Northwestern University School of Law
Law and Economics Papers
Year 

Paper 

Counting Guns in Early America
James T. Lindgren∗

∗

Justin Lee Heather†

Northwestern University School of Law, jlindgren@law.northwestern.edu
Northwestern University School of Law
This working paper is hosted by The Berkeley Electronic Press (bepress) and may not be commercially reproduced without the permission of the copyright holder.
†

http://law.bepress.com/nwwps-lep/art8
Copyright c 2005 by the authors.

Counting Guns in Early America
James T. Lindgren and Justin Lee Heather

Abstract

Probate inventories, though perhaps the best prevailing source for determining
ownership patterns in early America, are incomplete and fallible. In this Article, the authors suggest that inferences about who owned guns can be improved
by using multivariate techniques and control variables of other common objects.
To determine gun ownership from probate inventories, the authors examine three
databases in detail-Alice Hanson Jones’s national sample of 919 inventories (1774),
149 inventories from Providence, Rhode Island (1679-1726), and Gunston Hall
Plantation’s sample of 325 inventories from Maryland and Virginia (1740-1810).
Also discussed are a sample of 59 probate inventories from Essex County, Massachusetts (1636-1650), Gloria L. Main’s study of 604 Maryland estates (16571719), Anna Hawley’s study of 221 Surry County, Virginia estates (1690-1715),
a sample of 289 male inventories from Vermont (1773-1790), and Judith A. McGaw’s study of 250 estates in New Jersey and Pennsylvania (1714-1789). Guns
are found in 50-73% of the male estates in each of the eight databases and in 638% of the female estates in each of the first four databases. Gun ownership is
particularly high compared to other common items. For example, in 813 itemized male inventories from the 1774 Jones national database, guns are listed in
54% of estates, compared to only 30% of estates listing any cash, 14% listing
swords or edged weapons, 25% listing Bibles, 62% listing any book, and 79%
listing any clothes. Using hierarchical loglinear modeling, the authors show that
guns are more common in early American inventories where the decedent was
male, Southern, rural, slave-owning, or above the lowest social class - or where
the inventories were more detailed. The picture of gun ownership that emerges
from these analyses substantially contradicts the assertions of Michael Bellesiles
in Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture (Arming America).
Contrary to Arming America’s claims about probate inventories in seventeenth
and eighteenth-century America, there were high numbers of guns, guns were
much more common than swords or other edged weapons, women in 1774 owned

