerpted from the Select Committee Re-
port of the U.S. Senate: 

On the Texan frontier, and on the several routes 
to California, the Indian Tribes are renewing their 
murderous warfare, and a general Indian war is likely 
to ensue, unless bodies of mounted men, efficient-
ly equipped for such service, are employed against 
them…A few bold men, well skilled in the use of these 
weapons, can, under such circumstances, encounter 
and scatter almost any number of savages.31 

This notice reveals a representative national 
agenda among participants of the Great Exhibition to 
display the technological westernized progress of their 
industrial sector. Claiming that his revolver aided the 
conquest of the wild American frontier, Colt silenced 
the voice of Native Americans and appealed to the 
colonizing spirit of spectators and British media. This 
notice also linked the revolver to the conquest of the 
American West, an association that the revolver would 
carry in British culture for years to come.

There can be no doubt that the Colt revolver con-
tributed to the limited positive reception of the U.S. 
section at the Great Exhibition. According to histori-
ans of the Exhibition, “Colt obtained a great deal of 
publicity in the printed journals of the Exhibition.”32 
Samuel Colt’s revolvers were acknowledged to be the 

most interesting firearms on display.33 “American 
Firearms in the Exhibition,” featured in the Octo-
ber 30, 1851 edition of the London Times, described 
Colt’s display of revolvers as the largest and most im-
pressive show of firearms in the entire Crystal Palace. 
Moreover, it remarked, “meeting the gregarious Colt 
himself was itself worth a trip to the United States sec-
tion.”34 Articles in the British press revered Colt’s re-
volvers, even though they tended to disparage Ameri-
can exhibits as a whole.

Over the course of the Exhibition, from May 
through October 1851, the revolver continued to ap-
pear in British media. It became not only an impres-
sive piece of technology, but also a symbol of American 
culture. Exhibition historian Thomas Richards com-
mends the Great Exhibition for its unique ability to el-
evate a form of technology into a form of culture, say-
ing “under glass, lit by the light of the sun and touched 
by the scrutinizing gaze of the public, the Exhibition 
commodity was an encyclopedia of representation.”35 
The Colt revolver certainly confirms Richard’s theory. 
With its appearance at the Great Exhibition, the re-
volver evolved from an accurate handgun to an em-
blem of the American West, a tool for conquering the 
frontier, and an icon of masculine cowboy characters.

In an issue of Household Words, a publication 
edited by Charles Dickens, one article entitled “Re-
volvers” described Colt’s technology as an essential 
feature of life on the American frontier. The article 
referred to the “frontiersman” who depended “on his 
personal ability to protect himself and his family” and 
“had often meditated upon the inefficiency of the or-
dinary double-barreled gun and pistol.”36 The revolv-
er, which this archetypal frontiersman coined “The 
Peacemaker,” helped him fight away Native Ameri-
cans and control his rough environment. The article 
goes on to say, “This is the famous Revolver, of which 
marvelous tales are told in the Western States.” When 
confronted with “those irresistible peacemakers in 
the hands of a handful of gold carriers, [large parties 
of Native Americans] have been seen to drop their 
greedy eyes, and slink away.” “The Peacemaker” was 
not meant to be ironic; for many British readers, the 
revolver was not only an instrument of violence, but 
also a warden of peace.

According to his biographer, Colt never antici-
pated such high praise for his revolvers, yet he used his 
positive reception at the Great Exhibition as a market-
ing strategy in the following years.37 Colt was invited 
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to read a paper on revolving arms to the Institution 
of Civil Engineers and spoke on November 25, 1851 
to members of the Institution, and influential army 
officers and government officials.38 Calling upon the 
special racial and imperial relationship between the 
Unites States and Britain, Colt proclaimed his revolv-
ers as “indispensable to the pioneers of civilization in 
new countries, and still as necessary for the preserva-
tion of peace in old countries.”xii Colt took advantage 
of Britain’s imperial position, pointing to the need for 
revolvers to “promote peace” in Britain’s colonies. He 
went on to call upon his success at the Great Exhibi-
tion; he said, “…assembled within the crystal walls of 
that magnificent palace, erected for the purpose of 
promoting peace and harmony in the great family of 
man, ere found in the warriors of all nations.”39 Colt 
claimed that his revolver, which had “reached perfec-
tion in the art of destruction,” was a critical invest-
ment for Britain’s future as a world empire. In doing 
so, Colt not-so-subtly prepared for the introduction of 
his revolvers into the British marketplace. 

Selling to England
In October 1852, a year after the closing of the 

Great Exhibition, Colt sailed for England, taking with 
him men and machinery to start a London branch of 
his factory. He opened the London factory of Colt’s 
Manufacturing Company on January 1, 1853 at Pim-
lico—on the Thames Bank near Vauxhall Bridge—in a 
large building formerly used to make castings for the 
construction of the Crystal Palace. He also maintained 
an office in Pall Mall, London. His London factory pri-
marily made 1849 Pocket revolvers and 1851 Navy re-
volvers.40 Colt was famous for utilizing the assembly 
line in his gun manufacturing. This contrasted sharply 
with British gun manufacturers, who employed arti-
sanal workshops to create individual firearms piece by 
piece. Colt’s London factory “was a constant source 
of surprise to English observers,” who were dumb-
founded not only by Colt’s assembly line but also by 
his employment of female workers rather than male 
artisans: “When it was noted that Colt’s arms were be-
ing made by machinery so set up that girls, whose for-
mer employment had been needle work, could bore 
barrels and drill lock frames, the English mechanics 
were really amazed.”41 Colt’s distinct, American sys-
tem of manufacturing utilized the assembly line to 
produce entirely interchangeable parts. Instead of a 

xii Colt quoted in Edwards, The Story of Colt’s Revolver, 312.

single craftsman making the vast majority of the gun 
from start to finish, female workers could repeat the 
same task over and over, requiring little training.42

