
Edition 2023-1                                                   Published by                                           
C. Sharps Arms Co., Inc.      

 
                                    Their First Sharps Rifles, page 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Manufacturers of A WORLD-FAMOUS SERIES of Classic Metallic Cartridge Rifles and Classic Sights 
P.O. Box 885, Big Timber, MT 59011   Phone: 406-932-4353   Fax: 406-932-4443 

  2023             www.csharpsarms.com  *  info@csharpsarms.com                2023 

http://www.csharpsarms.com/


THE AMERICAN 
SHARPS SHOOTERS 

Publisher: C. Sharps Arms Co. Inc., John R. Schoffstall – President 
Mike Nesbitt - - - Editor (miken54@aol.com) 

Allen Cunniff --- Field Contributor (tpigskin@comcast.net) 
Jerry Mayo—Field Contributor (jmayo444@gmail.com,) 

Rick Hamilton—Field Contributor (sandhillcowboy1@gmail.com) 
Leo J. Remiger--Historical Contributor (sturmgeschutze@acsalaska.net) 

Mike Moran---Field Contributor (michael.moran248@gmail.com) 

             Table of contents:                  Page 

         OUR FIRST SHARPS RIFLES by Mike Moran & Mike Nesbitt…………….…..…......3 
         OLD WEST CENTERFIRES by Jerry Mayo.………………………………………8    
          A FOUR-LEGGED INDIAN by Leo Remiger…..……..…………………………………..11  
          Outstanding Products ……………….……………………………..…….................................14 
          A Bucket List Self-forged Buffalo Knife by Rick Hamilton……………….……………...17

    
“With malice toward none, with charity for all...let us bind up the wounds of this nation.” 
                                          Abraham Lincoln,      2nd Inaugural Address, 1865 
                
 

mailto:miken54@aol.com
mailto:tpigskin@comcast.net
mailto:rhamilton@nntc.net
mailto:sturmgeschutze@acsalaska.net


OUR FIRST SHARPS RIFLES 
                                                by Mike Moran & Mike Nesbitt 

 Some of this has been said before but this time I think some details can be added which haven’t been 
talked about previously.  But to get us all on the right track, Mike Moran and I were talking about telling our 
stories and one of the boys, Jerry Mayo, suggested we print this in a conversational format, so that’s what we’ll 
try to do.  After all, that’s the way this story was born.  Then, because my experiences pre-date Mike Moran’s 
shooting by several years, we thought about a picture in the style of The Scout and the Tenderfoot painting by 
Ralph Heinz for the cover of this edition.  And, to kick things off let me give you some of my background. 
          Mike Nesbitt 
Mike Nesbitt’s Story 
 The first Sharps I ever fired was an old carbine, an 1859 or a ’63 which 
had been converted to .50-70.  That gun belonged to a fellow member of the 
Cascade Mountain Men and we met one afternoon about 1975 in a gravel pit to 
do some shooting.  No formal targets were used but I still remember how 
nicely that .50-70 would get a tin can rolling while shooting at just 30 yards.  
That was interesting, and I burned up his ammunition with glee, but shooting 
that carbine didn’t sink into my veins to the point that I had to have one. 

 What did sink into my skin came some 
years later, in the summer of 1980 to be 
specific, at a muzzleloading rendezvous when a fellow named Jim Kilts 
showed up with a breechloading 1863 Sharps percussion copy in .54 caliber.  
His gun was of the “Gemmer” style and he’d let interested shooters take a 
shot or two.  I don’t remember how many times I shot that rifle but I did get 
in line to shoot it more than once. 
 Jim worked at the young gun-making company called C. Sharps Arms, 
that’s when I first heard about them.  But I was hooked and as soon as I 
could, contact was made with John Schoffstall about making plans for me to 
pay a visit to the shop.  That was when C. Sharps Arms was located in 
Richland, Washington.  During my first conversation with John, I learned that 
they had another Gemmer already built and ready for sale.  I wanted it and 
after just moment’s worth of consideration, I bought it. 
 The Gemmer was just what I had been dreaming about although what I 
wanted was one of those 
“Hawken styled” rifles in .45-     

   Jim Kilts with his ’63 Gemmer        70 caliber.  The gun I got was 
a .50-90.  I could not wait to have a .45-70 built because I 
already had a hunt planned for the new Sharps.  Time was not 
on my side and that was when I was writing the black powder 
column for GUNS magazine.  Along with the rifle, John 
Schoffstall made sure I had a set of reloading dies complete 
with a file trim die, at least one box of ammunition, an RCBS 
bullet mold, and a bullet sizing die, along with a copy of the 
rather new book “Sharps Firearms” by Frank Sellers. 
 Immediately, Jim Kilts took me out to a nearby range to 
help me sight the rifle in.  That wasn’t too hard to do, and if I 
recall, most of the shooting was done at just 50 yards.  This rifle 
has an adjustable open sight on the rear of the barrel and I never             John Schoffstall at the shop in Richland     
did fit the gun with peep sights.  And no shooting was ever done with it, or sighting-in, at over 100 yards.  
Doing such immediate shooting was really a big help. 



