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Chapter 3

COLT MUSEUM COLLECTION

"A museum director may pretend expertise in
all aresas ...and get away with it indefinitely.™

John L. Hess, author

The Grand Acgquisitors
1974

Success in litigating Colt vs. Massachusetts Arms
Company in 1851 convinced Samuel Colt about the power
of physical evidence. His lead attorney in this suit
for infringement of revolver patents, Edward N.
Dickerson, showed the court several early firearms to
demonstrate the superiority of Colt arms.’ Dickerson
also exposed the defendants for introducing fake
firearms into evidence in an attempt to discredit the
uniqueness of Colt's invention.®

Following this precedent, Samuel Colt decided to
maintain a permanent physical archive of his products.
In 1851 he began gathering a broad range of firearms

for use both in documenting his inventions and in
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assessing the technical merits of competing arms. Colt
wanted his collection to record the development of
revolving firearms and to provide a fund of data in the
event litigation arose in the future.® He included in
his collection an assortment of firearms, both foreign
and domestic. Some represented only nominal monetary
value, while others had immense historical importance
as tangible evidence of innovative thinking and
engineering process.

The Colt Factory Museum represented an early
example of corporate initiative in preserving material
culture. Numbering over 1,000 items at the time of its
centennial in 1951, this collection embodied one of the
oldest, finest, and most important surviving industrial
archives of the nineteenth century. As tangible
evidence of experimentation, development, and
refinement, these firearms possessed the potential to
explain in great detail the historical origins,
dimensions, and ramifications of Colt's inventive
Creativity and industrial artistry.

Essentially an engineering reference archive, the

collection contained a wide assortment of standard
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production models as well as an array of experimental,
test, prototype, and conversion arms. Significantly,
pieces included in the latter group chronicled ideas
that did not work, revealed changes between idea and
implementation, and demonstrated the adaptation of new
technology to older weapons. As evidence of process,
this unique assemblage traced in concrete terms the
consequences, both intended and unintended, of a
particular application of materials and techniques.
Both singularly and in combination, the educational
utility of these guns made them historically
significant objects, especially for students of mid-
nineteenth century material culture and industrial
technology.5

Then entropy set in. New officers of the Colt
Company gave the Factory Museum collection to the State
of Connecticut on March 7, 1957.° At that time Leopold
D. Silverstein, corporate raider at Colt, wrote the
governor that "The collection properly belongs to the
people of this state to be enjoyed by them in
perpetuity as part of their heritage.”’ Ellsworth

Grant suggested in The Colt Legacy in 1982 that
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prospects of tax benefits had motivated Colt executives
to dispose of the collection during a period of company
reorganization.s The bulk of the collection began a
period of storage at the State Library in Hartford,
remaining largely inaccessible to the public throughout
the next decade.

A few researchers gained entry, however. The most
frequent visitor, R. L. Wilson, former firearms curator
at the Wadsworth Athenaeum in Hartford, acted as
historical consultant to the Colt firm, and broker of
collector firearms. Over the years he gleaned data
from the collection to write nearly 200 popular
articles and 25 books, including several lavish
pictorials. His museum background, publication
credits, and arms expertise transformed him during this
time into an influential ad hoc consultant to officials
at the Colt Museum.

Meanwhile, firearms began leaving the Museum.

When The Evolution of the Colt by Mr. Wilson appeared
in 1967 it illustrated 21 firearms "Originally in the

Colt Museum Collection.”’ Four years later his

encyclopedic The Book of Colt Firearms (1971) showed
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photographs of many additional items once in the Colt
Museum but then in the collection of Robert Q.
Sutherland, Kansas City lumber magnate.'’ Some
collectors believe that Mr. Sutherland underwrote the
cost of these two volumes in order to make other arms
aficionados aware of the scope and quality of his
multi-million dollar holdings. Today comparisons of
the contents of these two books serves to document the
return to private hands of a substantial part of the
original Colt Factory Museum collection.

The growth of the rich Sutherland collection
raised questions. Collectors wondered how he got so
many guns from the Colt Museum. What remained of the
original factory collection? How could Connecticut
officials safeguard it?

Finally, after nearly two decades of neglect,
Connecticut officials hired an arms consultant to
assess the remaining Colt Museum collection in 1974.
An established expert in antique arms, dealer Norm
Flayderman of New Milford, Connecticut, spent months
Preparing a detailed inventory and appraisal. 1In

recognition of his dedication to this task, Governor
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Thomas J. Meskill applauded him in a special ceremony
at the state house, and state legislators proclaimed
Flayderman the official firearms consultant to the
State of Connecticut.'’ Two years later, in 1977, he
published his authoritative Guide to American Antique
Firearms, now in its seventh edition.

Connecticut lawmakers reacted to deaccession
debates across the nation in 1976. They revises the
general statutes to allow deaccessioning. Legislators
intend that this updating would help to avert the
possibility of challenges to the State Library Board's
authority to dispose of material from library
collections, including firearms in the Colt Museum.
Lawmakers viewed deaccessioning as an appropriate means
for the Board "to sell, trade, or otherwise dispose of
any unwanted duplicate, out-of-date or irrelevant
materials within the collections of the state
library.”*

Nine years later, indiscretions at the Colt Museum
Spurred citizen complaints. In September 1985 several

antique arms dealers in Connecticut contacted state

attorneys, alleging that Museum staffers had traded
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numerous rare guns from the collection and received a
handful of inferior examples in exchange.'* These
deaccessions, the dealers believed, had violated the
public trust.

Knowledgeable arms enthusiasts realized the Museum
had dispersed some firearms into the open market.
Since the mid-sixties guns had been disappearing from
exhibits in the Connecticut State Library. Others with
documented Museum provenance emerged at various
auctions from collector estates. And with increasing
regularity, monthly arms journals carried display
advertisements touting the availability of unusual
firearms "Originally in the Colt Museum Collection.”*

Appearing more frequently in the early 1980's,
these advertisements promoted a succession of antique
arms dealers in New England. Connections to the Colt
Museum appeared limited to a few local outlets until a
dealer in San Francisco, Greg Martin, offered for sale
in July 1985 the key piece from the Colt Museum, a
prototype Pearson-Colt revolver complete with original
patent documents.’® Complaints about the Museum

flared.




38

Following these leads, state investigators David
Bates and Charles Revoir discovered a series of five
trades between the director of the Colt Museum and a
few dealers between 1977 and 1984.7 1In each instance,
investigators revealed later, R. L. Wilson had acted
either as a party to the exchange or as an intermediary
for business associates.'® State officials estimated
Museum staffers had traded cut 337 firearms by May
1984.%

March 4, 1980 witnessed the largest exchange. In
what some collectors called "the coup of the century,”
Theodore Hutcheson, a dealer from Chattanooga, took 290
guns valued at $1,155,000 in the 1974 appraisal in
exchange for seven firearms he valued at $1,165,000.°°
Mr. Wilson later argued that the importance and value
of what the Museum got in this exchange surpassed the
"largely storage material it traded.”®’ The featured
acquisition, a cased pair of percussion revolvers known
as the Van Syckel dragoons, would prove embarrassing
later.

Investigators Bates and Revoir seemed less

certain, however. They found that allegations about