For all of its advances, Colt’s London factory ul-
timately failed as a business venture. Following the in-
troduction of the Colt Navy revolver into the British 
market, intense competition ensued between Samuel 
Colt and Robert Adams, a British gunsmith who was 
the first to patent a double-action revolver in the same 
year as the exhibition. British officers favored the self-
cocking 1851 and 1854 Adams revolvers over the Colt 
revolvers in the Crimean War. Moreover, the Adams 
revolvers were quicker and had a .442 caliber bullet, 
which was more destructive than the .36 caliber Colt 
Navy revolvers. In 1856, the British Armed Forces of-
ficially adopted the .442 caliber Beaumont-Adams 
revolver.43 This newer revolver gave Robert Adams a 
competitive advantage, contributing to the closing of 
Colt’s London factory later that year.44

Colt’s biographers attribute the closing of his 
London factory not only to a lack of sales, but also to 
problems with his labor force. Many of the American 
workmen that Colt brought to London felt homesick 
and subsequently refused to stay in London for more 
than a few years. Colt also documented that he could 
not find many British workers skilled in gun manufac-
turing. In addition to female workers recruited for the 
assembly line, Colt also needed engineers who had ex-
tensive training in the American system of gun man-
ufacturing to oversee the workers and machines.45 
Just as importantly, the English-made revolvers did 
not sell as well as Colt had hoped: “private sales were 
too small—English gentlemen have little need for 
firearms, and the War supplies were large enough for 
years to come.”46 In rural environments, rifles were 
traditionally used for hunting and sport; in urban 
environments, handguns came with not only steep 
prices, but also with strict social constraints. Even if 
a member of the working class managed to acquire a 
revolver, firearms were considered respectable only 
for sportsmen, collectors, and military men, whereas 
criminals and street gangs were typically armed with 
knives. British police officers continue to carry batons 
instead of firearms. Gun historians claim that Britain 
has never had an institution of widespread handgun 
ownership. Even when firearms became more avail-
able in the mid-nineteenth century, police worked 
diligently to keep guns out of the hands of the urban 
working class.47 By December 1856, after closing the 
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last section of his factory, Colt held a silent Christ-
mas gathering, “a party that was more of a requiem, 
a toasting to lost ambitions, for in England, Colt had 
failed.”48 But while Colt’s London factory was a busi-
ness blunder, his revolver did not leave Britain alto-
gether; it reentered the British cultural imagination as 
a symbol of the American West in popular fiction.

PART II: COWBOYS, INDIANS, AND REVOLVERS 
IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE

 Just as Colt’s revolver left the British firearm 
market, it began appearing in popular culture—first 
in travel journals, then in novels, and, finally, in boys’ 
story papers. It typically appeared alongside the bowie 
knives and Winchester rifles that adorned cowboys 
and rangers of the American West. Helen Smith of 
the British Museum notes that in the 1860s and 1870s, 
“dime novels imported from the United States, with 
new characters like Buffalo Bill, were imitated and pi-
rated in smaller format single issue stories with attrac-
tive bright covers.”49 Typically featured in affordable, 
weekly-published story papers, adventure tales of the 
American West primarily targeted an audience of low-
er-middle- and working-class boys aged 10 to 14. They 
often depicted stories of British boys traveling to the 
Wild West, where they encountered wooden towns, 
Native Americans, and of course, cowboys.

Children’s literature published from 1851 to 1887 
provides ample evidence that figures of the American 
West were present in British popular culture well be-
fore the arrival of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in 
1887. While the revolver embodied notions of violence 
in adventure tales of the West, for boy readers, it also 
served as a compelling emblem of the eradication of 
social barriers, new characteristics of masculinity, and 
white imperial conquest. Examining appearances of 
the Colt revolver in London-based boys’ papers such 
as the The Boy’s Comic Journal, The New Boys’ Paper, 
Sons of Britannia, Halfpenny Marvel, The Boys’ Cham-
pion Paper, and The Boys’ Leisure Hour reveals images 
of cowboys using Colt revolvers to protect themselves 
and defeat their enemies in both saloon duels and 
wars with Native Americans. Fictitious cowboys used 
revolvers to flaunt their skill, power, and authenticity, 
all of which were integral components in the shaping 
of masculinity for London boy readers. 

The mid-nineteenth century welcomed the ad-
vent of the boys’ story papers or “Boys’ Weeklies,” 
which were inexpensive periodical publications fea-

turing short stories, images, and puzzles targeted at 
boys aged 8 to 15. Many factors contributed to the 
development and popularity of boys’ story papers in 
Victorian England: veneration of childhood and ado-
lescence, increased literacy rates, eradication of taxes 
on knowledge, and the development of less expensive 
and more efficient printing technologies.50 Historians 
consider Victorian Britain an important setting for the 
advent of literature written specifically for children, 
especially for children from middle and working class-
es.xiii Changes in middle class culture included a new 
veneration of childhood and incited the commercial 
production of children’s literature. While cultural his-
torian Claudia Nelson notes that the Victorian era did 
not “discover” childhood, she says that ideas about the 
developmental theories of environment put forth by 
philosophers like John Locke and Jan-Jacques Rous-
seau shaped Victorians views.51 She goes on to claim, 
“We may legitimately contend that Victorian concep-
tions of childrearing, the state of being a child, and of 
the emotional importance of children to society” in-
fluenced the widespread production of novels, maga-
zines, and story papers targeted towards children.52

According to historian Kelly Boyd, Victorian 
Britain was not only an important setting for the ven-
eration of childhood, but also for adolescence. From 
1870 to 1900, middle-class society began to recognize 
an intermediary period between childhood and adult-
hood. Acceptance of this stage of development as dis-
tinct from childhood and adulthood then spread to 
lower-middle- and working-class culture.53 During 
adolescence, lower-middle- and working-class boys 
often worked part-time as errand boys, paper deliver-
ers, or clerks. This allowed them to have spare change 
to buy story papers as well as some leisure time to read 
it. These were by no means boys of wealth and leisure, 
but the changing economic and social trends allowed 
them enough time and money for small indulgences 
like boys’ weeklies.54