 That purchase and introduction put me right in the “Sharps shootin’” bunch and I never got over it.  The 
rifle was quickly taken home where I tried reloading my empties and found no problems there.  In those days it 
seemed like most black powder cartridge shooters used duplex loads, with a small dose of smokeless powder 
under the main charge of black powder.  If I remember things correctly, my load used 81 grains of FFg (Dupont 
or GOEX) on top of 9 grains of #4198.  That made a 10% smokeless duplex load.  The bullets from the RCBS 
mold were flat nosed, like they were meant for a lever action with a tube magazine, and listed at 515 grains.  
Actually, they were heavier than that but they certainly were effective. 
 I didn’t have the time to see how well my loads worked because I had a hunt to go on in Oregon, for 
deer.  This new .50/90 was certainly wanted for use on that hunt. 
  
 
 
 
 
                                          “King David,” the C. Sharps Arms Model 1874 Gemmer/Sharps in .50/90 caliber 

 
My new rifle was easily the center of attention on the hunt.  At least five other guys were there and they 

all wanted to shoot my new gun.  With less than 20 rounds to my name I told them to wait until I had brought in 
a deer, then they could shoot up whatever ammo remained.  As it turned out, I got a nice meaty doe (just what I 
was looking for) with one shot.  She didn’t drop like a rock when hit but even so, there was no doubt about it.  
A second shot wasn’t needed. 
 One part of this story that I’ve never told is how the ranch owner (the late Dale Nelson) rode his horse 
up the other side of the ridge from where I sat waiting.  His plan was that he’d chase any game over the ridge 
and right into my range of fire.  That certainly worked. 
 Moments after I had taken my shot, Dale rode over the ridge and passed the place where the deer had 
been.  “What did you shoot it with?” was his comment.  The bullet had gone through the ribs and the lungs, 
splattering the trees and brush with “evidence” on the far side. 
 That was my first game with a Sharps, and my first game with a “Big .50” as well.  To me that was very 
memorable.  Also memorable was how my pictures of getting the rifle, sighting it in, and getting the deer were 
all on the same roll of film.  (Remember those rolls of film??)  My story about that rifle and that deer hunt was 
published in GUNS magazine in their May, 1981 issue called Mountain Man’s Breechloader.  That story told 
most of what there was about the hunt, the rifle, and the loads used but now let me add a little more to the tale. 
 Those other hunters were not letting me forget that I promised they could shoot the “Big .50” if I had 
brought in some game with it.  The first to step forward to take a shot was a young preacher and his previous 
shooting experience had been limited to his heavy .50 caliber flintlock Hawken rifle while shooting round ball 
and the .30 caliber M-1 carbine.  In other words, he had never experienced shooting a rifle that had a real 
reputation for recoil and this .50-90 Gemmer has a standard weight barrel and the rifle weighs only nine pounds.  
But he knew how to shoot so I handed him the rifle and one cartridge. 
 Then I turned to step away, giving him plenty of room, and when I turned back, he was aiming the rifle 
with the forearm balanced on his fingertips.  He wasn’t holding the gun firmly at all.  Just as I tried to shout a 
warning, he fired.  He didn’t drop the gun and I do give him credit for that.  What he did do was almost as 
spectacular, he baptized that rifle right on the spot!  He shouted out such oaths and so many holy phrases, all 
without missing a thing.  He used all of the right words, not necessarily in the proper order, but they were all 
there!  After such a colorful christening, I named the big rifle “King David.” 
 The following year saw that rifle in action again, this time using 500-grain paper patched bullets and the 
target was a fair-sized black bear, taken in north central Washington.  The bear was treed and no more than 35 
yards away, so it was almost hit with full “muzzle energy.”  That bullet was not recovered and I have yet to find 
a bullet from a .50 Sharps that has remained in the animal, such as under the skin on the far side.  

Now this rifle doesn’t get used as much as my other Sharps.  For one thing, my eyes would want that 
sight moved forward and I don’t want to do that.  If I was to hunt with this gun again, I’d put a sporting peep 
sight on it.  But it was, and shall forever remain, my first Sharps.  In that way, nothing else can ever replace it. 



Mike Moran’s Story                                                                                              

I met Mike Nesbitt back about 10 years ago at a rendezvous where 
he was my trail guide.  I was new to black powder muzzleloader shooting 
and Mike proved not only to be a good mentor but became a good friend 
as well.  Over the next few years, we spent a lot of time together shooting 
at the various club events in our area.  Not long after I got my feet wet 
with muzzleloading, Mike started talking to me about shooting a Sharps.   

The first time Mike let me try one of his Sharps was back in 2015, 
but unfortunately, I was too smitten with the front stuffers to take on another hobby.  But he’s a patient man 

(and I think he knew he’d set the 
hook) and over the years I’d join 
him at a couple of the Old West 
Centerfires matches we have at 
our local range.  I must admit, 
those Sharps are nice shooting 
irons, and Mike was most 
gracious in lending me different 
models and calibers to try out.  
But there wasn’t any room in the 
schedule or budget, so I kept the 
Sharps at arm’s length.   

