
Maine History Maine History 

Volume 24 
Number 4 Child Labor in the Sardine Industry Article 7 

4-1-1985 

Researching Early Maine Craftsmen: John H. Hall and the Researching Early Maine Craftsmen: John H. Hall and the 

Gunsmith's Trade Gunsmith's Trade 

Ron Kley 
Maine State Museum 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal 

 Part of the United States History Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Kley, Ron. "Researching Early Maine Craftsmen: John H. Hall and the Gunsmith's Trade." Maine History 24, 
4 (1985): 410-415. https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol24/iss4/7 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Maine History by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, 
please contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol24
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol24/iss4
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol24/iss4/7
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol24%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol24%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol24/iss4/7?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol24%2Fiss4%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:um.library.technical.services@maine.edu


RESEARCHING MAINE HISTORY

century were the most cosm opolitan of all M aine workers. T he 
shifting recruitm ent of native Maine, Canadian, and recently 
arrived European workers is a distinctive feature of the state’s 
woods industry. N ineteenth-century newspapers often listed 
the names and destinations of local men going in to  the woods 
seasonally; these lists provide a g lim pse of ch ang ing  
nineteenth-century, recruitm ent patterns. Business records — 
again, in abundance in M aine repositories — could tell us more 
about this. They could also pu t us in contact w ith the very 
obscure M aine sawm ill worker and suggest the im pact of 
changing technology and seasonality upon  this im portant 
labor force.

Forest history, conservation history, and environm ental 
history in  M aine have exciting potential. They build  upon  a 
solid scholarly tradition and have a wealth of docum entation at 
their disposal. T he material is available, and the possibilities in  
a state w ith a longstanding  com m itm ent to forest research, 
conservation, and environm ental protection, are limitless.

Richard Judd received a Ph.D . from the University of 
California at Irvine in 1979 and took a postdoctoral fellowship  
at the University of Maine in 1981. He is currently an assistant 
professor of history at the University of Maine at Orono , and in 
the intervening years he served as associate editor of the 
j o u r n a l  o f  f o r e s t  h i s t o r y . He currently edits the Ma in e  
h i s t o r ic a l  s o c ie t y  q u a r t e r l y  and has published in labor 
history and forest history.

RON KLEY

RESEARCHING EARLY MAINE CRAFTSM EN: 
JO H N  H. H A LL AND T H E  G U N SM IT H ’S TRADE

Jo h n  H. H all is, paradoxically, one of the best know n and 
one of the most enigm atic figures to emerge from the history of 
the District of Maine. H all has long been recognized as the
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inventor, patentee, and m anufacturer of the first American 
b reech load ing  firearm s, and  he has m ore recently been 
acknowledged by students of technological history as having 
played a pivotal role in the evolution of the “American System 
of M anufacture’’ (involving the use of m achine-m ade in ter­
changeable parts). W hat has been known of H all, however, has 
been pieced together largely from docum ents in the N ational 
Archives relating to his lengthy (and eventually successful) 
efforts to sell his patent arms to the federal governm ent and 
from records of the Rifle Works at the Harpers Ferry Armory, 
which Hall established in 1819 and superintended until 1840.

An early (ca. 1814) breechloading flintlock rifle invented, patented, manufac­
tured, and sold by John H. Hall. The key feature of Hall's rifles (and pistols) 
was a pivoting breechlock which tipped upward (as shown here) to permit 
loading of powder and ball at the rear of the barrel rather than from the 
muzzle as in more conventional arms of the period. The breechloading 
feature made it possible to reload Hall’s rifles much more rapidly (and more 
safely, in a military situation) than a typical “muzzle loader." Maine State 
Museum by Greg Hart.
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As a consequence, virtually no th ing  has been w ritten about the 
more personal side of H a ll’s life, or about his early formative 
years in Maine.

T hus, when the M aine State M useum elected to include a 
re-creation of H a ll’s Maine-based gun-m aking establishm ent 
as a part of its m ajor “ Made in M aine’’ exhibition, it was 
in itially  assumed that the representation of this shop and of its 
proprietor w ould be based almost entirely upon conjecture. 
Nevertheless, a bit of research “postho ling” was done just to be 
sure that significant inform ational sources had not escaped the 
notice of previous researchers.

T he results were astounding! There was, it seemed, a 
w hole universe of H all-related sources and data that had some­
how avoided historical scrutiny. T he center of this inform a­
tional universe was the personal account book of John  H. Hall, 
found in M issouri and now incorporated into the collections of 
the M aine State M useum. T he rich detail of the account book, 
integrated w ith data from other sources, including deeds, tax 
records, court records, and family correspondence, has brought 
a new picture of John  H all into focus — a picture of a man 
whose boyhood hopes for a university education were bitterly 
dashed by the untim ely death of his Harvard-educated father; 
w ho com pleted an apprenticeship in the cooper's trade and 
established him self as a journeym an practitioner of this 
ancient handicraft on the Portland waterfront in 1802; who 
also built and rented small boats, m aintained a commercial
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“ truck g a rd e n /’ built a family home, and served as a member 
and officer of a local m ilitia  com pany on his way to his indus- 
trial/technological accomplishments.