guns at rates (18%) higher than Bellesiles claimed men did in 1765-1790 (14.7%),
and 87-91% of gun-owning estates listed at least one gun that was not old or broken. The authors replicated portions of Bellesiles’s published study in which he
both counted guns in probate inventories and cited sources containing inventories.
They conclude that Bellesiles appears to have substantially misrecorded the seventeenth and eighteenth century probate data he presents. For the Providence probate data (1679-1726), Bellesiles has misclassified over 60% of the inventories he
examined. He repeatedly counted women as men, counted about a hundred wills
that never existed, and claimed that the inventories evaluated more than half of
the guns as old or broken when fewer than 10% were so listed. Nationally, for the
1765-1790 period, the average percentage of estates listing guns that Bellesiles
reports (14.7%) is not mathematically possible, given the regional averages he reports and known minimum sample sizes. Last, an archive of probate inventories
from San Francisco in which Bellesiles claims to have counted guns apparently
does not exist. By all accounts, the entire archive before 1860 was destroyed in the
San Francisco earthquake and subsequent fire of 1906. Neither part of his study
of seventeenth and eighteenth-century probate data is replicable, nor is his study
of probate data from the 1840s and 1850s.
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Rhode Island (1679-1726 ), and G unston H all Plantation’s sample of
325 inventories from Maryland and Virginia (1740-1810). Also
discussed are a sample of 59 probate inventories from Essex County,
Massachusetts (1636-1650), Gloria L. Main’s study of 604 Maryland
estates (1657-1719), Anna Haw ley’s study of 221 Surry County,
Virginia estates (1690-1715), a sample of 289 male inventories from
Vermont (1773-1790), and Judith A. McGaw’s study of 250 estates
in New Jersey and Pennsylvania (1714-1789). Guns are found in 5073% of the male estates in each of the eight databases and in 6-38%
of th e female estates in each of th e first four datab ases.
Gun ownership is particularly high compared to other comm on
items. For example, in 813 itemized male inventories from the 1774
Jones national database, guns are listed in 54% of estates, compared
to only 30% of estates listing any cash, 14% listing swords or edged
weapons, 25% listing Bibles, 62% listing any book, and 79% listing
any clothes. Using hierarch ical loglinear modeling, the a uthors
show that guns are more common in early American inventories
where the decedent was male, Southern, rural, slave-owning, or
above the lowest social cla ss— or where the inventories w ere m ore
detailed.
The picture of gun ownership that emerges from these analyses
substantially contradicts the a ssertion s of M ichae l Bellesiles in
Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture (Arming
Am erica). Contrary to Arm ing Am erica’s claim s about proba te
inventories in seven teenth a nd eigh teenth-cen tury Am erica, there
were high numbers of guns, guns were much more common than
swords or other edged weapons, women in 1774 owned guns at rates
(18%) high er tha n Bellesiles claim ed m en did in 1765-1790 (14.7% ),
and 87-91% of gun-owning estates listed at least one gun that was
not old or b rok en.
The authors replicated portions of Bellesiles’s published study in
which he both counted guns in probate inventories and cited sources
containing inventories. They conclude that Bellesiles appears to
have substantially misrecorded the seventeenth and eighteenth
century probate data he presen ts. For th e Provide nce proba te data
(1679-1726), Bellesiles has misclassified over 60% of the inventories
he examined. He repeatedly counted women as men, counted about
a hundred wills that never existed, and claimed that the inventories
evaluated more than half of the guns as old or broken when fewer
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than 10% were so listed. Nationally, for the 1765-1790 period, the
average percentage of estates listin g guns that Bellesiles reports
(14.7%) is not m athe matically possible, given the regional averages
he reports and kn own m inim um sam ple size s. Last, an archive of
probate inventories from San Francisco in which Bellesiles claims
to hav e cou nted gun s apparen tly does not exist. By all accounts, the
entire archive before 1860 was destroyed in the San Francisco
earthquake and subsequent fire of 1906. Neither part of his study
of seventeenth and eighteenth-century probate data is replicable,
nor is his study of probate data from the 1840s and 1850s.
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I NTRODUCTION
Law professors, social scientists, and historians are now trying
to answer a question that no one thought to ask before: How
widespread was gun ownership in early Am erica? Perhaps the
best single source of information about w hat people ow ned in
seventeenth and e ighteen th-century A merica are appraised lists of
assets at death called probate inventories—detailed, yet notoriously
incomplete. These inventories were used to disclose property available for creditors, to achieve any n ecessary title clearin g, and to
ensure a proper distribution of assets among the members of the
large families1 that prevailed in early America.2 Historical economists, such as the late Alice Hanson Jones, pioneered the use of
these cold legal records to infer ownership patterns and behavior in
early Am erica. We use these records to estim ate levels of gun
ownership in early America.
This Article has several goals, both factual an d m ethodological.
First, we report high levels of gun ow nership in every probate
database we exa mined in early A merica —chiefly A lice Hanson
Jones’s collection of 919 inventories throughout the American
colonies in 1774,3 the probate records of Providence , Rhode Island
in 1679-1726,4 and the Gunston Hall database of 325 Virginia and
Maryland estates, 1740-1810.5 These counts of guns are especially
high when we compare them to other comm only own ed items,
such as other weapons and books. For example, in the itemized
personal property inventories of white males in the three databases
listed, gun ownership ranges from 54% to 73%. Because the Jones
database is weighted to match the entire country in 1774, we can
1. The avera ge ho useh old siz e in the 1790 census ranged from 5.7 to 6.2 throughout the
N ort he rn s ta tes . U .S. C en su s, 1 79 0.
2. See Judith A. M cG aw , “So Mu ch Depends upon a Red W heelbarrow”: Agricultural Tool
Ow nership in the E ighteenth Cen tury M id-Atlan tic, in E ARLY A MERICAN T ECHNOLOGY: M AKING
AND D OING T HINGS FROM THE C OLONIAL E RA TO 18 50 , at 3 28 , 33 9-4 0 (J ud ith A. M cG aw ed .,
199 4). See genera lly 3 A LICE H ANSON J ONES , A MERICAN C OLONIAL W EALTH: D OCUMENTS AND
M ETHODS (197 8).
3. J ONES , supra no te 2 .
4. 6, 7, & 16 E ARLY R ECORDS OF THE T OWN OF P ROVIDENCE (H ora tio Ro ger s et al. e ds .,
1894 -1901 ) [hereinafter P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS].
5. Gunston Ha ll Plantation, Prob ate Inven tory Da ta ba se, at http://www.gunstonhall.org/
prob ate/inv entor y.htm (last vis ited A pr. 06 , 2002 ).
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estimate that at least 50% of all wealth ow ners (both males and
females) own ed guns. We also show that our counts are generally
consistent with other published counts of guns, including those of
Alice Hanson Jones, Gloria L. Main, Anna Hawley, Judith McGaw,
and Ha rold G ill.
Second, we show h ow historia ns and econo mists usin g probate
records can improve their inferences about who owns guns by using
control variables of other comm only own ed objects. Because inventories are often incom plete, it makes more sense to com pare relative
levels of ow nership than to note absolute lev els of own ership. Here
we are explicitly extending the work of Gloria Main and Anna
Haw ley. In early American probate inventories, guns are much m ore
commonly owned than cash of any kind or Bibles and religious
books—and nearly as comm on as all books com bined. Gun s are also
mu ch more comm on than swords, cutlasses, spears, tomaha wks, or
oth er edged or b laded weapons.
Third, we bring more sophisticated multivariate modeling
techniques to our analysis of probate records than have been
previously used in this field. Using hierarchical loglinear modeling,
we show that gun s are m ore common in early American inventories
in which the decedent was male, Southern, rural, slave-owning, or
above the lowest social class—or sometimes where the inventories
were more detailed.
Fourth, we partially replicate the probate gun study in perhaps
the most celebrated American history book of the last year,
Mich ael Bellesiles’s Arming Am erica: The Origins of a National
Gun Culture.6 It was welcomed to the cover of the New York T imes
book review section with an en thusiastic review by N orthwestern
colleague and Pulitzer P rize-winn er Ga rry Wills.7 The Ph iladelphia
Inquirer chose it as the best nonfiction book of the year. 8 On April