They say there is a time 
and a place for everything, and 
apparently the Fall of 2021 was 
my time for a Sharps.  
Retirement came a little early 
which freed up my Wednesday 
mornings to meet Mike and the 
other guys of the Black River 
Buffalo Runners for some     

Here’s Moran in his first match, first time shooting over cross-sticks                  practice time at the range.   
Suddenly, I was soaking in all the minute details of the guns, ammunition, and accessories.  I knew I was 
hooked.  The trouble was, where to start?  With C. Sharps Arms having a ten-month waiting list for new rifles, I 
had some time to make a final decision, but it started with a brief call to Montana where Tracie took my order 
and I put down my deposit.   

Over the years I’ve had the opportunity to shoot a Sharps in .45/70, .45/90, .50/70, .50/90, and .44/77 
calibers as well as one shot with a .44/90.  (That sucker kicked!)  But because of how infrequently I was 
shooting, it was hard to compare the performance between them.  So, no favorite surfaced out of the bunch.  I 
researched the historical aspect of the buffalo guns, which drew me toward .50/70.  However, since I also  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                               Nesbitt’s often photographed .44/77 was the rifle Moran liked to use.           

 
needed all of the other accessories (brass, bullets, molds, dies, etc.) I went with the .45/70 since I figured I’d                   
have the best chance sourcing those items.  With that said, it was still hard to find things “in stock”.      



“Standard barrel length is thirty inches.  This one has an extra four.” That Quigley movie quote 
prompted another round of discussions on just what is ideal, but I kept to the 30” standard length.  I upgraded to 
the #1 heavy octagon barrel, for both aesthetics and performance.  The standard barrel just seems a bit “tiny” 
when looking at the proportions of the finished gun, and the extra weight should help tame recoil.   

I ordered the gun with a Globe front sight with interchangeable apertures and a spirit level, and a mid-
range deluxe tang sight from Sharps.  No rear sight on the barrel.  Again, I’ve had the benefit of testing out 
numerous sight combinations, and these are the ones that will fit both my eye and my intended shooting style 
the best.  Should I decide to hunt with it in the future, a rear sight and perhaps a different front sight may be 
considered.  The sights will be ordered separately and installed at home.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                 This .45/70 Bridgeport was the rifle Moran used while his rifle was being made.  
 
Now that my gun was ordered, what was I to do?  Well Mike being the guy that he is lent me a gun in 

that same caliber so I could have something to shoot and practice with.  This gave me a chance to gather all the 
reloading supplies and work up some loads.  After a bit of experimentation, I settled on two that worked well, a 
pan lubed 413-grain grease groove bullet from an Accurate 46-413N mold and a paper patched 420-grain bullet 
from a Rapine 449420 mold.  Each of these is set over 70 grains of 1.5 Fg Swiss powder in a Starline case.   

Practice, if it doesn’t make perfect, sure helps head things in that direction.  The weekly time at the 
range helped hone my marksmanship and shake out all the little nuances involved with these rifles.  But the 
highlight of the year was shooting in the Matthew Quigley Buffalo Rifle Match in Montana.  It’s the one chance 
all year I had to really shoot long distance, and I was pleased with my first-time performance.  In order to 
practice up for that, we have a local event we call Buffalo Camp, which incorporates a “Little Quigley” shoot 
using proportionate sized targets at 100- and 200-yard distances.   

My ten-month wait stretched into fifteen months, but finally my rifle shipped from C. Sharps Arms.  
And even though I’d been shooting one all year, the charm of my first Sharps was still there.  Unboxing it, I 
almost thought it was the wrong gun, but I realized that because I was looking so closely at it, I was seeing 
details I skipped over on Mike’s gun.  It also took a few minutes to realize it looked a bit “naked” without the 
tang sight mounted.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                              And here’s Moran’s first Sharps, a fine .45/70 Hartford with a #1 Heavy 30” barrel. 
After a regimented break-in procedures involving cleaning the bore after every shot for the first ten, then 

every other shot for the next ten, I was ready to get down to business.  The sight settings are slightly different on 
this gun, so I turned to a fresh page in the notebook and started experimenting.  So far, I’m extremely pleased 
with how it shoots, now that I’ve got a hundred or so rounds through it.  I can’t wait to try it out at the big 
Quigley match this year as well as at our Buffalo Camp.   

So, the story of my first Sharps was really about two different guns – the one I learned to shoot with, and 
the one I first owned.  Both guns will hold a special place in my heart, and I sure do thank Mike for giving me 
the opportunity to get so familiar with the one he lent me.  Now I’m ready to get some time in the saddle with 
my new gun, and hope that my next one comes a just a bit quicker than my first.     



 



  The Black River Buffalo Runners’    

      Old West Centerfires 
                                                                                                                               
                                                                By Jerry Mayo 

                                    
This month we set aside the chase for aggregate scores and enjoy the 

first of four specialty matches to be held during this year.  It’s time to pull 
out the trusty .50/70 cartridge and feel the power of the past. The .50/70 was 
the first center fire cartridge adopted for use by the United States Army.  
The .50/70 saw only seven years use before being replaced by the .45/70.  
Originally developed for use in the 1866 Springfield Trapdoor, other guns 
could be found chambered in the .50/70 such as the Remington Rolling 
Block and the Sharps.  Outside its military service, the .50/70 enjoyed popularity with buffalo hunters 
and many of what we would now call legends of the Old West.  But this is the cartridge that still lives 
on for hunters and shooting enthusiasts.   And that is why the venerable .50/70 certainly deserves to 
be remembered.    

