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Captain Ebenezer Rogers served in the West India Regiment as a Royal Artillery officer. He 

temporarily commanded a regimental detachment in Gambia in February 1864 and aided the 

Governors of Gambia and Sierra Leone in diplomatic efforts. He served in another expeditionary 

force in British Honduras in 1867, commanding a Flying Column sent to destroy the Indian 

village of San José, when he and his troops marched thirty-two miles in eleven hours (Hart 

265n.1). After retiring from the army he turned to writing; in addition to articles and books about 

gun tactics and his expeditions, he wrote the novel A Modern Sphinx (1881), later retitled 

‘Madeline’s Mystery’ (Bassett). He earned further income as a ‘surreptitiously paid lecturer’ for 

the Gatling Gun Company (Chivers 81), which positions his article in Once a Week as a 

precursor of twenty-first-century broadcast ‘infomercials’ (adverts disguised as informative 

features). Rogers’s article is significant for demonstrating the transatlantic exchange of death-

dealing technology as well as life-enriching discoveries, and for its glimpse of what British 

imperial might could mean for colonial subjects abroad and those in Britain. 

 

‘The Gun of the Age’ 

 

It may be a remarkable coincidence, or merely a perversity of genius, that men of a 

different calling more frequently than otherwise devote themselves to the pursuit of a science, or 

the practical adaptation of a principle, which might least of all be supposed to fall in their way. 

We might multiply instances of the anomaly in every branch of knowledge and of industry; but 



let it suffice to say that the machine-gun, which engages our present attention, will be found no 

exception to the exception – if it be not the rule – that invention requires no specialty. 

 The American gentleman1 who gives his name to the particular modification of 

mitrailleuse2 under consideration is a doctor of medicine, not of divinity – as has been stated by a 

writer in one of our military contemporaries; and so far back as 1861, he conceived the idea of a 

compound gun – i.e., a collection of barrels arranged around a central shaft, and placed in 

combination with grooved chambers, each barrel being furnished with its own lock mechanism, 

designed to work independently, but with continuous regularity, through the play of internal 

pinions actuated by a crank handle at the will of the operator.  

 His first attempts at constructing the gun were naturally rude and imperfect; but well 

might the good people of Indianapolis have gazed amazedly at the ugly-looking weapon as it 

poured forth round after round – 200 a minute – under the manipulation of their inventive 

townsman. 

 From this moment the fame of the Gatling Battery became noised abroad; and although 

the very first batch of guns on the new principle, together with numerous patterns and drawings, 

were destroyed at a fire in the city of Cincinnati in the following year, the indefatigable and 

enterprising doctor soon produced fresh plans, and double the number of the guns consumed 

were rapidly manufactured at another establishment in the same city. The result of their trial was 

 
1 Richard Jordan Gatling (1818-1903), inventor and manufacturer, who earned a M.D. in 1850, 

though he never practiced medicine (ANB). 

2 A ‘machine-gun with a number of barrels, able to discharge projectiles rapidly and 

simultaneously in large quantities, or singly in quick succession’ (OED). 



in every instance a gratifying success, which culminated in the adoption of the arm officially by 

the United States Government in 1866. 

 During these years of repeated experiments with his machine-gun – the chrysalis period 

of its existence, so to speak – Dr. Gatling made no effort to suppress the secret of its mechanism; 

but, on the contrary, we are told, “he published full descriptions of the gun, with cut and 

diagrams, and sent them to all parts of the civilized world.” 

 Presuming that the inventor’s liberality has been thus widely appreciated, and that the 

internal structure of the gun has been seen and understood, we will not on this occasion enter 

upon a purely technical description, but refer curious readers to the minutiae contained in articles 

on the subject, published in the “Journal of the United Service Institution” (1870), “Colburn’s 

United Service Magazine” (1871), and to the several notices of it in the daily and weekly press. 