6. M ICHAEL A . B ELLESILES, A RMING A MERICA : T HE O RIGINS OF A N ATIONAL G UN C ULTURE
(200 0).
7. Garry W ills, Spik ing the G un M yth, N.Y. T IMES, Sept . 10, 20 00, § 7 , at 5 (bo ok rev iew).
8. Ca rlin Ro m an o, The M ost Important Books of 2000, P HILADELPHIA I NQUIRER , Dec. 14,
2000 (“In nonfiction, the most important book of the year was Michael A. Bellesiles’ ‘Arming
America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture’ (Alfred A. Knopf, $30). It accomplished the
astounding scholarly feat of convincing m any exp erts in Am erican history tha t a fundamental
belief about our country—that the United States began as a land in which most citizens
own ed gu ns a nd u sed t hem — is false.”).
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18, 2001, Columbia University awarded Arming Am erica a Bancroft
Prize for h istory.
I. A NNA H AWLEY , G LORIA M AIN , AND J UDITH M C G AW : R ESPONSES
TO I NCOMPLETENESS IN I NVENTORIES
A. Anna H awley in Virginia
Probate inventories are usually regarded as the be st source of
information abou t wha t items of personal property were owned in
early Am erica, but they are incom plete. T he problem is how to
interpret this incompleteness. One scholar, Anna Haw ley, has
suggested that guns might have been excluded from inventories by
law as well as custom.9 She notes that because guns were required
by law to be supplied by adult males as part of their militia service,
in at least one state’s statutes (Virgin ia’s 10), guns w ere not subject
to distress or execution by law. Thus, guns might not have been
required to be listed on probate inventories because they were not
available to creditors in a ny event.11
Two other biases in probate records are usually noted—age bias
and class bias.12 Older people die more frequently than younger

