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The Colt Industrial District, in the south end of Hartford, Conn., 
contains the factory, single and multiple family workers 1 housing 
and a 114 acre rmblic park. These were co^-Donentg of the manu­ 
factory established in 1848 by Col. Samuel Colt, inventor of the 
automatic revolving pistol. Approximately 87$ of the Colt Indus­ 
trial District is open parkland. Beyond the eastern end of the long 
rectangular park is a tight gridiron of streets on which the workers 1 
housing and factory are situated.

The district is surrounded by mixed land uses. On the north, 
Kinsella Primary School and a long housing development ©n St©ningt©n 
Street face the park. Commercial and industrial buildings cluster 
around the multiple family workers 1 housing and Colt factory in the 
district's northeast corner. The eastern extent of the district re­ 
ceives decisive visual punctuation by the raised segment of Inter­ 
state 91 which parallels Van Dvke Avenue and the long side of the 
factory. In the south, M Potsda,ra ft , a group of nine single family houses 
for Colt employees lines Curcombe Street facing Colt Park. The 
"Potsdam" houses are surrounded by low POth century brick apart­ 
ments to the southeast ~md open land to the southwest. The district T s 
western boundary is contiguous with the western border of Colt Park. 
Between the park and. Wethersfield Avenue is a narrow strip of land 
lined with commercial and residential buildings. Amon^ this group 
and immediately adjacent to the proposed district are Armsmear^NHL), Col 
Colt's Italianate home, and the James Colt House (built for his 
brother), which are already on the National Register of Historic 
Places.

The Colt Armory hss long been a Hartford landmark. The original 
armory (1855) was destroyed in 1864 by a fire suspected to have been 
set by Confederate sympathizers. The new armory, completed in 
1865,' was built as a facsimile of the original. This building is 
still in use.

The imposing 3^ story Palladian structure is built oJ brick with 
rusticated brownstone sills and quoins. The long p-able r®of is 
crossed by five pedimented bays, which are embellished by ©xeye 
and arched windows under elaborate corbelled cornices. Above the 
crossing of the projecting central bay and roof is a large blue 
onion-shaped dome set into a ring supported by white columns.
Prancing on the 
  insignia of the 
arms. The dome 
background.

dome's peak is a 
firearms company

statue of the 
derived from Col.

"rampant Colt", the
Colt's coat-of-

originally had gold stars rainted on the deep-blue
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The armory WPS de^ig^ed bv Colt, his nephew, architect H. A. Gr. 
Pomeroy, and Elisba K. Root, inventor, manager and later ^resident 
of the company. The armory was exoeryt ion-0 ! in its tine for the 
amount of light and ventilation r>rovided "by the large, many-paned 
windows. This natural system was supplemented "by gas lights and 
pit)ed-in air. A ?50 horsepower engine with two 30* boilers antf 
a flywheel 30' in diameter supplied nower for the entire "building 
through a system of noiseless' belts and shafts.

The old armory is surrounded by numerous 19th and ?0th century 
additions. One, behind the armory on Sequassen Street, is a 
long single story ^hed constructed entirely in rusticated 
brownstone blocks. This is Dossibly a surviving section of the 
1855 building.

Directly behind the factory Colt constructed multiple family house* 
for his workers after the completion of the original factory in 
1855. Only ten of the estimated 50 original dwel^inp-s survive. 
These buildings, considered commodious in Colt's time, are now 
unoccupied and threatened with demolition. Constucted in brick 
with brownstone sills, the buildings have been painted white. 
The blockv, austere structures are aligned in two rows of five 
houses each on Van Block and Huyshor>e Avenues. Both types of 
housing are surrounded bv considerable open space, and are entered 
through the facades between buildings;, rather than through the 
facade far-ing the street.

The houses on Van Block Avenue have 4 bays, flat roofs, and are 
3ir stories high. The fi^-st three stories have large double-hung 
windows with eyebrow windows in the half-story cat). The buildings 
are entered through attached exterior stairwells of wood with 
board and batten siding. These buildings probably hou^e^ six 
families each.