By 1861, there were over one million male youth 
between ages 10 and 14 in England and Wales, many 
of whom were literate. The Victorian period welcomed 
many education reforms, including the Forster Act in 
1870, which required that all children receive formal 
education until the age of ten, and as a result literacy 

xiii Historians refer to Boyd, Manliness and the Boys’ Story Paper in Britain; 
Story and Childs, British Cultural Identities; Herbert Sussman, Victorian 
Masculinities: Manhood and Masculine Poetics in Early Victorian Literature 
and Art (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); John Tosh, A Man’s 
Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1999).
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rates increased tremendously. The steady expansion 
of children’s education and literacy also created a 
new market for publishers.55 Moreover, the eradica-
tion of “taxes on knowledge” accompanied with the 
development of more efficient technologies in print-
ing decreased the production costs of newspapers and 
magazines.56

With a sharp increase in literacy rates and new 
developments in inexpensive printing, story papers 
marketed for children were affordable and easy to find. 
By the 1870s and 1880s children’s periodicals could af-
ford to specialize, aiming at the urban working-class 
boy or girl as well as at middle-class consumers such 
as the “public-school boy” or the “Tractarian young 
lady.”57 To be sure, children’s literature and periodi-
cals had existed in England since the eighteenth cen-
tury: boys’ weeklies succeeded broadsheet, and serial 
romances and penny dreadfuls reflected gothic reviv-
alism. But the mid-nineteenth century witnessed a 
shift from stories about moral improvement, religious 
mysticism, and gothic mysteries, to tales of adventure 
and conquest.58 

Western Imagination in Boys’ Weeklies
As a consequence of this trend, boys’ story pa-

pers were filled with adventure stories of foreign lands 
and waters, which “captured the imaginations of read-
ers hungry for knowledge of the wider world at a time 
when few ventured much beyond the schoolroom.”59 
While settings ranged from the Indian isles to Afri-
can jungles, one of the most prevalent and powerful 
settings was the American frontier. The Colt revolver 
stood as a piece of industrial technology used primar-
ily by Anglo-Saxon men from modest backgrounds to 
exert control over this lawless and wild area. 

Depicting the West as a land of lawlessness and 
individualism, stories in boys’ weeklies introduced a 
new type of protagonist. Many adventure tales featured 
English boys as protagonists who were transplanted to 
the American West as a result of a deus ex machina. 
These fictional English boys, often from the lower-
middle or working-classes and named “Jack,” “Ned,” 
or “Dick,” typically arrived in the wild American fron-
tier under a set of uncontrollable circumstances and 
faced challenges from the land or its inhabitants.xivxv 
xiv Stories featuring young English male protagonists include: “The Boy 
Chief of the Sioux,” The Boy’s Comic Journal, Vol. 7, No. 157 (1886); “Red 
Renard,” The Boy’s Comic Journal, Vol. 4, No. 86 (1884); “My First Buffalo 
Hunt,” The Gentleman’s Journal Vol. 1, No. 17 (1870); R. H. Jayne, “Lone Wolf, 
the Apache Chief; or, an English Boy’s Adventure Amongst the Indians,” 
Sons of Britannia, Vol. 3, No. 117 (1873); Paul Herring, “The Three Chums; 
or for Sport, for Gold, for Wild Adventure,” The Halfpenny Marvel, Issue 160 

Appearing in Sons of Britannia in 1874, “Lone Wolf, 
the Apache Chief; or, an English Boy’s Adventures 
Amongst the Indians” introduced Ned, an English boy 
who travels to the American West almost by chance 
and finds himself captured by a group of Apaches.60 
In contrast to the narrators of elite travel memoirs, 
Ned was not a member of the aristocracy; in fact, his 
language and descriptions pegged him as a working-
class Londoner, working as a cook’s aid for a battalion 
of the British Armed Forces travelling to Canada.xv 
Through a series of unexplained circumstances, Ned 
wound up in the American southwest. Following Ned 
through his journey from East End boy to revolver-
toting hero, audiences who identified with Ned imag-
ined themselves hunting bison and fighting Native 
Americans on the American frontier. 

More than mere escapist fantasy, stories of the 
American frontier provided a democratic setting 
where lower-middle and working-class boy readers 
could identify with a masculine hero born into mod-
est circumstances. The Colt revolver, notoriously asso-
ciated with egalitarianism, served as an instrument of 
power in a land where authority and masculinity were 
linked with physical strength as opposed to societal 
status. According to Monica Rico, boys of working-
class London understood the West as “a utopian space 
where masculinity could be affirmed by effortlessly 
overcoming challenges.”61 Held in captivity by the 
Apaches, Ned sneakily grabs hold of a revolver, where-
upon he “felt braver on the instant,” thinking, “none of 
them suspect I’ve got such a powerful thing about me, 
and that gives me the better chance.”62 Even tied to a 
horse and surrounded by supposedly dangerous Na-
tive Americans, Ned—a working-class boy from Lon-
don—felt superior with a revolver beneath his waist-
coat. Widespread and inexpensive relative to prewar 
handguns, Colt’s revolver did not have class boundar-
ies. Rather, the revolver endowed all owners with so-
cial authority.

The new character of western heroes in boys’ 
weeklies reflects the changing nature of British mas-
culinity in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
The masculine ideal of early Victorians was typically 
characterized by moral and religious fortitude, indus-
triousness, and homosocial activities.63 As Britain’s 
(London: Nov. 24, 1896); Paul Herring, “Cochise the Apache Chief: The Perils 
and Adventures of Dudley Fraser and His Chum in the Wilds of Arizona,” The 
Halfpenny Marvel, Vol. 4, No. 86 (London, June 25, 1874).
xv Evidence includes descriptions of Ned as a “young lad” who had previously 
worked as a paper boy and sailed to the United States by working as a hand on 
a ship that departed from the Port of London.
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empire expanded in size and strength, its ideal model 
of masculinity evolved to meet Britain’s changing role 
in the world. By the late nineteenth century, the ideal 
masculine character would be patriotic, courageous, 
and physically strong, with classic Anglo-Saxon fea-
tures.64 “My Frontier Angel: An Episode in the Life of 
a Confederate Officer,” which appeared in The Gentle-
man’s Journalxvi in 1870, starred Basil Peyton, a for-
mer lieutenant of the confederate army who remained 
in the southwestern United States after the war. Peyton 
fits all of the characteristics of the new masculine par-
adigm; “The traveler was a young man, twenty-five, 
or thereabouts; a well-built, firmly-knit fellow; not 
a Mexican, as his white face, yellow hair, and silken 
drooping mustache, curly over a well-shaped mouth, 
fully proved.”65 