9. She states:
G un s, o n th e o th er h an d, w ere pro ba bly ex em p t b y la w ra th er th an cu st om .
. . . All free males from sixteen to sixty years of age w ere liable for m ilitia duty
and required b y law to p rovide them selves with arm s, powd er, and shot. The act
requiring this provision specified that the arms and am m unition were exempt
from impressm ent, “distresse, sei zu re, a tta chm en t or exe cut ion .” Ap prais ers in
S u rry County m ay have selectively omitted the guns of poor men from their
inventories so that their heirs could meet their civic responsibility.
Anna L. Haw ley, The Mean ing of Absence: Household Inventories in Surry County, Virginia,
1690-1715, in E ARLY A MERICAN P ROBATE I NVENTORIES, at 27-28 (Peter Benes ed., 1987)
[hereinafter E ARLY A MERICAN P ROBATE I NVENTORIES]. We do not know w hether she is correct
about appraisal practices.
10. 3 W ALTER W ILLIAM H ENING, T HE S TATUTES AT L ARGE, B EING A C OLLECTION OF ALL THE
L AWS OF V IRGINIA 13-1 4, 335 -42 (1 823 ).
11. Oddly, Bellesiles notes that guns were not subject to seizure by creditors, but cla im s
that they were nonetheless required to be probated even though th e protection of creditors
was the main purpose of probate (along with title-clearing and informing legate es an d heirs ).
B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 79-80. While it is possible that Bellesiles is cor rec t, his
contention is not supported by evidence in the book.
12. S ee, e.g., Ro ss W . Be ale s, J r., Literacy and Reading in Eighteenth-C e n t u ry
Westborough, Ma ssachu setts, in E ARLY A MERICAN P ROBATE I NVENTORIES, supra note 9, at 41-
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adu lts and may own more an d different assets. Richer deceden ts are
more likely to have their estates probated, though even the richest
decedents may not hav e their estates probated or their inventories
recorded.
Many researchers, such as Alice Hanson Jones in her study of 919
inventories from 177 4, try to m inim ize these b iases by w eighting
their samples. 13 Jones weights older estates less than younger
estates, and adjusts her weights to try to reflect all wealthho lders,
not just those likely to be probated.14 Further, presenting results by
social class allows us to understand, at least partially, the influence
of wea lth on gu n ow nership. On balance, Jones thinks that inventories understate assets: “I believe that the American colonial
inventories, at least in 1774, are more likely under—rather than
over— statem ents of total w ealth.” 15
42; Lo is G ree n C arr & Lo ren a S . W als h, Inventories and the Analysis of Wealth and
Consum ption Patterns in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, 1658-1777, H IST . M ETHODS , Spring
1980; B r u ce C . Da nie ls, Probate Court Inventories and Colonial Am erican History:
Historiography, Prob lems, and Resu lts, 9 S OCIAL H ISTORY 393-95 (1976) (noting that the
biggest problem is to correct for biases—“exclusion bias” and the fact that decedents wer e
older); Pe ter H . Lin de rt, An A lgorithm for Pro bate Sampling, 11 J. I NTERDISC . H IST ., 649, 660
(1981) (noting that b iased sa mp les overestim ate w e a l th because of underrepresenting the
poor); Gary B. Nash, Urb an W ealth a nd P overty in Pre-Revolutiona ry Am erica, 6 J. I NTERDISC .
H IST ., 54 5, 5 48 (19 76 ); Ja cob M . Pr ice, Q u a ntifying Colonial Am erica: A Com men t on Na sh
and Wa rden, 6 J. I NTERDISC . H IST ., 701, 701 (1976) (“Probate inventories do, however, present
t w o basic prob lems : (1) how com plete wa s the individu al inventory and (2) how representative
of all esta tes we re t he inv en tor ies wh ich we re r eco rde d a nd su rviv ed .”); id. at 701-02
(“Completeness is apparently less of a problem in the colonies.”); Daniel Scott Smith,
Underregistration and Bia s in Prob ate R ecords: A n An alysis of D ata F rom Eigh teenth Century
H in gh am , Ma ssacus etts, 32 W M . & M ARY Q. 100, 104 (1975) (42% of men inventoried and 4%
of wo m en ); K evi n M . Sw een ey, Usin g Ta x Lists to Detect Biases in Probate Records, in E ARLY
A MERICAN P ROBATE I NVENTORIES, supra note 9, at 32-39. Less frequently noted is gender bias
in prob ate, pe rhap s beca use it is to o ob vio us . See, e.g., Be ale s, supra , at 42 -44 ; Sm ith , supra ,
at 104; Sweeney, supra , at 36-37; Barbara McLean Ward, W om en’s Prop erty an d Fa m ily
Con tinuity in Eighteenth C entury C onnecticut, in E ARLY A MERICAN P ROBATE I NVENTORIES,
supra no te 9 , at 75. The great majority of probated estates are from men, just as the great
majority of wealth was owned by men.
13. See 1 J ONES , supra no te 2 (pr efa ce).
14. She states:
M y 1774 study weighted down the influence of the older dece dents to es tima te
patterns for all living probate-type wealthhol d ers, for which the calculation of
confidence intervals is appropriate. Further extension to estimates for the living
nonprobate-type wealthholders required use of death rates and assumptions
about how th eir wealth differed from that of probate-type living wealthholders.
3 J ONES , supra no te 2 , at 2 82 .
15. Id. at 280.
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An underused approa ch to assessing the frequency of individual
items is to com pare them with items known to h ave been w idely
owned. This is a partial solution to the problems of undercounting,
grouping assets in classes, and assets disappearing from estates
before cou nting. A priori, a substantial majority of propertied w hite
males should have owned m ost of the following: Bibles, books, cups,
chairs, 16 hats, knives, axes, and lighting (candles, candlesticks, or
lanterns). Using control variables should allow us to determ ine if
estate inventories are good places to determine ownership during
life and to assess what really constitutes a small percenta ge.
Although Anna H awley’s article is not about guns, she compared
the frequen cy of common item s in 221 probate inventories in Surry
County, a relatively poor agricu ltural V irginia coun ty, from 169 0 to
1715. She notes that in this county, the staple crops—tobacco and
corn—needed to be ho ed several times a year, 17 yet only 34% of
Surry estates list any hoes. 18 Haw ley found that guns w ere the most
com monly listed of the six items she coun ted. In th e m iddling to
affluent groups (the 60% of estates ranked from the 30th to the 90th
percentiles), there w ere the following percentages of these common
item s:
Gun s
Tables
Seating furniture
Hoes
Axes
Sharp kn ives

