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Some of the most numerous type of bayonets issued with the Birmingham made P53 Enfield rifle muskets issued to Confederate and Union troops during the American Civil War were made by the firm of Salter & Co of West Bromwich, England. The company is still best remembered for the manufacture of weighing machines and scales, and is still making these items today. But in the 19th Century the company was noted for making top quality bayonets for the Birmingham gun trade.

The company was formed in 1760 by two brothers, Richard and William Salter. The brothers established a business manufacturing springs and pocket steelyards (spring balances) in a cottage in Bilston, near Wolverhampton, in the English West Midlands. In 1770 the company moved to West Bromwich, where it became the leading employer After Richard’s death in the 1790’s, the business was taken over by William’s sons, John and George Salter, it was the sons who as well as making springs also began to make bayonets to the gun makers specifications. The company’s bayonet manufacture came about for the steel used in spring manufacture was ideal for the making of bayonets.


Salter & Co bayonet (Authors collection)

In 1824 after John Salter’s death, George took over the running of the company and the company was re named George Salter & Co, a name by which it became best known.

In 1849 George Salter died, but the firm remained in the family hands, and continued to make a wide variety of spring balances used in weighing equipment, steam pressure gauges, irons, and musket bayonets. (1)

After the adoption of the P53 Enfield musket in 1853 the bayonet for this new gun was manufactured by the company. It was these commercially made bayonets that made their way over the Atlantic during the American Civil War to arm the Confederate and Union Armies. The P53 Enfield musket was sold complete with a bayonet, scabbard, snap cap (Nipple protector) and tompion. (Muzzle stopper)

                      THE SALTER P53 ENFIELD BAYONET

As the Pattern date suggests, the bayonet for the P53 Enfield Rifle musket was made from 1853 to about 1870. An original SALTER & CO bayonet in the authors collection is typical of the commercial bayonets made for the two belligerent nations during the American Civil War. The blade is 17 inches long and the socket is three inches long. This socket was made of iron and was blued right down the shoulder of the bayonet to the beginning of the blade. This bluing matched that of the gun barrel.

The bayonet attached to the rifle barrel by means of a zig zag slot and locking ring.

The blade on my original is made from steel, which is triangular in shape. The Fuller or blood grooves are located on all three sides of the blade. This bayonet is devoid of any British military marks and therefore must have been provided with a P53 for export to either North or South during the American Civil War. Stamped onto the blade is the name of SALTER & Co, there is also a Birmingham inspectors stamp of a Crown over B and 44. There is also a letter D stamped on the blade this could be an inspectors initial.

On the rear of the socket itself, there is stamped an X, this is likely to be a bending mark, proof of blade. This was stamped on when the blade had been tested against easily bending.

This newspaper article from 1859 shows how the bayonet was made.

The bayonet first arrests attention; and we observe a stout little cylindrical chunk of iron, about four inches in length, which we are told is the first state of the bayonet. This is merely the iron, which is supplied from Sheffield, and which is to be educated into the deadly weapon, for the use of which the English soldier has ever been famous. Heating and hammering are the earliest ordeals to which the bayonet is subjected. Heavy hammers, swung in circles by strong arms, descend with unerring precision on the required spot. One man, with a pair of iron fingers, holds and turns the metal, while the other knocks it about. To a nervous bystander; this process is very trying; for he who holds will certainly receive the blow of the hammer on the centre of his forehead, if he does not move his head just one inch and three-fourths. The hammer approaches; the man bends back only just in time, and only just the required distance. Again he is in danger - again he escapes; and thus he has gone on, blow after blow, day after day, month after month. Talk about confidence in princes, let us see on earth more confidence than this holder places in his hammerer. We are, however, convinced that sooner or later the final catastrophe must come, and the blacksmith will be killed by his partner. It was here that we saw the water-gauge, by which the amount of iron requisite to form a bayonet is accurately tested - a tube containing a given quantity of water; into which the iron is thrust. When the water reaches the top of the gauge, the correct quantity of iron has been inserted. However irregular the iron may be in form, the right amount is sure to be thus obtained.

Our attention is now called to a curious machine behind us. This looks like some nervous infuriated monster mouth, which is armed with a row of grinders. The creature is evidently in a rabid state, for the grinders are being gnashed together with fearful rapidity, while the water runs over them. A smith boldly approaches this, holding in his hand a red-hot bar of iron, which he places between the grinders. Delight at once seizes them, for they move more rapidly than before; and instantly the bar of iron is chawed out a couple of inches longer.

The bar is then inserted in a fresh place, is again lengthened, and so on until we are shown a stick of iron not at all unlike a bayonet. A most formidable individual then measures and inspects, gauges and tests, this piece of iron; length, breadth, weight, and colour are examined. Should the bit be below or above gauge, below or above par, 'mulct so much' is the fate of the last workman. Each man thus has his responsibility, from which there is no escape, and for which there is the simple remedy, 'a fine.' (2)

                 THE P53 ENFIELD BAYONET AND SCABBARD DIAGRAM
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3. Fuller or blood groove. 13. Frog Stud. 15. Tip 16. Socket. 17 Shoulder.18. Locking ring. 19. Elbow. 20. Zig Zag slot .21. Chape. 22. Rivet. 23. Locket.  

                                   THE SCABBARD
The Scabbard that was provided for the bayonet was made from black leather, usually smooth side out, but the one featured in the picture from the museum at Fort Donelson was made of waxed (rough side out) leather. The fittings on the scabbard, the Locket, Chape and Frog stud were made from brass. There was no internal sheet metal or wooden liner as would be seen in later versions.
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P53 Bayonet and Scabbard Fort Donelson Visitors Center
                                             NOTES:

1. Avery Weigh- Tronix web page  http://www.averyweigh-tronix.com 

2. A Visit to the Ordnance Factory, Enfield. The Chamber’s Journal 16th April 1859.
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