Gunleather: Gun Belts and Cartridge Belts

by Will Ghormley

istols have long been wom

about the waist. Broad sashes

wrapped several times around
the mid-section would conceal and secure
knives, flintlock pistols and tormahawks. At
least one old timer carried his peacemaker
shoved into his waist band with the loading
gate opened so it wouldn't slide dewn his
pant leg.

During the 1830s leather-smiths began
making simple pouches with a waist belt
loop to carry pocket and pepperbox pistols.
The weapons were smaller and relatively
light. A common waist belt of about an
inch 10 an inch and a half were all that was
required to secure the holstered weapon.

By the early 1850s however, pilgrims
pressing the western frontier, had taken to
casrying the larger, heavier revolvers on
their belts. These heavy pistols had been
cammed on the horse in pomumel holsters,

the belt. On the other style the buckle end
of the belt was cut off square the same
width as the rest of the belt. A narrower
buckle chape was then folded through the
buckle and sewn and/or riveted to the face
of the beit. The tongue end of the belt was
tapered to form the billet to pass through
the buckle.

The gun bel: with both ends tapered
was common from the 1850s through the
1870s and has never completely faded from
use. The gun belt with attached buckle
chape and tapered tongue billet seems to
have seen wide spread use by the 1870s
and continues to be manufactured.

The development of brass cartridge
pistols changed the face of gun belts,
literally and figuratively. Reloading
supplies: percussion caps, power flasks,
round balls and bullet lube, had all been
carried in shoulder slung pouches or belt

mounted

pouches or

@

boxes.
Initially,
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brass
cartridge

The larger weapons required a heavier

ammunition
was dumped
into the now empty ball pouch. Some old

you went to chamber them and they didn’t
make 50 damn much noise when you were
bouncing around in the saddle!

By the mid 1860s the cartridge belt
was firmly established and rapidly gaining
popularity. There was a drawback however
and the military was the first to solve the
problem. The brass cartridges would have
a chemical reaction to the leather when left
in the loops for a long period of time,
especially in humid weather. It would
appear in the form of a waxy green coating
on the casings called verdigris. The word is
taken from the Latin Verde, meaning:
green; and Gris, meaning: that nasty stuff
that fouls up the weapon when you're frying
to load; and weakens the casings causing
weapons malfunctions, (Those Latin gents
sure knew how to turn a phrase huh?)

The military solved the problem by
making their cartridge belts from woven
cotton webbing. The cotion military
"Mills" and "Prairie” cartridge belts even
found extensive use among civilians.
Civilian leather-smiths ignored the "green
stuff” problem and kept making leather
cartridge belts.

An old timer once told me that Oak
‘Fanmed leather kept the problem of
verdigris to & minimum, If's tue. I leave

xather and wider belt. timers never saw a need for anything better. cartridges in my belts, sometimes for a year
It wasn't  ata time without any verdigris. Other belts
long though  I've made show only a slight verdigris
before  problem If youhave one of my belts, you
’ someone  can expect a minimal amount of verdigris
= - EEmrevs 3 came up with  because I use Oak Tanned leather. A
- the idea of  chemical reaction can be compounded by
GBON Beetr TaPEren o THE ToNQUE END carrying the  the leather treatment you use and how you
b r a s s  store the leather. If T were you I would stay
cartridges in  on the safe side and remove the cartridges
loopssewn to  between infrequent usage.
While the width of the belt had  the gun belt.
mcreased to two or three inches as a norm, This method
ockles didn't usually accept more thana o ffered
ome and three quarters inch billet. This several
rogqumred the billet to be cut down, or advantages.
pered. o pass through the buckle. T h e CARTRIDGE / MONEY BELT
Tapered gun belts took on two  cartridges
Srfferent styles. One was tapered on both  were easy to
s, The buckle chape folded throughthe access,

mecikie. anaching it directly to the end of

always pointing the right direction when

My favorite and most comfortable
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on riding the
trail, you had
to find a
saloon. When
you got to the
bar, you had
to pay for
Yy o u r
refreshment.
To pay, vou
had to get
your money
out of your

L

cartridge belt is the carridge/money beit.
The money belt has seen use since the days
of the Fortyniners and probably before, Ttis
a soft pliable belt made of 4/5 oz leather.
The belt is cut just over twice as wide as
the finished belt is supposed to be. It is
folded in half at the bottom and sewn
together up the tongue end and across the
tap. A slot is cut through both layers
underneath the buckle., Gold dust, coins,
folding money, mining deeds, or important
documents are then inserted into the tube of
folded leather. The tongue is passed
through the slots in the belt and through the
buckle. When secured, anything stuffed
inside can't get out until the belt is
unbuckled and the tongue withdrawn from
the slots. In this manner, a miner could
carry his saving around his waist with both
hands free to defend himself.