(63-69%),
(50-64%),
(40-68%),
(35-41%),
(31-33%),
(18-20%).19

Among the wealthiest 10% of estates, only 4% had sharp knives, but
74% had guns. None of the six items she counted were as common
as guns, which appear to have been present in 50% or more of
estates overall. 20
16. There is some uncertainty about how comm on chairs or stools actua lly wer e, espe cially
in earlier periods.
17. T .H . B REEN , T OBACCO C ULTURE: T HE M ENTALITY OF THE G REAT T IDEWATER P LANTERS
ON THE E VE OF THE R EVOLUTION 48 (1 985 ).
18. H aw ley , supra no te 9 , at 2 8-2 9.
19. H aw ley do es n ot in dic at e w ha t sh e co ns ide red to b e a sh arp kn ife. Id. at 28 tbl.1.
20. Haw ley does not give an overall percentage for any item except hoes, but the num ber
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Anna Hawley points ou t that gun s were probably often left out of
Virginia estates both by custom and by law, because by law they
were not supposed to be subject to impressment by the militia, the
claims of creditors, or the execution of debts. 21 Nonetheless, in
Haw ley's rural Virginia county 1690 -1715, guns are more com monly
listed than cha irs, tables, or sharp knives.
As Anna Haw ley argues in her analysis of Surry County, it would
be a mistake to conclude that eighteenth-cen tury decedents did not
own any particular item of property simply from its absence in a
proba te inventory. To her analysis, we would add that, unless one
compares the frequen cy of guns to o ther common items, one would
confuse the incom pleteness of inventories with a lack of ownership.
In a general w ay, gu ns are very com monly listed in inventories
compared to the listing of clothing, money, lighting, chairs, axes,
hoes, books, Bibles, sw ords, and knives.
B. Gloria Main in Maryland
Along similar lines, Gloria L. Main studied the relative frequency
with which inven tories in six tidewater Maryland counties contained particular items, from 1656 to 1719.22 Most of her data were
presented in terms of what 604 younger fathers owned, which she
approxim ately generalizes to 1863 male heads of household.23 She
presents a hierarchy o f items of personal property based on how
comm only they were listed in the estates of young fathers:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Beds
Iron cooking utensils
Pew ter
Arms
Brass
Chairs
Hand M ills

(listed in 97% of estates),
(96%),
(88%),
(78%),
(70%),
(63%),
(53%),

of guns (~50%) can be approximated from the num bers she does rep ort . Id. at 28. In the
poorest 30% of estates, 19% of the estates of poor nonhouseholders list guns, and 32% of the
est ates o f po or h ou seh old ers list gu ns . Id.
21. See id. at 27.
22. G LORIA L. M AIN , T OBACCO C OLONY: L IFE IN E ARLY M ARYLAND, 165 0-17 20 (1 982 ).
23. Id. at 288-89 tbls.C.3, C.4.
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9. Silver
10. Warm ing Pans
11. Pictures, Curtains
12. Cham ber Pots
13. Personal Ornam ents
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(40%),
(35%),
(34%),
(24%),
(22%),
(20%).24

For arm s, the approximately poorest 34% of estates show 50-67%
arms. The richest 66% of estates list 78-95% arms, averaging over
90% of estates listing guns. 25 While Main did not separate out
firearms from bladed weapons, we can estim ate from the Providence
data during a similar period that 90.3% of estates with either guns
or bladed weapons have guns. Thus, 78% of the Maryland estates of
young fathers list arms, and (adjusting dow nward) very roughly
71% of th e estates of young fath ers should list gun s.
As Main’s w ork su ggests, gun s were ne xt in im portance after
beds, cooking utensils, and pewter—and a head of chairs and books.
This pattern suggests that guns were highly prized, but it does not
indica te why. We do not know from the se data w hether guns w ere
a nece ssary tool for protection , hun ting, or verm in con trol— or just
part of the cu ltural identity of men.
C. Judith M cGaw in Penn sylvania an d New Jersey
Unlike Hawley and Main, Judith McGaw 26 only casually compares the frequency of guns in probate estates to other common
items. 27 McGa w, con cerne d with tools used by farmers, studied 250
estates of farmers with sufficient itemization to list beds in five
counties in New Jersey and Penn sylvania in six one-year samples
betw een 1714 and 1789.28 The percentages of guns in probate
estates is 60% in the frontier and 50% in more settled regions:
I find , for exam ple, that only a little more than half of farmers
or yeomen probably owned plows and that, among farm women,
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

Id. at 242 tbl.VII.1.
Id.
M c G a w , supra note 2, at 328.
Id. at 332.
Id. at 343-44.
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about 20 percent made do w ithout either a pot or kettle. . . . The
artifact we m ost often en vision in early American hands—the
gun— actu ally existed in only about half of households. And
fron tiersmen were only slightly m ore likely to ow n firearm s:
about 60 percent versus about 50 perce nt for inhabitants of
longer-settled regions. N one theless, early Americans were far
more likely to own guns than to po ssess tha t other ico n of ear ly
Am erican life—the Bible— althoug h, surprisingly, frontier
hou seholds ca me closest to own ing Bibles as often as gun s.29