We had eight shooters brave the cold on this morning.  And by cold, I mean in the 20’s, 
maybe even 19!  Not an environment in which this group has to shoot on a regular basis.  On the 
positive side the visibility was, for the most part, great.  One of our eight shooters is not a .50/70 
shooter (yet) and will be scored separately. Let’s take a look at how it all played out. 

 Also, we had a guest photographer on this 
day and quite a brave one.  A big thanks goes to 
Tom Witt for bringing his drone, not a balloon, and 
getting some pictures from an angle that you don’t 
want to see in person.  Tom Brown acted as our 
Range Safety Officer for this event and threw on a 
coffee pot.  Much appreciated in this cold.  Bob 
DeLisle and Tom Brown ran the scoring table while 
Mike Nesbitt managed the prize table.  Thanks to 
you all.  The course of fire for this specialty match 
is our standard aggregate setup which consists of ten 
shots at 100 yards at a single-bullseye target, ten 
more shots at a 200 yards single bullseye target.  
The targets may be shot in any order. 

         Mike Nesbitt fires while Jerry Mayo spots the shot 
Our top shooter on this day was Allen 

Cunniff (in photo at right) with a 188-2X.  
Allen was using his 1874 C. Sharps Arms in 
.50/70.  Good shootin’ Allen!  In second place 
was Bob DeLisle.  Bob shot a 174-2X with his 
1874 C. Sharps Arms in .50/70.   Our third-
place shooter was “Loco” Jeff Ritter with his 
Remington Rolling Block in .50/70 firing a 
154.  Tom Witt comes in fourth.  When not 
operating the drone, Tom was able to post a 
149.  Excellent multi-tasking Tom.    Rounding 
out the top five is me, Jerry Mayo.  I was able 



to grab 142 points with my C. Gove 
inspired Remington Rolling Block in 
.50/70.  In sixth place was Jeff “Doc” 
Ritter shooting a Springfield Trapdoor 
sporter in .50/70 and posting a 140.  
Seventh place with a 139 went to Mike 
Nesbitt and his heavy 1874 C. Sharps in 
.50/70 called “Moonbeam”.   

 Mike Holeman was our shooter 
not using a .50/70.  Mike used an 1885 C. 
Sharps Arms’ Highwall in .38/55 for a 
score of 148-2X. 

The detailed scoring is shown 
below.  The scoring table is for this shoot 
only and does not affect the yearly             

            Tom Witt aims for a steady shot with his .50/70 Sharps           aggregate.   
                       Scores for .50/70 
                      Name             Rifle/Cartridge         100 yd.  200 yds. Total   

1st  Allen Cunniff         C. Sharps Arms. .50/70        92-X  96-X  188-2X                
2nd Bob DeLisle         C. Sharps Arms. .50/70        87-X  87-X  174-2X  
3rd  “Loco” Jeff Ritter       Rem. Rolling Block .50/70        82    72  154 
4th Tom Witt         C. Sharps Arms .50/70        69   80  149 
5th Jerry Mayo         Rem. Rolling Block .50/70        71   71  142 
6rd  “Doc” Jeff Ritter         Springfield Trapdoor.50/70        73   67  140 
7th Mike Nesbitt         C. Sharps Arms. .50/70        76   63  139 
 

Scores for Non .50/70 
                      Name             Rifle/Cartridge         100 yd.  200 yds. Total   

Mike Holeman         1885 C. Sharps Highwall, .38-55        71-X    77-X  148-2X                
 
 

Our after-match was good test of the single shot .22 rifles. We had eight shooters post the 10.5-
inch target, normally used for our pistol matches, at fifty yards.  Modern .22 long rifle ammunition was 
used.  This match is a winner-takes-all and with a score of 99 -7X, our winner today was Bob DeLisle.  
Congratulations Bob.  Next month our second aggregate Old West Centerfires match is on 18 Mar, 
2023.  Keep an eye    on the Capitol City Rifle and Pistol Club calendar (CCRPClub.org), for upcoming 
black powder events as well as other shooting opportunities. 



 
Don’t worry about a billionaire who became a politician, worry about politicians who become billionaires! 



A FOUR LEGGED INDIAN 
 

By W.F. Nichols 
Submitted by Leo J. Remiger 

 
Recreation magazine was managed and edited by George O. Shields who used the “fusil de plume” of “Coquina.”  
The magazine provided entertaining as well as educational stories for the time period (1894 to at least 1912).  
Shields was an ardent conservationist and very vocal in what he regarded as “game hogs” taking excessive 
amounts of game during their hunts, regardless of whether they were sport hunters, fishermen, or market hunters.  
Virtually every issue has photos or remarks regarding game conservation and the excesses of some individual or 
party taking what he considered in excess of their needs. 
 
