
HARPERS FERRY MODEL 1805 PISTOL 
 

The early days of the united states of America, established in 1787, was fraught 
with numerous growing pains on all levels.  One, the necessities of establishing a 
standing military force, both army and navy.  Agreeing on the size and funding of 
the services and other branches of government, not an easy task. 
 
One of these tasks was to supply arms and equipment to the small initial forces.  
Accomplishing this required armories and arsenals to make both the arms and 
equipment and places to store and repair them.  Private contractors could provide 
a great deal of this equipment and arms, but it was decided that government should 
have their own places of production. 
 
Arsenals at Springfield, MA and Harpers Ferry, VA.  Harpers ferry were tasked with 
making rifles and pistols.  Joseph Perkins who had forty years’ experience in gun 
making and smiting, many spent with the government during the revolution and 
following, was made superintendent of harpers ferry. 
 
He was charged to make a “horseman’s pistol” for the recently raised us dragoons.  
Perkins chose the French “pistolet modele an ix of 1798 as his templet.  The design 
was adopted as the model 1805 with an order for four thousand arms.  Production 
did not actually begin until 1806 and completed in 1808, the bulk were made in 
1807.  A total of 4096 were produced.  An odd “factoid” of the 1805 is that they 
were made as “pairs” with each pair having the same serial number.  So, the highest 
serial number recorded was 2048. 
 
The model 1805 horseman’s pistol saw extensive hard service on the frontier in 
wars and skirmishes with native Americans and again in the war of 1812 with the 
British. Most were thoroughly worn out by the mid 1830’s when percussion arms 
started coming into use.  Numbers of the model 1805 were converted by both the 
government and later by private gunsmiths when they surplused out for civilian 
sale. There are only about three hundred 1805’s left in circulation.  Some have been 
re-coverted back to flintlock. 
 
Of all the single shot flintlock and percussion, us military pistols the model 1805 is 
the most elegant.  Its sleek trim and flowing lines are much admired and even 



recognized today as the us army adopted as the military police branch crossed 
model 1805’s. 
 
The only drawback to the 1805 was its lightweight construction that resulted a 
higher parts failure in service than other pistols adopted for military and naval use.  
Later models were Mack trucks compared to the sportscar lines of the 1805.   
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