McGaw ’s percentages are slightly higher than the percentages we
found for 1774 in the M iddle colonies (41% ), but they are mu ch
higher than the 14.2-14.9% frequencies found in Arm ing Am erica,30
even thou gh B ellesiles’s sam ple partially ove rlapped w ith McG aw’s.
Note that among farmers, McGaw finds as many guns as plows and
that she considers a 60% level of frontier gun ownership (more than
4 times larger tha n B ellesiles’s 14.2%) to be a smaller than expected
percenta ge.
II. C OUNTING G UNS IN P ROVIDENCE P ROBATE R ECORDS
A. Widespread O wnership of Gu ns in Providence
Three volumes of Providence probate records are part of a 21volume set of Early R ecords of the Town of Providen ce published
from 1892 to 1915.31 They are transcribed into typeset with most
inconsistent and archaic spellings ap parently intact and in terlineations ma rked. As was the pattern in historical transcriptions
a century ago, they are meticulously indexed at the end of each
volume, including a go od list of estates 32 and their contents and a
good ind ex of item s m ention ed, including books, knives, and gu ns.
It would have taken a researcher only a few minutes to discover
that guns were more common in the inventories than Bibles or
knives or any other item prim arily used as a weapon.33 The
29. Id. at 332.
30. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 445 tbl.1.
31. P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra note 4.
32. Th e n am es a re s om eti m es s pe lled a b it d iffer en tly i n th e a pp en dic es.
33. Id. The Providence records are now ava ilable on CD -ROM from HeritageBook s.com
for slightly more than the cost of Bellesiles’s book, making our claims (and his) easy to check.
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Provide nce probate records are in three volumes (6, 7, and 16)
starting in 167934 and ending in 1729, though the last inventory is
for a man who died in 1726.35
Besides some guardianships and miscellaneous matters, there are
about 186 decedents’ estates. How many there are depends on what
is requ ired to b e in them to coun t as an estate. Of these estates, 17
of the decedents le avin g inventories are female 36 (only one of whom
owned guns37). Over a dozen decedents’ estates contain no in ventory
at all or no pe rsonal property inventory. One reason for having only
a real estate inventory,38 besides bad record-keeping or inconsistent
law enforcement, is what today is called a ncillary probate. If you die
as a resident of another sta te but still own real estate in your former
town, you would probate your personal assets in your new home
state, but still need ancillary probate of your real estate in your
former home. It would have been a mistake to list guns on real
estate inv entories and none are in P rovidence.
The re were actu ally only 1 53 m ale estates with personal property
inventories (not 186). 39 One o f these is explicitly listed as incomplete, since the estate was looted by the father-in-law of the