Shields was also the author of numerous entertaining books describing his hunting adventures such as “Hunting 
in the Great West” also known as “Rustlings in the Rockies,” and “Cruisings in the Cascades.”  He also authored 
“Camping and Camp Outfits,” “The Blanket Indian of the Northwest,” “The Big Game of North America,” 
“American Game Fishes,” and co-authored “The Nez Percé Campaign, 1877: Two Accounts of Chief Joseph and 
the Defeat of the Nez Percé” should you decide to take a look at them. 
 
Regarding the hunting stories in Recreation magazine, it’s difficult to determine in some cases whether the stories 
are factual, based on factual events, or complete fiction.  The following story is such an article.  W.F. Nichols had 
written two articles for this issue, this one titled “A Four Legged Indian” and another titled “A Trip With The 
Wrong Gun.”   I have not researched W.F. Nichols so know nothing about him.  However, I do know he can write 
an entertaining story regardless whether truth or fiction.   
 

A Four Legged Indian 
 
“I was a member of Company “A,” 11th Kansas Volunteer Cavalry.  In the spring of ’65 a portion 
of the regiment was ordered out on a 10 days’ scout under our colonel, Tom Moonlight. 
 
“We were stationed at what was known as the Upper Bridge on the North Platte, in Wyoming. 
 
“We were ordered to scout the Powder River country under the guidance of the noted Jim Bridger, 
hunter, trapper, and Indian fighter.  Bridger had located (by sign) a band of about 200 Sioux. 
 
“We marched to where they had been camped, but they had fled.  On our return march we camped 
for noon rest on a beautiful little stream which so charmed the colonel that he decided to remain 
there over night. 
 
“Being then, as now, an ardent sportsman, I took my carbine and 2 heavy revolvers, and in 
company with Sergeant John Bristow (now living in Eastern Kansas) sauntered off on a hunt, going 
eventually 3 miles or so from camp, crossing on the way 3 or 4 low ridges. 
 
“We were standing on a slight elevation looking for game, when we espied, approaching on a trail 
which passed close to us, a dense cloud of dust.  Being on an Indian scout we, of course, took it 
for a small band of Sioux.  Measures must be quickly adopted looking toward a scrap. 
 
“Utterly forgetting that my companion was the vested authority on the ground, I assumed 
command and ordered an ambush, which I disposed behind 2 large boulders near by.  Lying flat 



on the ground, we placed our cartridges and percussion caps beside us, and awaited the approach 
of the enemy. 
 
“When the dust cloud had come to within 200 yards of us, a slight flow of the wind blew it 
backward and revealed the enemy – a large buffalo bull.  I need not say the disappointment was 
agreeable.  Both of us had seen Indians before, but neither had ever seen a wild buffalo. 
 
“Rapidly I instructed the sergeant, telling him where to aim, etc.  True, I had never shot a buffalo, 
but I had heard old hunters tell how to do it, and acted on the capital of the old stories, telling him 
to aim at the shoulder – low down. 
 
“Well, when the old fellow was opposite us and not more than 30 or 35 yards from us, I gave the 
word.  Our guns were discharged simultaneously; the reports were one. 
 
“The bull instantly left the trail and ran in a circle partly round us, but before we could reload our 
carbines he fell.  Of course, we were elated, and each claimed the shot. 
 
“On reaching our victim we found that one bullet had, indeed, pierced his heart, but what had 
become of the other?  On skinning him we found it.  It had struck the tail about midway.  A more 
perfect center shot could not have been made. 
 
“In camp I tried to claim that shot, but to no avail.  I was known to be the best shot in camp, and 
the sergeant rather a poor one.  He rarely afterward referred to the buffalo, as some of the boys 
were sure to chaff him about firing so far back – to save the meat.” 

 
“A Four Legged Indian,” W.F. Nichols, Recreation, Volume X, Number 3, March 1899, 19 West 24th Street, New York, 1899, Page 180 



 
      “A body of men holding themselves accountable to nobody ought not to be trusted by anybody,” Thomas Paine 



 

   OUTSTANDING PRODUCTS:  by Mike Nesbitt 
 

  Ontario Knife Company—"Old Hickory” 
 Do you think you might need a good, traditional skinning knife for peeling a beef, a buffalo, or other big 
game?  If so, take a look at the Old Hickory skinner made by the Ontario Knife Company.  This is a favorite of 
mine even though I have not had the chance to use one, at least not in the capacity that it was made for.  I like 
its looks and I like its heft, it has some weight to it.  Also, this knife is made in the USA and I like that too. 
 There is some history behind these knives although that doesn’t reach all the way back to the buffalo 
hunting days.  Ontario Knife Company started business in 1889, in New York.  The name “Ontario Knife 
Company” came from their location in Ontario County.  Their very early knives were made on waterpowered 
grindstones and sold from a pushcart, almost door to door, in the local area. 
 The company grew and more space was needed, so they moved and relocated in an old saw mill, still 
being run by water power.  Then another move, about 1902, took them to their current location in Franklinville, 
New York.  And in 1902, the company was incorporated, keeping the Ontario Knife Company name. 
 More growth was on the horizon and in 1904 another cutlery company bought the original Ontario Knife 
Company and in 1905 the two companies were merged while still keeping the Ontario Knife Company name.  
A new building wase constructed between 1912 and 1914 which is still in use. 
 Then in 1923 they started the “Old Hickory” line of hammer forged knives.  That makes those Old 
Hickory knives 100 years old, not old enough to be veterans of the great buffalo hunts, certainly, but plenty old 
enough to be considered a fine American tradition. 