 To offer some sort of account is, however, incumbent on us, so as to initiate the 

uninstructed into the mysteries involved by this novel many-slayer; but we shall endeavor to be 

as brief and intelligible as the nature of the subject will allow. With the aid of our illustration,3 it 

will be at once apparent that the gun is composed of ten rifled barrels, supported near the muzzle 

by a circular plate, and screwed into another at the breech, both of which plates are rigidly 

fastened upon and to a main revolving shaft, which is itself journaled in front into the frame that 

supports the entire apparatus, and in its rear end into a diaphragm within the breech-casing. This 

rear-casing conceals from view the lock mechanism and cocking device; but the hinged hopper, 

or brass curved plate with an aperture, may be noticed, down which the cartridges glide 

successively from the feed-case or drum into a grooved carrier, where they are taken instant 

 
3 An image of the mounted gun that identified all the weapon’s constituent parts. 



possession of by the locks, forced into their appropriate barrels, and discharged in a continuous 

stream by impact of the needle. On the under-side of the breech-casing, and out of view, is an 

opening or shoot, whence the cartridge shells emerge after the explosion of their contents; for as 

soon as the charge is fired, the locks act a secondary part in withdrawing the cases. 

 Thus, it will be understood that when the gun is revolved by means of the crank handle, 

the locks, in rapid succession, move forward to load and fire, and return to extract the cartridge 

shells; in other words, the whole operation of loading, and thus closing the breech by the 

entrance of the cartridges directly into the barrels, of discharging the projectiles, and afterwards 

of expelling the empty shells, is conducted while the barrels are kept in continuous revolving 

movement, five cartridges being in every stage of readiness to be fired, and five of being 

extracted. And herein is developed the beautiful mechanical principle, as the inventor points out, 

that “while the gun itself is under uniform constant rotary motion, the locks rotate with the 

barrels and breech, and at the same time have a longitudinal reciprocating motion, performing 

the consecutive operations of loading, cocking, and firing without any pause whatever.” One 

other apt quotation will suffice to illustrate familiarly this peculiarity of double action, which 

governs the firing capabilities of the gun: – “A sheet of paper cannot be printed in a cylinder 

press unless the cylinder be rotated, nor can a shot be fired from the Gatling gun except when the 

barrels and locks are rotated.” 

 Above the breech in the smaller guns is pivoted a feed-drum or cylinder, as in our 

illustration, divided into sixteen compartments, each containing twenty-five cartridges, all of 

which rounds may be discharged within one minute of time! This drum is revolved by the 

manipulation of the left hand, while the rights is engaged with the crank-handle. Two artillerists 

are, therefore, only required to work the gun – one man to stand by with a refilled drum or feed-



case, to replace the empty one, and the other to lay, load, and fire the piece by the revolution of 

the crank-handle. In fact, the Gatling may be simply and briefly described as an ingenious device 

for obtaining an accurate, concentrated, and continuous fire of small-arms, with the fewest 

number of men to direct and sustain it. The feed-drum will, we believe, supersede the use of 

metal feed-cases in all the Gatlings manufactured for present use in the army; and it would 

certainly appear to be the most feasible and the readiest mode of loading with ease and celerity. 

The back and foresights, under such circumstances, are placed on the framework, due allowance 

being made in practice for any consequent deflection; but, as has been well remarked, it is quite 

possible to be too accurate – that is, too concentrated – in firing at large bodies from a multiple 

gun. A gun of this description – and from which we have taken our illustration – may be seen at 

the Crystal Palace, where is has been placed on view by Colt’s Agency firm, of No. 14, Pall-

mall.4 

 Besides the usual elevating screw common to all great guns, the more recently built 

Gatlings have been provided with a Kinne attachment, or automatic traversing apparatus N, 

which enables the operator to direct his fire along a front of 12o, in the same manner as the hose 

of a fire engine is sometimes made to sweep along the frontage of a house in flames. This 