34. In Arming America Bellesiles reports them as r unning fro m 1680-1730, but the last
inventory in volume 16 was from 1726, although the records go through 1729. We think he
was just giving the approxima te dates for the records that he exam ined. In addition, the
Providen ce town council in 1683 asked that one earlier estate, that of Resolved Waterman
who died in 1670, be added to the record book in the 168 0 s, wh ich it su bs eq ue ntl y w as , 6
P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra no te 4 , at 1 05 -07 .
There are also a few probate records scattered throughout the other 18 volumes in the
series, but w e found on ly one full inventory in tho se other volum es, an invento ry without a
gun that we included in our analyses (but that was not in Bellesiles’s study). 13 P ROVIDENCE
R ECORDS, supra note 4 , at 32 (Est ate of J ohn M athu son).
35. A s Bellesiles probably did, we also include the Wa terman inventory from 1 6 7 0. See
supra note 34.
36. E.g., 1 6 P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra no te 4 , at 6 0 (M ary Bo rde n); id. at 420 (Sara h
Clem ance ); id. at 4 10 (A big ail H op kin s); id. at 2 36 (Jo an na Inm an ); id. at 146 (Mary Inm an);
id. at 2 38 (Ta bit ha Inm an ); id. at 4 29 (A nn Le we s); id. at 34 6 (R ach al P ott er); id. at 278
(Elizabeth To we rs); id. at 16 5 (H ann ah W ailes) ; i d . at 37 0 (A nn a W hip ple ); id. at 174
(Su sa nn a W hip ple ); id. at 7 0 (M ary W hit em an ); id. at 3 41 (Ly dia W illia m s).
37. 7 id. at 1 17 -20 (E sta te o f Fr eel ove Cr aw ford ).
38. E.g., 16 id. at 322 (J. C raw ford ); id. a t 1 2 6- 27 (R . Waterman); 6 id. at 31 (T. Su ckling);
id. at 3 0 (W . Fe nn er).
39. W e excluded a fragm ent of an inve ntory and a few cas es m issing inventories, w hich
ha d s om e fo rm of p art ial pro pe rty list su ch a s a pro pe rty dis trib uti on or a cco un t. E.g., 16 id.
at 42 1 (a sec on d R . W at erm an ); id. at 1 28 (J. D ext er).
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decedent.40 Three others do not have any substantial itemization of
personal household goods.41 Thus, of the 153 adult males’ estates
with personal property inventories, 149 ha d usa ble respon ses— all
adult ma les with inv entories pu rporting to be (nearly) complete
itemized lists of personal property.42
Counting only guns, there are 94 estates (63%) out of 149 that
have guns of some kind. If we included gun parts, such as “a peice
of a Gun Barrill,” the nu mbers w ould not ch ang e— still 94 of 149
estates have guns. Only nine estates have any guns listed as old or
in poor cond ition; on e of those estates also has four apparently
working guns. 43 Thus, fully 91% of the estates with guns and 58% of
the 149 estates have guns that are n ot listed in pejorative terms. Of
course, that does n ot m ean that th ese guns were actually in good
working condition, only that they were not listed as old or broken.
Con trary to Arm ing Am erica’s interpretation, gun ow nership
drops slightly over the period of the Providen ce records.44 As C hart
1 shows, guns are more co m mon in the earlier years of the period
(63-71% of estates) than in the later years. Only 52% of the 50
estates after 1720 list guns.
Using exploratory data analysis to de termine prelim inarily which
wealth levels were associated with owning guns, we determined that
estates under £50 (the smallest 19% of estates) had fewer guns, but
40. Id. at 3 59 -60 (E sta te o f Jo na tha n R an da ll).
41. One d oes not item ize any pe rsonal prop erty beyond cattle, corn, and feed, using only
general language for three rooms of household goods. 6 Id. at 70-71 (Estate of Jam es
M athu son). In its first inventory, another estate itemizes a few pieces of agricultural business
property, but not any household property, using the broad gene ral lan gua ge— “hou seho ld
goo ds .” In a su pp lem en ta l inv en tor y, a gu n w as ad de d. 7 id. at 93 (Est ate of B enjam in
He arnd en). Even though that estate listed one gun, the estate lacked sufficient itemization
to include it in our study. Ano ther lis ts land, bonds, and “apparrill,” but has no itemized
personal estate. 16 id. at 3 67 (E sta te o f Jo hn St eer e).
42. W e included the Estate of Toleration Harris, 6 id. at 38-39, 95-96, in which not all the
personal prop erty ha d be en coll ected or valu ed, but they d id attem pt to item ize it; further,
although one might rationally doubt the completeness of such an estate, there is no actual
statement that the property listed is incomplete, just not yet collected, viewed, or appraised.
43. Ne arly 10% of estates have any guns listed as old or broken; about 9% of total guns
we re s o lis ted .
44. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 109-10 (“Two-thirds of those inventories containing guns
fall into the last tw enty years of this fifty-year period, after the distribution of firearms by the
British government to the New England m i l it i a in Queen Anne’s War.”). Compared to the
earlier period, gun ownership drops signific antly in the last 20 years (1707-1726) of
inventories (from 66% of estates to 62% of estates). The two decades from 1 711 to 1730 show
an ins ign ifica nt 1 % dro p in gu ns from the ea rlie r pe riod .
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wealth had no la rge effect above that low thresh old lev el. 45 We then
recoded all Provide nce e states in to two groups— those with less than
£50 in assets and those with more.
Chart 1 also shows that only 32% of inventories for the poorest
fifth of estates listed guns am ong the assets. 46 Am ong the other fou rfifths of estates, 70% listed guns. This suggests that gun ownership
among the poorest property-owners was moderate, wh ile guns were
extremely com mon a mong the bulk of Providence estates. These
data are consistent with an interpretation that guns we re no t a
luxury good, but rather a relatively expensive staple that only a
third of the poorest estates could afford, but that a so lid m ajority
(70%) of middle and upper class estates owned.
The average household size in the 179 0 cen sus in Providence was
6.1 people and it range d from 5 .7 to 6.2 throughou t the No rthern
states in 1790.47 Thus, in Providence there were many m ore wh ite
males over the age of 15 than there were fam ilies. If white males