 Last June, Mike 
Moran and I headed into 
Forsyth from “Quigleyville” 
because Mike needed some 
bolts and washers to make a 
repair on his rifle, gear, and 
saddle cart.  We went into a 
very nice, and to me an old 
fashioned, hardware store.  
In that store was a complete 
display of the Old Hickory 
knives, all for sale and in a 
class covered case.  I didn’t 
buy any of the knives at that 
time but I did think about 

going back just to get one.   
 Instead, I found the knife shown in the picture on the internet where they can be easily located, very 
often on sale.  This is the knife I already said is a favorite of mine and I have used it for utilitarian duties, like 
cutting cardboard boxes apart, but not for skinning as intended.  Maybe that can be fixed someday.  I shouldn’t 
mention a specific price for the knife but a quick trip to the Old Hickory web site shows a price of $21.92.   And 
a quick look on eBay turned up a source for this 6” bladed skinning knife, with the hammer forged blade and 
wooden handle grips, for just under $20 and that included free shipping.  In my opinion, that’s hard to beat for a 
knife that’s this good.  On top of all that, this knife is very sharp when you get it. 
 Of course, Ontario Knife Company makes a lot more than just the Old Hickory line but it is the Old 
Hickory knives that appeal the most to me. 
 
“Civilization is always in danger when those who have never learned to obey  
            are given the right to command,” Bishop Fulton J. Sheen 



                                               A GREEN RIVER KNIFE 
Usually, this column is reserved for new items, which are in current production.  This time, however, I 

want to talk about something that isn’t exactly available today.  The example I’ll be talking about is an antique 
with characteristics that are not made anymore, even though the basic Green River butcher knife is still being 
made in several versions or styles.   

There are two features about this knife, both of which teased me into buying it.  One is the handle, or the 
handle grips, which are made of ebony and held on with three large rivets.  The other is the name “Russell, 

Green River 
Works” etched 
into the steel of 
the blade.  I’ll be 
talking at least a 
little about both 

of those features, perhaps exposing my reasons for wanting this knife. 
It’s hard to pin down the 

approximate date of manufacture for an 
old Green River knife but there are 
some hints that can give us rough ideas.  
This is the way I understand things at 
this time and let me warn you, I might 
not be right.  We might call the 
“classic” Green River butcher knife 

from the buffalo hunting days as having the beechwood grips held on with five pins.  That was their basic and 
cheapest version of those knives.  Also, in that era, the forged blades would have tapered tangs.  But at the same 
time, more expensive versions of those knives were being made, as illustrated in the 1884 J. Russell Cutlery 
Company catalog.  Most of the knives with the more expensive woods for grips had those grips held on with 
three rivets (whereas the short 4 ½” bladed “butcher,” which was often referred to as the “Sheath Knife, usually 
had just two large rivets through the dark wood handles), often three big rivets or a large rivet at each end of the 
handles with a small rivet in the middle. 

The blade markings can give us some hints about the date of production and the old trademarks which 
were stamped into the blades were used up until 1890.  That is approximately when the trademarks began being 
applied to the blades via acid etching.  (Although, the stamped trademark remained in use on some models, 
perhaps the thicker bladed knives like the Bowies and the meat cleavers.)  At a glance, the acid etched blades 
appear to be stamped because the trademark is “indented” below the surface of the side of the knife blade. 

In 1933 the old and failing J. Russell Cutlery Company was bought by the Harrington Cutlery Co., that’s 
90 years ago now.  But the new Russell Harrington Company lived on and the Green River line of knives 
remained available.  What features were added or discontinued, I can’t say, but it wasn’t too long after that 
when the trademarks began to be electro-etched on the surface of the blades as they are today. 

These glimpses into the history of the Green River knives, mixed in with some good guesses by other 
people, make me want to suggest that this knife was made between 1900 and 1940.  This one has an 8-inch 
blade, with ebony grips held with three large brass rivets, on the non-tapered tang, with the acid etched 
trademark where the “R” on Russell is pierced by an arrow.  This all appears to be a knife I could use, so I’ll 
make heavy leather sheath for it, big enough to fit over a cartridge belt, with that made-in-camp look.  And I’ll 
use it, probably just mainly for opening my mail and buttering my biscuits, but it will see use. 

Finding old Green River knives in this day and age is somewhat like finding gold, those knives are 
where you find them.  They’re something to keep your eyes open for and now that I have this one, I won’t quit 
looking for more.  And a skinning knife, with the upturned blade, would be a perfect partner, making this the 
“ripping-knife” of the set. 
 



