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Virginia Gun Appears To Be
Unusual Lfi-Inch Whitworth

by John Morris
I had heard rumors of a strange,

long, old cannon with an unusual breech
mechanism, which was supposedly in a
building in Alexandria, Va.

I just happened to be in the vicinity,
and recalled the rumor, which I had not
paid much attention to initially. I
stopped by, and was escorted to a tall
closet where the rusty thing was stan-
ding in a corner. Definitely unusual!

It looked to be about seven feet long
and several inches in diameter, save for
the trunnion band and breech. It had a
hexagonally rifled 1.S-inch bore, but I
couldn't find any markings at all.

The breech mechanism was about 13
inches long. Two steel handles mount on
either end of a bar at the breech. They
were used to unscrew the breech cap
(counterclockwise) for loading.

A heavy hinge at the right of the
breech allowed the fully unscrewed
breech cap to pivot out of the way to

the right. The chamber was merely a
hexagonal continuation of the bore.

I assumed the gun used hexagonal tin
cartridges like its larger relatives. The
breech cap of the gun was frozen and
could not be readily unscrewed. The
vent was drilled through a hex-head bolt
in the rear of the breech cap and was
parallel to the bore.

Later, I inspected the two 2.7S-inch-
bore Whitworths at Gettysburg and
found them very similar to the l.S-inch
gun in many ways. The trunnion bands
were made and held on in the same way,
with locking keys on the trunnion axis.

The trunnion sight holes were in the
same place. The breech ring and hinge
were nearly identical in design. Two
loops under the breech were provided
to secure the elevating screw.

The only noticeable design dif-
ference, in fact, was that the Gettysburg
weapons had large steel balls ter-
minating the breech-operating bar, and
used these in a "tappet" arrangement so

that the breech could be started open
with an impact force.

Also, one of these pieces had a fric-
tion primer guard over the vent to keep
the primer from injuring the crew, since
it would be ejected rearward in line with
the bore upon firing. The 1.S-inch gun
has no tappet; the handles are connected
firmly to the breech cap. This may in-
dicate that the small gun was an earlier
design. Sir Joseph Whitworth, the in-
ventor of these interesting guns, was a
pioneering machinist in England during
the mid-19th century. He developed
machine tools and measuring devices to
then unheard-of standards of precision.

In the 18S0s, he conducted extensive
testing and development to perfect an
extremely accurate military rifle for his
government, and later applied the same
principles to artillery. His cannon and
projectiles were made with machinery
he designed.

The hexagonal projectiles were
machined with very little windage,

A Whitworth 2.75-inch 12 pdr. breechloading rifle on display at Gettysburg National Military Park.
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which increased velocity from a given
powder charge. Since the projectile has
to twist as the rifling did, there was no
uncertainty of spin, as there often was
in the expanding sabots used in many
early muzzleloading rifled cannon.

Whitworth's light rifled cannons

achieved extreme ranges and superb ac-
curacy due to their long, slender projec-
tiles with high spin rates (which ensured
stability even during long flights.)

The slender projectiles could not
carry much of a powder charge, and so
Whitworths were used mostly as

Breech of a Gettysburg National Military Park 2.75-inch breechloader show-
ing tappet handle and primer guard.
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counterbattery weapons during the Civil
War.

Sir Joseph and his weapons are
fascinating topics to study, but there is
relatively little information available in
this country. There are excellent articles
in both Warren Ripley's Artillery and
Ammunition of the Civil War, and
Hazlett, Olmstead and Parks' Field Ar-
tillery Weapons of the Civil War. (If you
don't have these books, buy them.)

I really wanted to track down some
specific information on this small Whit-
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worth, so I contacted a number of ex-
perts who readily shared their informa-
tion with me. Among these were George
Wray, Jack Wells, Warren Ripley, Bill
Smith, Mike Kleinpeter, Tom Dickey,
Chuck Jones, and John Bartleson.

George and Jack have dug deeply in-
to the Whitworth topic and to me, at
least, are the world's leading experts on
it.

Warren tentatively lists a 3 pdr.
breechloading rifle in his book. It has a
1.5-inch bore, 6 by 6 rifling, 72-inch
borlength, 200 Ibs. weight, takes an 8
oz. powder charge, is made of steel, and
is intended for mountain service.

He remembers getting this informa-
tion from A Treatise on Ordnance and
Naval Gunnery by Edward Simpson,
New York, D. Van Nostrand, 1862. I
checked the 1866 edition, which had
that information except that the weight
was listed as 208 pounds.

Similar information, always accom-
panied by engraving which looks just
like the 1.5 inch gun, appeared in two
other sources. One is a six volume work
by Napoleon, Progress de I'Artillery,
Paris, 1871. The other is Treatise on
Ordnance and Armor, by Alexander L.
Holley, New York, D. Van Hostrand,
1865.

The latter gave the most complete
data, although it does not specifically
state that the gun is breechloading.
Weight is not mentioned, but the follow-
ing information, which was not in Simp-
son's book, is given:

Twist: One turn in 40 inches
Initial velocity: 1300 fps.
No. of rev. per sec.: 400

Elevation Actual Range
Degrees Feet

3 4707
10 12567
20 20970
35 28740

The above range table, Jack tells me,
is from the Record of Test of a 3 pdr.
Whitworth rifle at Southport, England,
on February 15 and 17, 1860. Twelve
and 80 pdrs. were also tested there at
that time.

George wrote to say that he felt I had
one of the five or six 3 pdr. experimen-
tal test guns Whitworth made from late
1857 through late 1859.

Warren told me that the appearance
of this gun solved a problem, in that
there had been some doubt, since his
book was published, as to the actual ex-
istence of the 1.5-inch Whitworth
breechloader.
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ings on the piece, so to the diehard
purist, my identification of this as a
1.5-inch Whitworth will remain ten-
tative. But the lack of regular markings
could be easily explained if it was indeed
one of Joseph Whitworth's early ex-
perimental pieces. There would be no
reason to mark it if it was only for his
own use.

I eventually managed to acquire the
Whitworth, and while, of course,
"discovering" it and cleaning it up were
fun, the real satisfaction came from dig-
ging out and assembling the many clues
and pieces of documentation which told
me what this unusual weapon really
was.

But I know I don't have the whole
story yet, so if you can add to it, please
write to me, care of The Artilleryman.

(About the Author: John Morris, an An-
napolis graduate, served on three ships
and at the Naval Surface Weapons
Center. He is a civilian project engineer
for the Navy's Mark 45 gun system and
collector of cannon and mortars.)

A l.5-inch Whitworth.
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Measurements of the 1.5-inch are:
Overall length: 823

//'

Breech cap: dia: 5lJ2" length: 53/ g"

Trunnion band length: 45/8"
Trunnion dia: 21/2"
Trunnion length: 25/g"
length over trunnions: 11%"
Muzzle O.D. 2'/8"
Weight: About 240 Ibs.
Bore length (including chamber): 75%"
Bore dia. (flat to flat): 1.5"
Bore dia. (groove): 1.66"

I haven't found any solid evidence
that this exact model of Whitworth gun
was used in the Civil War. I have heard
of references to the use of small-bore
Whitworths by the South, but I don't
have precise descriptions of them.

The smallest projectiles recovered
from Civil War sites thus far seem to be
1.65 inches, flat-to-flat.

I would like to learn whether this
model was ever in service anywhere. I
have some verbal information point-
ing me in the direction of India and
Siam, and will follow this up eventually.

I have not found any legible mark-
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