The houses on Huyshope Avenue, which nrobably housed four- families 
each, are more detailed. The three story houses have gable roofs 
with jigsaw cut cornice moldings. Bricks are laid in stepned- 
fret headings above most of the .double-hung windows. The main 
facade is in thre^ bays. The central bay contains the entrance, 
protected by a projecting nedimented roof with turned pendents. 
These houses have a back extension with a shed roof and wooden 
entry porch.
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The nine single-family "Potsdam" "houses on Curcombe Street were 
built by Colt before 1860 for the willow ware workers be imported 
as a. group from Potsdam, Germany. Colt wished to capitalize upon 
roots of the willow trees he ha^ slanted to secure the dike along 
the Connecticut River. The German workers would come only If Colt 
provided them with a. lifestyle and surroundings similar to what 
they were accustomed to. Colt complied by providing a. hall snd

all
of brick and painted- 
batten siding on the

equipment for a band, and built these chalet-like houses, 
these homes retain their original appearance 
on half-timbered fround floor with board and
second floor. In its original form, the gable ends, which face the 
street, had projecting roofs outlined by bargeboard moldings cut 
in spade-shaped patterns with three lancet-like drops marking the 
roof's peak and ends. The windows were framed by similar orna­ 
mental wood trim.

by Colt's family   contains play- 
rink and Dillon Stadium. At the 
monument to Colt. It has two st n - 
inventor, the ot^er as the mature, 
park was once Col. Colt's personal 

"pleasure-grounds" and contained artificial ponds for fish and 
fowl, a, deer park, orchards and fields, pastures for livestock, 
gazebos, statuary, a private cemetery, a carriage drive and a 
greenhouse over f/2 mile long that supplied Colt with cotton, 
rice, wine grapes, fruits and vegetables all year around.

Colt Park   given to Hartford 
grounds, ballfields, a skating 
west entrance to the park is a 
tues of Colt; one as t^e younfr 
successful industrialist. The
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The blue onion dome of the Colt Patent Fire Arms Factory has long 
been the most distinctive component of Hartford's skyline. More 
than just a landmark, the Colt complex 
Hartford's heritage. The Colt Company 
manufacturers during the t>eriod of the
and was moreover, influential in distributing technological 
managerial expertise to other Hartford firms. In a city in 
which there are few reminders of 19th centurv industrialization 
the ^olt district is an important historic artifact because it 
preserves not only the site of manufacturing hut also several re­ 
lated structures. Samuel Colt (1814 -186?) tried to bring the 
mill village into the urban environment: the mill, the two types 
of workers' housing, the "manor 11 which beca.me Colt Park and the 
adjoining Colt mansions together constitute a valuable resource, 
providing insight into the ideals and limitations of paternalistic 
capitalism and its relationship to industrial architecture.

Of course, Colt's significance reaches beyond Hartford. He and 
his successors pioneered the development of the handgun with the 
Colt 45, an important part of American western life, and later, 
the Colt Automatic, the standard military sideans since World War I. 
Colt was also a forerunner in applying techniques of mas*3 pro­ 
duction, specialization and mechanization to manufacturing. Finally, 
these buildings are symbolic of the beginnings of the modern arms 
industry, an important part of the American «conomy. Many of the 
present day features of this industry, including international 
aurssales, an unquestioning attitude toward complicity with violence, 
and the indiscriminate sale of arms to belligerents, were all pre­
sent in Samuel Colt's fire arras business.

In the second half of 
sector shifted from a

the 19th century Hartford 1 
small shop, craft economy

s manufacturing 
to mechanized

production. Colt's was one of the first and l^r^est of these in­ 
dustries, employing, in 1857, 600 workers who finished 250 pistols
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per day. Colt also built a factory to make willov ware furniture, 
a by-product of the willows planted to sustain his dike alone the 
Connecticut River, but this industry declined, in the 1870 's. The 
fire-arms factory was a kind of school for Hartford industrial 
engineers: many such as Pratt and Vhitneyitook the lesson of Colt's 
mechanization, division of processes into small steps and large- 
scale operations -- and applied them to other industries. After 
Colt's death in 1862, the company continued under his innovative 
Superintendent, E. K. Root. Although handguns have been the main­ 
stay of the industry, Catling guns and Browning machine guns were 
also made at Colt's.