Described as an archetypal cowboy figure, Pey-
ton was heavily armed: “Over his shoulder was slung 
a Spencer rifle, in a holster; suspended in a belt was a 
fine Colt’s revolver navy size; driven through the same 
belt—and, like the revolver, concealed from view by 
his coat—was a heavy keen-edged bowie knife.”66 The 
author exclaims that Peyton’s ornament was not un-
usual, for he was traveling in an area “where human 
life is little valued, and lawlessness prevails.”67 Indeed, 
Peyton’s life depended on his weapons and his ability 
to skillfully employ them. While living in a small town 
on the border between Texas and Mexico, Peyton was 
careful to keep his revolver on hand, remarking, “Af-
ter nightfall, I never ventured to the plaza without my 
trusty revolver. I carried six lives at my belt, and felt 
secure.”68 In this passage, the revolver operates as a 
mechanism of power, a tool that could guarantee safe-
ty and control through mere possession. Peyton did 
not need to be born into a wealthy family to own this 
kind of power.

Duels played an important role in defining mas-
culinity in adventure tales of the American West. Gen-
eral Merrick’s 1886 “Freebooters and Sharpshooters” 
climaxes with a duel between Percy, the protagonist 
cowboy character, and a villainous banker. When the 
banker and his drunken friends harass Percy’s sister 
Pansy, Percy challenges the banker to a revolver duel. 
Percy, a fine shot, easily defeats the banker and escapes 
El Dorado with Pansy and Dick—a young Englishman 
who befriends the siblings—falls in love with Pansy, 

xvi A supplement to The Gentleman’s Magazine, The Gentleman’s Journal was 
a weekly-published color periodical that contained primarily serial stories 
targeted to boys and adolescent males. Its counterpart publication was The 
Young Ladies Journal.

and settles in the American West. “Freebooters and 
Sharpshooters” features two archetypal models of 
masculinity: Percy, the honorable yet modest Ameri-
can cowboy, and Dick, the young Englishman who 
is transported to the West by a deus ex machina and 
adapts to the adventurous environment.70

In tales of the American West, the revolver was 
both an extension of masculinity and a tool for taming 
the wild frontier. A crucial characteristic of a masculine 
hero was the ability to master the land and its “savage” 
inhabitants, and the Colt revolver was the most ad-
vanced tool of “civilization” the West had ever seen.71 
Boys’ weeklies were filled with narratives about the 
cowboy’s defeat of “redskins,” “injuns,” “savages,” and 
other racially motivated terms for Native Americans; 
one would be hard-pressed to find an adventure tale 
of the American West that depicts Native Americans 
as victorious or honorable. Appearing in Sons of Bri-
tannia, written in 1873 by American author Ned But-
line, “Dashing Charlie, the Texan Whirlwind, A Tale 
of Lasso, Lance, and Rifle” starred archetypal cowboy 
character Charlie, famous for his ability to vanquish 
Native Americans. In a very romantic scene, Charlie 
stealthily approached a group of Native American 
warriors, whose tribe had taken his woman captive 
and proceeded to pull out both of his revolvers:

As he fired his first shot, one leaped up and fell, 
the rest turned to fly, but an aim that never failed 
was on them, singling each in turn and before two 
hundred yards was passed, eight red men were on 
the ground, while he whose deadly aim has done 
the work, without checking his horse at all, rode 
madly on towards the gorge where the white dress 
last fluttered to his eye.

This passage is paradigmatic in its treatment of 
Native Americans. Charlie’s defeat of eight “red men” 
is natural and effortless, as if the Native Americans 
had thrown themselves in front of his revolver shots. 
With a “deadly aim,” Charlie used just four shots with 
each revolver to overcome the savage foes, using his 
technological superiority to exploit and destroy his in-
digenous counterparts.

In this story, Native Americans are not only de-
picted as enemies; they are rendered as weak, uncivi-
lized, and less evolved, as illustrated in Figure 3. The 
illustration reveals the striking difference between the 
depictions of Charlie the cowboy and a Native Ameri-
can who he encounters. The Native American pictured 
is crouched lower to the ground and adorned very 
elaborately with tribal garb and a feather that mirrors 
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the palm trees of the untamed surrounding environ-
ment. The depiction of Dashing Charlie complicates 
our understanding of the masculine cowboy charac-
ter. As opposed to the strong, perhaps coarse descrip-
tions of Lieutenant Basil Payton, Charlie adopts an 
almost feminine pose and manner of dress with clas-
sic features and a relaxed stance more reminiscent of 
an English gentleman than an American cowboy. This 
depiction portrays Charlie as a clear contrast to the 
undomesticated looking Native American whom he 
encounters in the wilderness, which serves to align the 
protagonist with the audience of the boys’ weeklies.