In addition to offering new insights in to  the early life and 
work of Jo h n  H all, the account book provides m uch valuable 
detail regarding the commercial economy of Portland  in the 
Federal period. Its pages define the business relationships 
between tradesmen, apprentices, hired help, entrepreneurs, 
and capitalists of the Portland  area during  the period from 1802 
to 1818, including  several who (like H all himself) were am ong 
the founders or earliest members of P o rtlan d ’s Charitable 
M echanic Association.Also vividly etched in the pages of the 
account book is the devastating im pact of the Embargo Act 
upon commerce-related trades and mercantile interests of this 
m aritim e-oriented seaport com m unity.

T he econom ic infrastructure of Federal Portland, as 
viewed th rough  the “w indow ” of the H all account book, 
involved a great deal of interdependence am ong members of the 
local com m unity; yet the city was by no m eans parochial or 
ingrow n. O n the contrary, there is evidence that H all (and one 
may presum e that the same was true of his M aine contem porar­
ies) had a sophisticated awareness of markets and of sources of 
supplies and services on a regional, national, and international 
basis.

A full exploration of this aspect of H a ll’s business dealings 
is beyond the scope of any brief research sum m ary, bu t the 
follow ing salient points m ight be cited:

• H all is know n to have draw n upon  sources of raw m ate­
rials an d /o r the services of specialized craftsmen not only 
w ith in  the Portland  area but in Hebron, Maine; Portsm outh, 
New H am pshire; Boston and Canton, Massachusetts; Albany, 
New York; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and possibly R ich­
m ond, Virginia.

• H all is know n to have employed sales agents to assist 
w ith  the m arketing  of his paten t rifles in m ajor cities, inc lud ­
ing Albany, Philadelphia, Alexandria, and possibly R ich­
mond.
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• H all is know n to have used cast steel in the m anufacture 
of some of his rifles and to have sold the cast steel rifles at a 
substantial prem ium , reflecting the costliness of this material 
an d /o r  the special difficulties involved in w orking it. (So far as 
is known, cast steel was not being produced in America at this 
time and w ould have had to be im ported from Europe. T he fact 
that H all chose to use this m aterial, and the fact that he found 
customers w illing  to pay a substantial price for it, bespeaks a 
sophisticated awareness of state-of-the-art technology in Fed­
eral Portland.)

In short, the evidence of the H all account book in d isp u ­
tably refutes any notions of early nineteenth-century Portland  
as a qua in t village economy. Local needs may have been largely 
met by local tradesmen and m erchants (as indeed they are 
today), but this was a m anifestation of logistical factors and 
financial considerations, and certainly not a reflection of a 
provincialism  resulting from conscious avoidance or uncon­
scious ignorance of a larger commercial universe.

Finally (and somewhat paradoxically, in view of the fore­
going evidence of a sophisticated and specialized economic 
network), a detailed exam ination of John  H all's  early life and 
work in M aine reveals an individual of rather diverse skills and 
interests — a personification of the “self-sufficient Yankee” 
stereotype, as characterized in generally ill-docum ented myths 
of pioneer life on the northeastern frontier. H all emerges from 
the pages of his account book, and from other prim ary sources 
(including correspondence and tax records), as an individual 
who had not only mastered the cooper’s trade and developed 
the specialized skills of a gunsm ith, but who could function 
com petently as a m illw right and housewright, a boatbuilder, a 
retail m erchant, a m ilitary leader, an effective partic ipan t in 
organizational governance and activities, a public official, and 
p roprie tor of a commercial produce garden. W hat seems most 
rem arkable about all this is not the eclectic scope of H a ll’s 
interests and abilities, but the fact that this scope seems not to 
have been regarded as singular or even noteworthy by any of his 
M aine contem poraries. In his later years at H arpers Ferry, H all
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was recognized (with somewhat grudging adm iration) as a 
versatile, am bitious, energetic, im patient and innovative ind i­
vidual — a quintessential “Y ankee/’ One southern observer 
noted in 1828 that it seemed essential (if perhaps regrettable) to 
rely upon  such “Yankees” as the m otivating force for progress 
am id the trad ition-bound society and economy of the southern 
states.

Here at home, however, H a ll’s “Yankee-ness” seems to 
have gone unnoticed am id the general tenor of the time and 
place. T he drive, initiative, and adaptability w hich seemed 
extraordinary on the banks of the Shenandoah River were 
apparently  accepted as the norm  on the shores of Casco Bay — 
essential prerequisites for “m aking do” in Maine.

A more detailed analysis of John  H. H a ll’s early life and 
work in M aine (1781-1818) is developed in a m anuscript based 
upon  the H all account book and other previously unpublished 
sources, w hich I am presently preparing  for publication  at the 
M aine State Museum. T he m anuscript, tentatively titled 
Buckets to Breechloaders: John H. Hall in Maine, is scheduled 
for publication in 1986.

Ron Kley is Registrar-Curator at the Maine State Museum  
in A ugusta. He received a Bachelor's degree at Dartmouth and a 
Master's from M IT and Harvard, and has also studied at Boston 
University. He has been associated with the Maine State 
Museum since 1968 and is now preparing a manuscript on 
gunsmith John H. Hall.
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