Around 1880 some entrepreneur began
sewing cartridge loops onto money belts.
The popularity of the cartridge/money belt
was immediate. Not only did the pliable
leather make the belt comfortable to wear,
but you could carry your gold and silver
coins inside, vour ammunition outside,
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bang your holster off of it and hold your
pants up all at the same time.

A drawback to the cartridge/money
belt was thirst. If you strapped a big thirst
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belt. To get it
out, you had
to take your belt off and shake your money
out en the counter or the floor. Your
holster would slide off, your knife would
slip out of its sheath and who knows where
that last silver dollar rolled off to. You
were still

the cartridge/money belt was a leather tube,
the tongue biliet and buckle chape both had
to be sewn and/or riveted to the surface of
the belt. This created a distinctive look.
There are many examples of regular
cartridge belts from this same time period
that share the same fastening arrangement.
They are often referred to as "ranger” belss.
It's not clear whether they were in imitation
of the money beit or just coincidental
similarities. At any rate, a cartridge belt
design with sewn/riveted tongue billet and
buckle chape was also popular during this
time and continues to be till this day.

Now for buckies. Many different styles
were represented in the old west and it is
difficult to pin any specific buckle to any
particular era. There were the military and
civilian plate buckles.

A "garmison” buckle is a double frame

thirsty.

Some old
timers  got
around this
inconvenienc
e by cuiting a
crescent
moon slit
inside the belt
at the tongue
end. Coins
could then be
worked
around to the
skt and
pulled out

TS

fovery Pamery “H' THate
Miiary Buexre (19%7),
ON Mirs" C/PQT'RIDC.E Bert
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through the
crescent
HIoon.

Iz old black and white movies you
may have seen a cowboy reaching under

buckle taller than it is wide. A "Sam
Brown" buckle is a double frame military
buckle with two prongs for a 2 1/4" billet.

"California” buckles come in a variety
of styles and are popular among cowboy
shooters. The California buckle is wider
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and toss back the drink. More than Likely
he was

moox in his if

money belt

for it the next

time you

kis gun belt and retrieving a coin from his
pulling the

coin out of

and not from I

his watch

watch an old

westers.

watch pocket. He'd slap it on the counter
the crescent
pocket. Look
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buckles. There are even a few
rare examples of belts that used
two smaller harness buckles in
the place of a larger belt buckle.

I know this hasn't been the
most riveting reading you've
encountered but I hope it’ll help
someone find the right look for
that special period in history
they want to relive.

you who stopped by my
work bench during the
National Shoot. Your kind and
encouraging words are the
reason | keep plugging away at
this leather business. Next year
1 hope at least to have an awning
0 you can be more comfortable
while we visit.
As many of you learmned at

I'd like to thank all of

than it is tall. It can come with square
comers, rounded corners, clipped corners,
as an oval, with scalloped edges and
probably a few ways I havent
remembered.here  were roller buckles,
single frame buckles and odds-and-ends

the Showdown on the Praide,
I've moved back to Jowa, I'm driftin’ but
you can still, as always, order my leather
goods through JLM Shooter's Supply in
Waukee, Iowa. Maybe one of these days Tl
take to the hobbles and settle down, but
until then, I'll see you on the range.

MGM BLACKSMITH SHoP

Horse, Mule, & Ox Shoeing, Wagon Wheel Truing and
ButLer Proor RiFLe & PistoL TARGETS

LIBERTY BULLETS. Black powder
bullets, paper patch and cartridge.
Minie, maxi and round ball, also.
Lead w/3% tin, hard alloy (18-20
Brinnell), and other alloys availabie
on request. Lubed and sized wilh
Reoster Red or SPG lube, SASE for
current listings, LIBERTY, PG BOX
337, HILLSBORO, OR 97123-0357
{503) 640-5518.

Our steel targets are harder thon the back of yore of mule's head. These ain't for tin horns, and there din't nothin loaded
with black powder gonna hurt these, cep'n mebe a small horse drawn cannon. We ship mostly on the U.PS. freight wogen,
but they can go pony express if you need 'em sooner.

Grix'l Bar Tarcer Hanaer $510°

f 24 x18 557 Mgonshine fug Pfoirie Doy Whisky Bqftle No SmrrHiN' REQUIRED
L 30 x 23589 Wixt 4x13
7 S19 / )
New FancLED SpRING
15x18 15 x 18 g Loapep Auto-Reser PorpeER
& 420 $450 $70%
» PRICES INCLUDE DELLYERY ouT 70 THE tnp OF THE UES Zons 5 vermirory, O

MGM m OO FORcne
Hike Gibson Manofacturing » 3554 &, 391h Sireet  Boise, ldehe 83703 ER R
708-368-9878 » BI0-368-6764 » Fox 203-368-9882 WEE?
Home of the only FULL AUTO self resetting target!
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