Figure 3: “Dashing Charlie” draws his revolver.xvii

The revolver’s ability to exert technological su-
periority over indigenous populations resonated with 
British readers. By 1880, the British Empire had ex-
panded to control more than 300 million people in 
colonies around the world. Prime Minister Benjamin 
Disraeli and supporters of his imperial foreign policy 
justified the expansion with paternalistic and racist 
views about the populations of the colonies, often al-
luding to the theory of evolution.72 Western stories 
about white men overcoming a wild terrain and its 
inhabitants with revolvers, rifles, and bowie knives 
supplemented the category of imperialist adventure 
tales.73 S. Dacre Clarke’s “On the War Path,” featured 
in The Boy’s Champion Paper in 1886, contained themes 
of racial and technological superiority.74 Hubert, a 
characteristic cowboy, leads a battle with a group of 
Sioux led by Chief Howling Wolf. Clarke describes 
the climax of the battle scene in gruesome detail: “At 

xvii This image appearing in Ned Buntline’s 1873 “Dashing Charlie, the Texan 
Whirlwind” in Sons of Britannia reveals the striking difference in both the 
illustrations of Charlie the cowboy and a Native American he encounters. 
Charlie is taller, with classic features, and a relaxed stance that is reminiscent 
of an English gentleman. The Native American pictured is lower to the ground 
and adorned very elaborately with tribal garb.

the same instant [Hubert’s] revolver spoke again, and 
the bullet cut off the middle finger of the left hand of 
the savage, clean from the knuckle joint, from which 
it hung suspended by the quivering muscles.”75 In the 
excerpt, Clarke’s diction suggests that the Sioux are 
more like bison or cattle than humans. By describing 
the “savage’s” wound as “hung suspended by the quiv-
ering muscles,” Clarke portrays a particularly violent 
and dehumanized picture of the dying Sioux chief. In 
the story, Hubert, a white American, takes great plea-
sure in ultimately defeating Howling Wolf, the “leader 
of the savages,” with another shot from his revolver.76

Figure 4: Lone Wolf, the Apache Chief stalks his rival 
in the brush. xviii

English tales of the American West reflected im-
portant themes for their readers, from white imperial 
conquest to new masculine ideals and the eradication 
of social barriers. These stories transformed the expe-
riences of boys from London’s East End into fantas-
tical adventures on the western plains. These stories 
prepared many of their readers for the arrival of the 
most celebrated cowboy of the West, who would lead 
hundreds of sharpshooters, Native Americans, and 
cowboys through London’s streets in 1887. Buffalo Bill 
was coming, and he was carrying a fine Colt revolver. 

PART III: THE REVOLVER AND BUFFALO BILL’S 
WILD WEST SHOW

Arriving in London in the summer of 1887, Buf-
xviii This illustration featured in Jayne’s 1873 “Lone Wolf, the Apache 
Chief ” in Sons of Britannia depicts Lone Wolf, a masterfully skilled Apache 
chief, as hunched over and deformed. This imagining of an Apache chief is 
representative of imperialist notions that Native Americans were uncivilized 
and even less-evolved than Anglosaxons.
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falo Bill’s Wild West Show built upon notions of the 
American West already present in the minds of British 
readers through the boys’ weeklies. Although Britain 
had never seen a live rodeo, staged live entertainment 
was far from new in British culture. Victorian Brit-
ain experienced the expansion of live entertainment 
from elite theatres, opera, and sporting shows, only 
available to the social elite, to music halls and variety 
theatres, accessible to the middle and working classes. 
As inexpensive mass entertainment grew in availabil-
ity and diversity, the Victorian era experienced the 
advent of circuses, freak shows, world’s fairs, and the 
Wild West Show.77

When Buffalo Bill emerged as a quintessential 
cowboy hero in boys’ story papers across London, he 
had already reached fame in the United States. Wil-
liam F. Cody appeared as “Buffalo Bill” in dime nov-
els, story papers, plays, and rodeos from California to 
New York.78 Cody was the epitome of a shifting mas-
culine ideal: handsome, brave, masterful on a horse, 
and skilled in shooting.xixxx He typically wore a 
wide-brimmed hat, sturdy leather garb, and he always 
carried at least one Colt revolver. In “The Scout Com-
rade of Buffalo Bill,” featured in The New Boys’ Paper 
in 1887, Cody is described as a “young man, noble 
formed, clad in the picturesque buckskin garb worn 
by the hunter scouts of the far West, armed with knife, 
revolver, and rifle, and mounted on a splendid horse 
of mixed American and mustang stock.”79 In describ-
ing Cody as “noble formed,” the narrator appeals to 
the notion that he had an air of aristocracy, riding on 
a “splendid horse” and armed with the finest weapons 
in existence. For London’s boy readers, the image of a 
handsome, well-armed man on a horse was associated 
with generals and landed gentlemen.

The cornerstone of Cody’s masculinity was his 
skill with a revolver. Whether battling Native Ameri-
cans or outlaws, Cody always defeated his foes in ad-
venture stories published in Britain. One 1887 piece 
simply titled, “Buffalo Bill,” appearing in the The New 
Boys’ Paper, describes Cody’s duel with a Mormon at 
Green River in the Rocky Mountains. According to 
the narrator, the duelers and the spectators were all 
“armed with yagers and Colt’s revolvers…”80 It was 
described as a typical Western shootout, with Cody 
and his Mormon rival standing about thirty paces 
xix Prior to his London debut in the summer of 1887, Buffalo Bill appeared 
in the following stories in boys’ weeklies, among others: “Buffalo Bill.” The 
New Boys’ Paper, Vol. 36 (1887); Marcy Hunter, “Buffalo Bill, His Life and 
Adventures in the Wild West,” The New Boys’ Paper Vol. 41 (1887); “The Scout 
Comrade of Buffalo Bill.” The New Boys’ Paper, Vol. 56 (1887).

apart in a small wooden town. The Mormon, de-
scribed as clumsy and foolish, fired the first four shots, 
which came dangerously close, while Cody stood still. 
“Then he suddenly threw his revolver to a level, and 
drew trigger. At the flash, the man fell, shot in the leg, 
and the duel ended.”81

Figure 5: Buffalo Bill draws his dagger and heads 
toward the chief.82

For London’s boy readers, Cody was the essence of 
masculinity, with his strong and handsome physique, 
cool composure, and deadly aim with a revolver. Fig-
ure 6 illustrates a battle scene in “‘Buffalo Bill,’ His Life 
and Adventures in the Wild West,” during which Cody 
injures a traitor in his ranks and advances to defeat his 
main opponent, the Wyoming Native American chief. 
As he advances out of the blurred background, Cody 
appears strong, courageous, and strikingly bathed in 
light, as compared to the Native Americans and the 
other white men around him in shadow.