 
4 First built in Hyde Park to house the Great Exhibition (the first World’s Fair) that opened in 

1851, the Crystal Palace, designed by Joseph Paxton, removed to Sydenham Hill in 1854. Colt’s 

Agency firm: American Samuel Colt (1814-62) received a British patent for his revolver models 

in 1835 and a US patent in 1836. Colt spent extended time in Europe lecturing on his new 

weapons technology, in part to promote sales. To sidestep trade restrictions and tariffs, he then 

opened a London factory 1852 (ANB).  



improvement is of great value, in view of the fact that, as recoil is reduced to minimum by reason 

of the separate discharge, shot by shot, of each round – the effect of which is entirely overcome 

by the weight of the gun and carriage – it follows that, when once the machine is properly laid as 

to true elevation, it will perform its deadly functions with the certainty of an automaton. The 

advantages claimed for the Gatling are, indeed, that while there is no escape of gas at the breech, 

and no recoil which can destroy its unerring precision, it performs the operations of loading, 

firing, and extracting the case by simply revolving the crank “automatically, uniformly, and 

continuously.” 

 But there are other and more general advantages rightly ascribed to this machine-gun that 

may be thus enumerated: – 

 1st. The locks, which form an essential part of the mechanism, are removable at pleasure 

through an opening in the cascable and diaphragm plates at the butt end G; nor, when a damaged 

lock is subtracted for repair, need firing be discontinued. 

 2nd. The several parts of the gun are interchangeable; and, better still, they are simple and 

few. 

 3rd. The barrels, having space between them for free circulation of air and radiation of 

heat, will not heat and foul quickly under the rapidity of fire they must be subjected to in a 

lengthy day’s fighting. 

 4th. The rifled small-bore barrels for the medium and smaller sized guns are made 

proportionately strong, so as to admit of heavier charges than ordinary ones, which advantage 

implies greater initial velocity, a flatter trajectory, more extensive range, and, consequently, 

increased accuracy and more terrible man-killing power than that attainable by any other like 

species of arms of precision. 



 5th. The barrels are constructed of any calibre suitable to the ammunition in general use; 

or – as in the larger-sized gun of inch calibre – shell, case-shot, or solid projectiles weighing half 

a pound, can be employed at ranges that hitherto belonged only to rifled field-pieces. 

 6th. The cartridge shells are manufactured by the aid of machinery, out of sheet metal 

one-tenth of an inch thick, waterproof, and solid enough to withstand the rough usage incidental 

to a campaign, and capable of being reloaded forty or fifty times, the first cost being estimated at 

sixpence each only! Besides, loading machines can be carried with the gun into action; and in 

this way the supply can be made to meet the demand without encumbrance. 

 7th. The weight of the gun and carriage is comparatively light, rendering it capable of 

being drawn by two horses only, when four or six are required for the lightest field-piece. 

 8th. The absence of recoil, and having no nerves to disturb in the act of taking aim, permit 

of a continuously accurate fire in the midst of the smoke of battle or in the darkness of the night; 

while the moral effect produced in repelling an assault by the fact of there not being a second of 

time for the assailants to advance between the discharges, cannot be over-estimated. 

 9th. The lives of three or four men at most need only be exposed; and the results attained 

can only be measured by the exposure of as many hundred men armed with ordinary rifles. 

 In each and all of these nine points, the Gatling machine-gun stands unrivalled; and it is 

matter for congratulation that our Government has shown itself wisely provident in adopting so 

indispensable an adjunct to future warfare, and to meet the emergencies and requirements of the 

day. 

 For the present, we believe, thirty-six Gatlings, at a cost of less than £10,000, will be 

delivered for service in the army; twenty-four of them, of 57-inch calibre, being employed as 



field pieces, while the remaining twelve, of the medium 75 pattern, will be issued to garrison 

batteries or placed in fortifications. 

