
 Copyright 2008 Ronald G. Gabel – All rights reserved www.GabelGuns.com 

“Early Pennsylvania Gunsmithing” 
by 

Ronald G. Gabel 

 



 Copyright 2008 Ronald G. Gabel – All rights reserved www.GabelGuns.com 

NOTE: This is only an EXCERPT of the complete “Early Pennsylvania 
Gunsmithing” eBook by pre-1898 antique firearms expert Ronald G. Gabel.  
For the complete eBook please visit Mr. Gabel’s web site at… 

www.GabelGuns.com. 
 
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF EARLY GUNSMITHING SCHOOLS 
 
When rifle making began in this country, every rifle was produced entirely by a 
single master craftsman, skilled in working with wood, iron, silver, and brass. The 
rifle was indeed an art form, decorated with carefully chosen wood, artfully carved, 
and inlaid with engraved brass, silver, ivory, and bone. 
 
Master gunsmiths settled and set up shop in areas where the population was 
expanding. As their businesses grew they engaged apprentices to learn the 
gunsmithing craft. These apprentices eventually went off on their own, hiring 
additional apprentices in their shops. Unique schools of gunsmithing evolved as 
each craftsman of this growing number of gunsmiths to some extent followed the 
style and characteristics of their particular “Old Master.” 
 
Gunsmithing schools are normally referred to using names of counties even though 
county borders seldom define them. More often the actual boundaries of schools 
were geographic features such as rivers and/or mountain ranges. 
 
As time passed, a number of unique subschools evolved within the original schools 
of gunsmithing. Examples of firearms from these subschools can be identified as 
having characteristics of the parent school but also as having their own unique 
characteristics. Subschools evolved in the areas of Kutztown, Reading, and the 
Alamengle region north of Kutztown, to name only a few. 
 
The Pennsylvania rifle quickly evolved from a necessary weapon to an art form as 
American gunsmiths skillfully finalized its style toward the end of the eighteenth 
century. 
 
As I pointed out in my first talk to this Society at Valley Forge in 1976, although 
many rifles are unsigned, they exhibit unique features allowing them to be 
attributed to their areas of manufacture, to their schools, and often even to their 
individual makers. The ability to recognize school l characteristics is necessary for 
the proper identification of unsigned rifles. This ability also proves quite valuable 
in the detection of restorations, repairs, and overimproved rifles. 
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We will now explore characteristic differences between rifles produced by each of 
the four earliest gunsmithing schools. Those schools were located east of the 
Susquehanna River, west of the Delaware River, south of the Blue Mountains, and 
outside of Philadelphia, in the area that in 1770 consisted of Bucks, Berks, Chester, 
Lancaster, and Northampton Counties (Figure 13). 
 
 

 
Figure 13.  Pennsylvania, 1770 (8 Counties). 

 
Berks County School 
 
The typical Berks County nose cap is generally formed from one piece of sheet 
brass and therefore is not open at the muzzle (Figure 32). 
 
A "beaver tail" is often relief-carved at the barrel tang (Figure 33) at the rear 
entrance furrel (Figure 34), and/or to the rear of the lock mortise (Figure 35). 
 
The rear barrel sight tends to be high in the center (Figure 36) with the cross blade 
to the rear of the base. Side plates tend to be heavy beveled brass and normally 
include a stepped down forward area where the front lock bolt screw is located 
(Figure 37). 
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In early Berks County rifles the patchbox release is typically within the heel of the 
butt late, and the release often resembles a second screw (Figure 38). 
 
There are three distinct styles of patchbox finials: the Pannabecker/Haga style 
(Figure 39), the Leonard Reedy style (Figure 40), and the John Bonewitz style 
(Figure 41). The catch in the patchbox door is often fastened with two rivets rather 
than the usual one (Figure 42). 
 
The trigger is broad in width, and the trigger guard (Figure 43) is somewhat similar 
to the 1804 Harpers Ferry half stock rifle in that it is wide in the bow with a long, 
broad rear rail. 
 
Ramrod pipes tend to be fastened with two pins through the wood (Figure 44) 
rather than the usual one. 
 
Cheekpieces tend to be bold (Figure 45), almost European in style. The Berks 
County butt plate is generally broad and straight up and down with a pronounced 
heel (Figure 46). 
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RESOURCES 
For more of Mr. Gabel’s products, visit… 
www.GabelGuns.com 
 
For more information on pre-1898 antique firearms, visit Mr. Gabel’s website… 
www.GabelGuns.com 
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