However, Buffalo Bill was much more an imag-
ined figure of the West than a real frontiersman. 
Historians speculate that very few of his accounts of 
Western adventures are factual, and even fewer sto-
ries written about him by others are based in reality.xx 
Born in 1846, Cody lived in Iowa, Canada, Kansas, 
Wyoming, Colorado, and traveled to many territo-
ries across the American West. Following his father’s 
death, Cody’s family suffered financially, and he went 
looking for work as a Native American scout.83 While 
there are few documents that validate Cody’s career 
before show business, he claimed to have had many 

xx Historians refer to: Warren, Buffalo Bill’s America; Nellie Snyder Yost, 
Buffalo Bill: His Family, Friends, Fame, Failures, and Fortunes (Chicago: The 
Swallow Press, Inc. 1979); Don, Russell, The Lives and Legends of Buffalo Bill 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979); Larry, McMurtry, The Colonel 
and Little Missie: Buffalo Bill, Annie Oakley, and the Beginnings of Superstardom 
in America (New York: Cimon & Schuster, 2005).
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jobs, including a buffalo hunter (where he got the 
nickname Buffalo Bill), gold miner, Pony Express rid-
er, stagecoach driver, and Native American tracker.84 
There is evidence to support Cody’s service in the Civ-
il War and in the Third Cavalry in the Plains War, for 
which he was awarded a Medal of Honor.85

 For all of his authentic experiences in the 
West, Cody’s true calling was as a stage performer be-
cause he was handsome, charismatic, and, most of all, 
a cowboy. In 1972, Cody first appeared on stage along-
side his friends Texas Jack and “Wild Bill” Hickok in 
“The Scouts of the Prairie,” an early Wild West Show 
staged in Chicago. Cody went on to create his own 
show, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in 1883, which 
toured around the United States for four years, dem-
onstrating horsemanship, sharpshooting, and Native 
American rituals. Cody established himself as a ce-
lebrity in eastern cities like New York, Philadelphia, 
and Baltimore, where he befriended politicians and 
businessmen, attended balls, and assimilated into elite 
society. His political connections with Kansas Repre-
sentative Charles Jones eventually bought him an op-
portunity to take his show overseas. Cody had always 
had his sights on London, the economic and cultural 
capital of the industrializing world.86

From the Wild West to Windsor
Emerging forms of live entertainment, while di-

verse, were joined by common themes of spectacle, 
identity, containment, and imperialism. In Acts of Su-
premacy: The British Empire and the Stage, J.S. Bratton 
writes that notions of imperialism pervaded British 
theatre from the mid-nineteenth century until World 
War I. She says that “the stage offered a framed and 
bracketed space in which license, violence, irrespon-
sibility, physicality and other such enjoyable but an-
tisocial acts or sensations could be savored and then 
rejected and denied.”87 Bratton points to the 1880 
exhibition of daughters of defeated Catewayo, a Zulu 
King, at the Royal Aquarium to demonstrate the in-
fluence of imperialist notions on live entertainment 
as Britain’s empire expanded.88 British audiences 
were obsessed with images of “The Other,” ranging 
from African princesses to Indian laborers and Native 
American warriors. 

Cody’s chance to take the British stage came in 
1887, when John Robinson Whitley organized the 
American Exhibition in London to coincide with the 
Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria. To plan the novel 

exhibition, Whitley traveled to the United States many 
times and enlisted the help of President Grover Cleve-
land. During one of his trips to Washington, D.C., 
Whitley saw the performers of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
Show parading down the street from his hotel win-
dow. He went to see the show, after which he induced 
Cody to sign for his first European tour, with London 
as the setting of his international debut.89  Members 
of the Wild West Show included more than a hundred 
American Indians—Sioux, Cheyenne, Kiowa, Pawnee 
and Ogallala—with their wives and children, and 150 
assorted cowboys, cattle herders and Mexican prairie 
riders, as well as Annie Oakley, the famous female 
sharpshooter. The show’s organizers also managed 
to transport 170 bronco horses and American Indian 
ponies, buffaloes, wild Texas steers, mules, elk, deer, a 
dozen ‘prairie schooner’ wagons, and, of course, the 
famous Deadwood stagecoach across the Atlantic for 
the show.90

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show made its first ap-
pearance in the United Kingdom in June 1887 at 
the newly constructed showground adjacent to the 
American Exhibition at Earl’s Court, which displayed 
American art and manufactured products, including a 
replica of the Statue of Liberty, to attract businessmen 
who might invest in American products.91 Just thirty-
six years after the American display failed to make an 
impression at the Great Exhibition, Londoners were 
anticipating the grand exhibition of exclusively Amer-
ican inventions and products. Strategically planned to 
take place during a monumental celebration of Queen 
Victoria’s fiftieth year on the throne, the exhibition was 
guaranteed to attract a crowd and maybe the crown.

The first performance of the Wild West Show 
drew some notable spectators; the Prince and Princess 
of Wales, along with their three daughters, sat in the 
royal box. When the Prince signaled for the show to 
commence, a troop of cowboys, Mexican vaqueros, 
and “redskins” charged at full gallop and raced whoop-
ing and yelling round the immense arena, reenacting a 
Texas battle. “Thrilled, the royal party rose at the sight, 
Prince Edward leaning half out of the box.”92 What 
commenced was a two-hour show with Annie Oak-
ley’s sharpshooting demonstration, a bison hunt, Pony 
Express reenactments, attack of stage coaches, Native 
American rituals, stunt riding, horse racing, and a re-
enactment of an attack on a settler’s cabin. Not acci-
dentally, the show ended with a triumphant defense 
of white domesticity and settlement.93 It was a great 
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success; “by the end the royal party and performers 
alike were elated. The prince had remained stand-
ing—and often shouting enthusiastically for most of 
the ninety minutes.”94 Cody ordered the acts of the 
show strategically, placing Oakley’s act at the begin-
ning of the show to ease the viewers into the startling 
sounds of gunfire. Historian Joy Kasson notes Cody’s 
tactical use of Oakley: “audiences who felt nervous 
when confronted with the noise and smoke of gunfire 
felt reassured when the saw a petite, attractive woman 
shooting first.”95 