When Samuel Colt bought and developed the Southmeadows area of 
Hartford it was outside the built up area of the city and subject 
to flooding from the river. Colt built a substantial 2 mile long 
dike and began his manufacturing village. Colt provided not only 
housing for his workers, considered quite commodious at the time, 
but also a recreation hall and organized activities such as a band. 
Working conditions were good, with adequate lighting, partly by 
gas lights, steam heat and powered blowers for ventilation. There 
were limits to Colt's paternalism, however. His system of minute 
division of labor and reliance on mechanization made work more re- 
pitious and uncreative, replacing the skill and judgment of the 
gunsmith with machine-tending. One reason Colt came to Hartford 
was that his plant in Pat^erson, New Jersey failed in part due to 
worker resistance to the assembly line. The contrast between the 
Potsdam houses, which Colt built to house skilled willow ware 
makers from Germany, and the relatively drab, more crowded houses 
for the semi-skilled, suggests that economic considerations also 
limited Colt's concern for his workers. Both types of housing, 
of course, are overshadowed by the greater elegance and large 
scale of the Colt mansions and the mill itself. Today these 
buildings still express the ideas inherent in Colt's vision of in­ 
dustrial society -- faith in material prosperity, acceptance of 
inequality, and the responsibility for one's workers -- shared by 
many of America's early industrialists.

Colt's major technical innovation was to make the revolving 
chamber on the pistol automatically advance to the next shot.
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Through variations and improvements on his design, Colt's 45 
caliber revolver became the standard for Westerners, as well as 
a military weapon. Colt's revolvers were such an important part 
of western culture that there was a common saying: "God didn't 
make men equal Col. Colt did."

Colt is important in the history of American technology because 
of his methods of manufacture. Eli Whitney who produced Colt's 
gun before he was able to open his own factory had brought the 
concept of interchangeability of parts to gunmaking. Colt's 
contribution was to manufacture the parts by machine. It is 
estimated that by 1857 80% of the process was done by machine 
alone. Moreover, Colt used steam power to drive numbers of large 
identical machines so that he achieved an unusual scale of operations, 
Colt broke the construction of pistols into a large number of 
small steps, in order to automate the process. Physically, the 
factory was laid out in an H-form with smaller ells off the center. 
Each component of the process, such as forgings, were located in 
its own section and fed its product into an assembly line. Each 
section also had a great deal of managerial independence, with quotas 
to meet. In this way authority and incentives were localized.

Colt's was the largest-, private armory in the world, and Colt may be 
properly considered one of the founders of the munitions or 
defense industry. Colt traveled to Europe and Asia to personally 
solicit orders for weapons from foreign rulers. He exhibited in 
international expositions. He used contacts within the American 
military to wein contracts. Colt supplied guns to subversives as 
well as to governments, and had orders from Irish Fenians and radical 
abolitionists. He was adept at supplying both sides in such 
conflicts as the Crimean and American Civil Wars. Colt was never 
criticized for his involvement in violence, despite the fact that 
Hartford was a very moralistic society, supporting temperance, 
abolition, Sabbath observance, and missionary work in the west. 
The Colt Industrial District is a significant physical reminder of 
the present day reassessments of the place of firearms and the 
international arms industry in American history.

GPO 892 455
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nine "Potsdam11 houses at 15-45 Curcombe Street. This end of 
the district is bounded by (moving clockwise from Kinsella 
School) Van Block Avenue to Sequassen Street, to Van Dyke Avenue, 
to Masseek Street, to Hendricksen Avenue. At the intersection 
of Gurcombe Street and Hendricksen Street, the boundary line drops 
south along the back lot lines of the Potsdam houses, and then re­ 
joins the border of Colt Park.
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