                          “I was educated once, it took me years to get over it,” Mark Twain 



A Bucket List Self-forged Buffalo Knife 
 

                                                                                    By Rick Hamilton 
 

Knives have always fascinated me from my youngest memories. 
While growing up I used them on the ranch for skinning furs that I trapped, 
cleaning prairie chickens, geese, ducks, turkeys, pigs, and cows.  As time 
went on I advanced to field dressing deer and larger wild game, which 
increased my interest in various knives and their specific functions. 

Fast forwarding through the early part of my life brought me to 
raising, outfitting, and guiding buffalo hunts on our ranch. This brought about 
the subsequent need to field dress the critters when we first started and I 
learned a lot on my own about the knives to use as well. As time went on I 
also gained a wealth of information from the processor we used for almost two decades. I would usually stay 
and watch the whole process of skinning and field dressing our client’s buffalo. This allowed me to question 
him on the specifics of knife functions, their sharpening, and styles best suited for specific functions.  

Catering to sharps rifle hunters in our buffalo outfitting business naturally brought me to studying the 
knives used by the early buffalo hunters during the 1870’s. Having had a lifetime interest in forging it was a 
natural extension for me to desire to hand forge my own. As life went on, there finally came a point where I 
decided I had better designate it as a bucket list priority and attempt one! 

I had set aside some metal I found from an old horse drawn disc that was half buried in the trees here on 
the ranch. Testing the metal on a grinder produced good sparks with a flowery bouquet, indicative of higher 
carbon steel. This I thought would provide a little nostalgic history to the knife as well. 

Keeping things as simple as possible I 
decided to make a small forge from insulating 
bricks that was originally designed to heat 
treat knife blanks. Hollowing out a concave 
tube the length of two bricks and fitting them 
together gives an instant small forge. I drilled 
a small hole between the halves and inserted 
a MAPP gas torch into it, directed somewhat 
to the rear. Another brick can be placed in the 
back of the opening to use as a heat control. 
The idea was found on a Google U tube 
video. 

For an anvil I resurrected a piece of 
old railroad iron from the shop. I placed it on 
a large section of wood I cut from a dead tree 
in our yard, and placed a couple of lag bolts 
on the side to help hold in place. A short 
handled 4# sledge hammer and a pair of 
blacksmith’s tongs from a friend completed 
most of the tools needed. My total forging 
experience at this point had been making one 
fire striker for a flint and steel kit from an old 
rake tooth. 

I then proceeded with shaping the rectangular, but curved and twisted, piece of metal from the old disc 
into a flattened and thinner shape. Using the tongs to hold the metal I heated to an orange-red color and 
removed it to the anvil and began to shape it with blows from the hammer. As the metal cools you can feel 
when it needs to be re-heated again, as the blows lose their desired effect. I was looking for a uniform overall 
thickness and flatness.  



Next, I needed to determine the style of knife and blade shape I wanted. I had previously done some 
research on the sunken Bertrand steamship that went down on April 1, 1865, bound for Virginia City in 
Montana Territory. Having visited the DeSoto Bend visitor center, near Missouri Valley, IA, that houses the 
salvaged cargo, I found some pictures of knives that were salvaged from the wreck over 100 years later in mint 
condition.  

One that caught my eye due to the blade shape was a Lamson & Goodnow knife. These were the 
dominant knife makers from the latter part of the Green River knives to the buffalo hunting days. 

I decided on making a similar one with a full length tang and a blade that was what I would term as a 
hunter/skinner combo, some old literature calls them butcher knives. The blade would be 4 ½” in length with 
about a 5 ½” handle, which fit the historical descriptions. 

Next, I drew an outline on the forged metal. Then that was clamped in a vise and used an angle grinder 
with cut-off wheel to rough cut the outline. I only had one fight with the angle grinder when it attacked my vest 
and wrapped up…..use caution and heavy gloves with eye 
protection! Using a 4”x30” belt sander I was able to refine all 
the edges and smooth them.  

Then it was time to scribe the center line of the cutting 
edge. Using an old pair of steel calipers rendered useless by a 
drop on the floor, I set them so they measured not quite half 
way across the thickness of the edge. I used a red magic 
marker to color the whole of the flat cutting edge. Then setting 
one of points of caliper on top of edge and the other on the flat 
part of the edge, I proceeded to score a line on the flat part of 
cutting edge that is just slightly off center. Next turn the blade 
over and do the same on other side. This will leave you two 
parallel lines running down the center which should be the 
thickness of a dime apart. 

Now the object is to grind a flat bevel, a v-grind from 
the old literature, on each side of the blade from the back down 
to the scribed line on the cutting edge closest to that face. You 
then repeat on the other side. This will leave you with a cutting 
edge about a dimes thickness. This is tedious work.  

I used the 1” grinder with 40 grit to start as it removes a 
lot of metal in a hurry. As I got closer to the edge I went to 
hand filing until finished. You leave the back of the blade at its 
original thickness and angle down to the cutting edge. The 
resultant cutting edge of a dime’s width is less likely to warp 
during the quench. Final sharpening is done after quenching 



On the bevel grind I started a little over 4 1/2” from the point to replicate the historic knife. Each 
progressive pass starts to leave a pronounced line indent on the blade called the plunge line. You make a few 
passes on one side and then do reverse side, making sure the plunge lines meet at the edge. The plunge line 
should taper from the cutting edge to the top edge of the back. 