Oakley played a critical role in shaping an image 
of the American West that could attract a wide range of 
audience members. While it is difficult to imagine that 
Victorian women would be attracted to the violence 
of the Wild West Show, Cody carefully marketed his 
show to families, and Oakley was a brilliant marketing 
tool. Although not a true woman of the West, Oakley 
developed an astonishing skill with firearms, which 
propelled her to stardom.xxi While she was passionate 
about training other women to use guns, Oakley de-
nied affiliating with early feminist movements and ap-
peared to conform to Victorian gender roles through 
her ladylike demeanor and love of flowers. Moreover, 
during her performances, she curtsied, blew kisses at 
the crowd, and intentionally tripped over her own feet 
to make the acts seem more difficult.96 Oakley’s pres-
ence in the Wild West Show rendered it an appropriate 
form of family entertainment that women could enjoy 
while obeying the strict gender codes that dominated 
urban Victorian society.

For all of her attempts to fit into Victorian ide-
als of femininity, however, the foundation of Oakley’s 
career was built upon defying gender roles. A female 
sharpshooter was a novelty, and Oakley had a better 
shot than any man. According to gender historian Lisa 
Bernd, “Oakley embodied the tension between Victo-
rian mores and modern progress for women.”97 For 
the many female viewers who attended the Wild West 
Show, Oakley signified the ability of a woman to excel 
in a male-dominated arena and achieve celebrity status 
for something other than appearance and aristocratic 
standing. Bernd claims that Oakley “represented not 
only the physical freedom demonstrated in the stunt, 
but the freedom to travel, pursue a career and, perhaps 
most important, the freedom from restrictive Victo-
xxi Oakley was born in Ohio to Quaker parents from Pennsylvania. After her 
father died, Oakley learned to hunt and trap game to support her family.  She 
became famous locally for her amazing skill with a rifle, and began performing 
professionally at age 15. Lisa Bernd, “Annie Oakley and the Disruption of 
Victorian Expectations,” Alabama Review, Vol 63 Issue 3 (2012), 43.

rian dress.”98 After all, Oakley could not hurdle over 
tables and balance on galloping horses in a corset and 
petticoat. Wearing boots and loose fitting dresses that 
hit above the ankle (see Figure 6), Oakley aided the 
dress reform movement, which was gaining strength 
in Victorian London. Laura Ormiston Chant, a femi-
nist and dress-reformer, was walking along the streets 
of West London on her way to the Wild West Show 
when she experienced sexual harassment.99 Chant 
was far from the only woman to see the Wild West 
Show on her own—many Victorian women ventured 
to the show solo, a privilege previously not permitted 
by societal standards. Oakley’s involvement made the 
Wild West Show a respectable form of live entertain-
ment for women to see alone, and her loose fitting 
dresses represented shifting forms of femininity.

Figure 6: An illustration of Annie Oakley’s shooting 
actxxii

While Oakley’s ability to represent changing 
gender roles may have resonated with some female 
viewers, it did not have positive receptions among 
many Victorian women. A female journalist covering 
the Wild West Show for the Newcastle Weekly Cou-
rant remarked that Oakley’s performance was impres-
sive, but did not prove gender equality. She remarked, 
“such women are well calculated to justify the opinion 
that our sex is physically as well as mentally the equal 
of man, an opinion I certainly do not share.”100 Such 
an opinion shows that gender equality was indeed a 
trending topic of discussion in Victorian media, and 
would continue to be a highly contested debate in the 
coming years. Oakley may have denied being a femi-

xxii “Annie Oakley” appearing in Paul Reddin, “Wild West Shows,” 
Encyclopedia of Recreation and Leisure in America. Ed. Gary S. Cross. Vol. 2 
(Detroit: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2004), 418.
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nist, but her performance was proof that women could 
control guns, man’s favorite tool of masculinity.

Oakley gained one very powerful female fan. 
After hearing her son’s rave reviews, Queen Victoria 
called for a special showing of the Wild West Show. 
She also called for private meetings with Chief Red 
Shirt and Annie Oakley, whose sharpshooting partic-
ularly impressed the Queen.101 Victoria had declined 
to attend public events since the death of the Prince 
Consort twenty-six years prior, so for her to attend an 
American performance was quite significant.102 Vic-
toria gave a deep bow to the American flag when it 
was carried into the arena and introduced as an em-
blem of peace and friendship, sealing the bond in An-
glo-American relations. In his autobiography, Cody 
comments on this moment:

As the standard bearer waved the proud em-
blem above his head, Her Majesty rose from her 
seat and bowed deeply and impressively toward 
the banner. The whole court party rose, the la-
dies bowed, the generals present saluted, and the 
English noblemen took off their hats. Then—we 
couldn’t help it—but there arose such a genuine 
heart-stirring American yell from our company 
as seemed to shake the sky. It was a great event. 
For the first time in history, since the Declaration 
of Independence, a sovereign of Great Britain had 
saluted the star spangled banner, and that banner 
was carried by a member of Buffalo Bill’s Wild 
West.103 

Only one hundred years after the American Rev-
olution, the British throne bowed to an American flag, 
suggesting that the relationship between the two na-
tions was characterized not only by peace, but also by 
respect. On June 20, 1887, Queen Victoria called for 
another command performance for her Golden Jubi-

lee celebrations, which were attended by fifty foreign 
royals and many British dignitaries. 