 Constructed, as they have been, at the Elswick Works,5 under the supervision of the 

Ordnance select committee, there is every reason to suppose that they will have received a 

superior finish, likely to develop the principle of the gun to its utmost capacity. But there is a 

special feature in the improved Gatling hitherto unapplied, although the idea is by no means a 

novel one. We mean the addition of a thin steel screen, to be affixed to the frame-work in front 

of the feeding drum, for the joint protection of it and the party working the gun; as also a similar 

one for the limber.6 This may or may not answer the desired purpose; but, failing it, we are told 

of an invention by which atmospheric pressure is used as a motor for giving a gun elevating or 

depressing action, above and below the parapet, characteristic of the Moncrieff principle,7 and 

this is specially applicable to the Gun of the Period. Such an invention would, however, 

necessarily complicate matters; and we were glad to learn from Captain Moncrieff that no 

apparatus of the kind need be introduced, as the system of counterbalance is quite as applicable 

 
5 Located in Newcastle upon Tyne. 

6 Limber: ‘The detachable fore part of a gun-carriage, consisting of two wheels and an axle, a 

pole for the horses, and a frame which holds one or two ammunition-chests. It is attached to the 

trail of the gun-carriage proper by a hook’ (OED). 

7 ‘Colonel Moncrieff’s principle consists in utilizing the recoil of the gun in such a way, that, 

after it has been fired, the gun is made to descend behind a parapet, so that the gunners are never 

exposed, as is the case with all embrasure or barbette batteries’ ([Sir John Frederick Maurice], 

‘Why have we no proper armament?’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, May 1885, 584).  



to the Gatling as any other gun. But the simplest method of all is to dig a shelving trench M, 

about two feet deep, in rear of each wheel, into which to run the gun when necessary, thus 

lowering it within a foot of the ground. 

 We are indebted to Captain Moncrieff, personally, for this admirable hint about shelter-

trenches. 

 In all future wars, the Gatling is undoubtedly destined to play an important part, and in 

our colonies it will soon prove indispensable. Wherever the withdrawal of English troops is 

rendered expedient, this gun is now ready to supply the deficiency of numbers; and in 

settlements where the descent of savage hordes may be dreaded, so awe-inspiring an instrument 

of death will unquestionably prove itself the right gun in the right place. How invaluable it would 

have been in the Indian mutiny8 we can readily imagine, as well as in such minor campaigns as 

those waged lately in New Zealand, Abyssinia,9 the West Coast of Africa, the Red River,10 and 

British Honduras11 – not to mention the present difficult Looshai expedition,12 where its ease of 

transport – for the Gatling can be taken to pieces, and carried separately – and its startling effects 

 
8 Today known as the First Indian Rebellion (1857), when Sepoy soldiers rebelled against the 

forced use of rifle cartridges greased with cow or pig fat.   

9 Present-day Ethiopia. 

10 Presumably the Union’s Red River Campaign (1864) fought along the river in Louisiana 

during the Civil War, an unsuccessful Union campaign. 

11 Belize today. 

12 A successful British incursion into northeast India in 1871-2 to rescue British subjects 

captured by the Lushai people. 



on the natives might bring the affair to a speedy termination. And at home, why should not our 

volunteer artillery, who are ambitious to be employed in the field, be armed with them? By doing 

so, the authorities would, we imagine, effect a compromise between the wishes of this patriotic 

force and their capabilities, alike creditable to volunteers and serviceable to the country. 

 With torpedoes bristling along our coastline, and enormous rifled guns, supplemented by 

these terrible Gatlings, scattered throughout the kingdom, we ought, mechanically speaking, to 

feel secure; but to make us so, do we not require something more? A united will for the common 

good, a stubborn resolution to keep our soil intact, a lively recollection of past glories, and a 

determination to repeat them should the need arise. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori!13 

 

Source text:  

Capt. E. Rogers, ‘The Gun of the Age’, Once a Week, 6 January 1872, 28-32. 
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13 It is sweet and proper to die for one’s country (Horace, Ode III.2.13). 