At this point I drilled three rivet holes in the tang for hafting the handle. I recommend getting some 
cobalt alloy drill bits as sometimes the metal can be hard on regular bits. It is easier to drill now before 
quenching and tempering. Now we were ready for the quench. 

Before the quench I heated the blade up to non-magnetic (a magnet won’t stick to the metal) and held in 
heat just a little longer, then I let air cool to room temperature. Repeat. This is called normalizing and helps 
reduce the stress in the iron before subjecting to the dreaded quench! 

The quench makes the blade extremely hard. Again, the blade is heated to non-magnetic and just slightly 
hotter for a little bit and then plunged straight down into quenching liquid for rapid cooling. I used canola oil in 
a large, small diameter metal pot. I heated the oil to 130 deg. on a camp stove. Not knowing exactly the steel 
type, it was a bit of guesswork on the temp and duration in the liquid. I used around 13 seconds. After cooling 
take a file and use it on the blade. If quenched correctly the file should just “skate” on the metal without digging 
in.  You can do a search to help find various liquids and temps to use for quenching. Occasionally the oil will 
catch fire, so wear gloves and safety glasses at all times when forging. 

If you did not get the dreaded warp on the blade during the quench, and luckily, I did not, you are ready 
to heat treat.  The blade after quenching is extremely hard and brittle. Tempering with the heat treat softens the 
metal and also reduces the brittleness. Over doing the heat temper either way can make a knife too soft that 
won’t hold an edge or one that is so hard that it can’t be sharpened. The higher the heat temper the softer the 
blade becomes. The harder knives are also more prone to breakage. The Rockwell scale is the rating for this. 

To heat treat I pre-heated the oven to 425 deg. and then placed the blade on the rack in center. After 2 
hours I shut oven off and let cool to room temperature. Repeat.  

One is now ready to grind the final cutting edge on the blade.  I started with a finer grit on the 1” x 30” 
belt grinder and handholding the blade with the cutting edge up. Alternating faces helps keep your final edge 
centered. A very important caveat is that when using a higher speed grinder and finer grits on a tempered blade, 
it can get hot enough to take the temper out and ruin the blade. I had a container of water and continually dipped 
the blade in as I was grinding. You don’t want the blade to get hot enough to where you can’t hand hold it 
without gloves.  

I elected to not sand the blade to a bright finish and instead left the scale on from the quench, giving it 
an old look patina. At this point I wanted to test the blade before hafting the handle.  I cut a carrot into very thin 
slices after chopping away on some hard wood.  Next, I proceeded to trim some thumb size lilacs in our yard 
using a chopping motion. The edge held up very well. The blade is a little on the harder side but sharpens to a 
nice edge. 

Now it was time 
to make the wooden 
scales that I was going to 
rivet on the full tang 
handle. I selected an old 
hickory bow stave that 
had stabilized in the shop 
for years. Placing the 
knife on a flat piece of 
hickory I drew the 
outline of the handle on 
it. I then repeated on 
another piece of wood 
for the other side.  

Using a band saw 
I cut the outline of the handles leaving about a ¼ inch extra. Using a platform grinder, I thinned the scales to the 
width necessary for the cutler’s rivets (Track of the Wolf) I would be using. I clamped the handle scale on one 



side of the tang and used the previously drilled holes in the tang as a guide to drill the holes through the wood 
and then repeated on the opposite side.  

The next process was using a countersink bit from Track of the Wolf to allow the rivet heads to seat 
flush on the handles. I inserted the rivets and heads and then placed on a hard surface and used a small ball peen 
hammer with flat head to rivet the heads together. 

Using the platform grinder again I 
removed the excess ¼” around the edge of the 
handle and refined the shape. I also finished 
smoothing the faces of the handle and 
rounding the edges where necessary. You can 
use sandpaper for the final work. I did not use 
a bolster and tapered the wood towards the 
plunge line which was common during the 
buffalo hunting era.  

To finish the handles, I used a dark 
stain and varnish, both of which were in use 
during the buffalo hunting days. The picture 
shows the finished knife and a sheath I made 
inspired by one of Mike Nesbitt’s previous 
articles in TASS. This sheath is a replica of 
an original. 

For full disclosure I have never had a 
forging lesson and this was my first forged 
knife. I do watch Forged in Fire, and watch a 
lot of U tube videos. I also have a pretty good 
collection of reference books on the subject. 
Somewhere in the shop is an old original 
small portable forge on legs and an array of 
various tongs. I also have Grandad’s old hand 
crank post drill that I remember cranking for 
him when I was young, along with an old 
bench vise. But as shown you can make a 
knife with a bare minimum of equipment, and 
it can all be done by hand if wanted. 

Obviously, there is no way to present 
a completely detailed how-to story on my 
knife making that would fit within the 
confines of a TASS article. I do hope 
however that these outline steps provide you with enough guidance to start researching for further details. I also 
hope this story inspires some other future knife makers who may be on the fence, to get out your own bucket list 
and do it, whatever is on the list!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
         “Fast is fine but accuracy is everything,” Wyatt Earp 
 
  
 