Like the Great Exhibition, the Wild West Show 
not only captivated the British elite, it enthralled the 
general public as well. With the lowest admission rate 
at half a shilling, many members of British middle 
and working classes could attend.105 A reporter at-
tending the show recalled his first impressions: “… we 
could not help being struck by the effectiveness of the 
scene before us…The part of the entertainment most 
novel to Londoners was undoubtedly the riding of the 
‘bucking’ horses…they all showed what a rebellious 
demon there is in a half-broken horse who has lost 
his fear of man.”106 With the industrialization of the 
British economy, Victorian Britain did not have vast 
stretches of untamed land. Horses were highly trained 
to serve their owners, and workers were highly trained 
to serve their industry. Even the aristocracy was en-
trenched in deep-rooted social roles. For its British 
viewers, the Wild West Show exhibited a world that 
had not yet been fully civilized and one that needed 
taming, where “rebellious demon” horses and “de-
monic-yelling” Native Americans still roamed. It pro-
vided a display of white man’s ability to control and 
contain a world far less civilized than his own.107 In 
a city where the largest piece of open space was Hyde 
Park—and even that was designed and groomed to fit 
the needs of urban elites—the Wild West Show offered 
a glimpse of a fantastical life, where every man is re-
sponsible for his own protection with only the revolv-
ers in his holster.108 

The Wild West Show was both entertainment 
and containment. It displayed the wild and untamed 
inhabitants of the frontier only within the confines 
of an arena, under strict guard by American cow-Colt Culture                                                                                                                                    Randell 46





































Figure 7: Buffalo Bill bows for Queen Victoria.104
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boys. After describing the attack on a settler’s cabin, 
the final scene of the show, an article in The Era notes 
that the “Redskins” used “barbarian tactics” and were 
easily defeated by the “brave, ever-ready cowboys.” It 
goes on to remark, “the redskins, we believe, are pretty 
well confined nowadays to Indian territory, and are 
reduced to at least, an outward ‘friendliness.’”109 This 
article reveals an attitude that white American men 
had successfully conquered the Native Americans, en-
closing them in reservations and remote areas. His-
torian Louis S. Warren notes the irony that Buffalo 
Bill’s Wild West Show was the “ultimate containment 
of savagery: its scripting into public amusement, its 
packaging as a safe, respectable entertainment, and its 
marketing as a commodity.”110 The show mirrored 
Britain’s colonies—or at least what imperialists hoped 
to achieve in its colonies—and with the growing im-
migrant population in London, perhaps the show 
mirrored the East End as well. Buffalo Bill provided 
the promise of mastery over native populations, of a 
prevailing Anglo-Saxon race, and of masculine per-
fection.  

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show was enormously 
successful, making Cody an international celebrity 
and an American icon. American newspapers revered 
the Wild West Show as one of the first and most sig-
nificant genuine American cultural exports to Great 
Britain. Before Cody decided to take his show to Lon-
don, Mark Twain wrote him a letter encouraging him 
to use the Wild West Show as a form of cultural ex-
change: “It is often said on the other side of the water 
that none of the exhibitions which we send to England 
are purely and distinctly American. If you will take 
the Wild West show over there, you can remove that 
reproach.”xxiii While the Wild West Show may have 
been the first physical appearance of cowboys in Brit-
ain, it was not the first manifestation of the American 
West in British culture. Buffalo Bill “took [the Ameri-
can] West out of the boy’s stories and travel books and 
gave it new, fabulous life.”111 But he would not have 
been able to do this without the Colt revolver.

CONCLUSION
From the Great Exhibition to children’s literature 

and live entertainment, the Colt revolver carried im-
portant connotations: eradication of social barriers, 
new characteristics of masculinity, and white imperial 
conquest. For British spectators, readers, and audi-
xxiii Mark Twain quoted in Don Russell, The Lives and Legends of Buffalo Bill 
(University of Oklahoma Press, Norman, OK, 1979), 321.

ence members, the American West represented a land 
of adventure and possibility, but also of white hegemo-
ny and the successful containment of a supposed wild 
frontier and its non-white inhabitants. While scholars 
have discussed the revolver as an important figure in 
American industrial progress, no scholar has exam-
ined the Colt revolver’s very important role in shaping 
imagination of the West for British popular culture. 

 The success of the Colt revolver as a cultural 
symbol long after it disappeared from the British mar-
ket can be explained by its association with technolog-
ical innovation, power, masculinity, and the American 
West, all of which were implanted in British imagina-
tion by Samuel Colt. Many social movements account 
for the popularity of the revolver and the West: the 
growth of industry and technology, the rise of exhi-
bition culture, the Victorian transformation of mas-
culine and feminine ideals, the development of boys’ 
weeklies (due to increasing literacy rates, reduced 
printing costs, and the veneration of childhood and 
adolescence), the rise of mass entertainment, and ra-
cial anxieties stemming from the expanding British 
empire and growing immigrant populations in urban 
London. These cultural and social changes worked to-
gether to create the ideal atmosphere for the Ameri-
can West to become an important cultural setting, and 
for its characters to become infamous cultural figures 
throughout Britain.

The Wild West Show was not the advent of cow-
boys in London, but the culmination. The revolver did 
not single-handedly Americanize British culture, but 
it did play an integral role in representing the Ameri-
can West in British culture, decades before the huge 
popularity of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in 1887. 
By tracking Colt’s invention through Victorian Lon-
don, we can understand how the revolver, intimately 
linked to popular imaginings of the West, operated as 
a compelling cultural symbol of American democracy, 
masculinity, and hegemony.xxiv  Moreover, the story 
of the Colt Revolver exposes insights into the dispar-
ity in gun culture and ownership between the United 

xxiv Some crucial actors on the story of the Colt revolver – notably women 
and Native Americans – were underrepresented in secondary literature and 
primary sources, such as newspapers and periodicals. Annie Oakley held a 
critical position in the story of the revolver, transforming it from a symbol 
of masculinity to a badge of American womanhood and elevating the Wild 
West Show to a respectable form of family entertainment. With more time and 
resources, I could create a more comprehensive analysis of the role of Oakley 
and other women in the shaping of American cultural identities in Victorian 
Britain. This thesis is strategically confined to tracing the narrative of the Colt 
revolver, but further examination of earlier representations of the American 
West could contribute to understanding how the West became an important 
cultural setting in Victorian popular imagination.
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States and the United Kingdom and reveals the poten-
cy of American cultural exports to Britain. The Colt 
Revolver could very well mark the beginning of the 
Americanization of British popular culture, a trend 
that continues into the modern day.
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