were evenly distributed among families, the average household
would have three white males, half of them over the age of 15. If at
least 63% of adult w hite m ales ow ned guns a nd they were
distributed about evenly across households (which they would not
be), nearly all families in Providence had guns, since very few
people lived in families of one (less than 1% of people in 1790
Provide nce). Further, most adu lt females and m ost children of both
sex es lived in households with adult white m ales.
The fact that a typical Providence hou sehold had three w hite
males may also explain wh y these probate records show a s few
guns, knives, chairs, candles, candlesticks, and Bibles as they do.
45. For this a nalys is, we u sed t he tot als in the inventories th em selves, recoding them into
five groups. Where it could be easily done, we totaled short lists of assets and a d d e d assets
in supplementary inventories. We did not total long inventories, where the inventories
them selves did n ot do s o. Beca use o f supp lem enta ry inven tories, pr oba ble inco nsiste ncies in
adding real es tate a ssets to esta te tota ls, and the con fusion of sub totals in their tex ts, our
exploratory analysis sh ould not b e considered reliable. Once the d ecision wa s m ade to
dichotomize the asset variable, all estates were fairly reliably assigned into the two groups,
notwithstanding the classification problems mentioned.
46. Ac tua lly, it is th e p oor est 19 % of s uch est at es— wi th a ss ets be low £5 0 in va lue .
47. U.S. Ce ns us , 179 0. I t appears that family sizes were even larger early in the
eighteenth cen tur y. D ua ne E. B all , Dynam ics of Pop ulation and W ealth in Eighteenth-C entury
Chester Cou nty, Pen nsylva nia , 6 J. I NTERDISC . H IST. 621, 633 (1976) (noting that in Chester
County, Penn sylvania, avera ge fam ily size declined by more than two persons from the
be gin nin g of the eig hte en th t o th e en d o f th e ei gh tee nth cen tur y).
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Why not treat some of these things as belonging to the family or
household, rather than to the decedent? A possible partial corrective
for this problem, using controls, is explored in the next section.
B. Introdu cing Control Variables: Other Com mon Items
As historical economists using probate records have often noted,
probate inventories are incomplete. Quite aggressively, Bellesiles
claims that items were not often removed from estates after death;
that people made few lifetime gifts not mentioned in wills or
inventories; that inventories itemized each item of personal
property; and that early Am ericans owned axes, knives, and books,
but few guns. 48 These claims can be explored by comparing gun
ownership to tha t of other com monly owned items. It is widely
believed that many propertied w hite m ales w ere religious and could
read, especially in the later colonial period,49 so Bibles should be
common and other books even more comm on, though not nece ssarily
as universal as the other items. Also, Bibles have the heirloom
qua lity that pro-gun scholars sometimes claim that guns ha d. Thus,
if Bibles are m uch mo re com mon th an g uns in these proba te
inventories, the heirloom explanation for the absence of guns w ould
be unsupported. To exam ine whether early Am ericans used knives,
swords, and axes as weapons becau se they owned few guns, it is
instructive to lo ok at swords and rapiers, as w ell as knives, axes,
and hatchets.
As Chart 2 shows, gun s are extremely likely to b e listed in
Provide nce estates (63% of itemized male inventories list th em ),
compared to other commonly own ed objects. Thus if axe and knife
ownership was near universal in Providen ce, then gun ownership
was probably near universal as well, since guns are as com monly
listed as ax es (65%) and m ore commonly listed than k nives of all
kinds (36%), including table knives. If one compares gun ownership
48. See infra text accompanying notes 119-37.
49. Jon B utl er a nd oth ers ha ve i nq uir ed jus t ho w r elig iou s A m eric an s w ere . See J ON
B UTLER, B ECOMING A MERICA : T HE R EVOLUTION B EFORE 17 76 (20 00 ); J ON B UTLER, R ELIGION
IN C OLONIAL A MERICA (200 0); see also F RANK L AMBERT , I NVENTING THE “G REAT A WAKENING”
(1999) (discussing the extent of religiou s boo m in Am erica in the 1740s). The classic work on
the acquisition of literacy in the late eighteenth century is W ILLIAM G ILMORE , R EADING
B ECOMES A N ECESSITY OF L IFE: M ATERIAL AND C ULTURAL L IFE IN R URAL N EW E NGLAND, 1780183 5 (19 89).
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(63%) with the ownership of swords, cutlasses, bayonets, and other
edged we apons (30%),50 the difference is particularly striking.
Indeed, the odds of finding a gun in a colon ial Provide nce inventory
are 4.1 times as high as the odds of finding a sword or other edged
weapon.51
Guns were as common ly listed in Providence estates (63%) as all
lighting items combined (60%): candles, tallow, candlesticks, oil,
lamps, and lanterns. Gun owne rship is as common as book ow nership (62%) and much more comm on than the ownership of Bibles
(32%). It should be noted that the low totals for hats and caps (15%)
are mostly the result of the very common use of general language
(e.g., wearing apparel) in describing clothes. As for chairs and stools,
even when w e include the general langu age “furniture,” the percen tages rem ain low er than expected (79%).
The high, but far from universal, item ization of m ost of these
extremely common items of personal property suggests that
Provide nce probate inven tories probably do n ot accurately reflect
the actual ownership patterns of decedents, at least without usin g
control variables. Untethered, free-floating estimates of the ow nership of particular items are (in our opinion) a m isuse of this fallible
source. Only relative numbers make much sense. The idea that
people in early America used knives because they had few gun s is

50. Here we are tre ating axes , hatchets (wh ich were m uch less common than axes), and
knives, not as edged weap ons because this was not their prim ary purp ose. Bellesiles pres ents
a small amount of evidence to support his conclusion that axes were very frequently used as
weapons. After checking the sources he cites, we determined that t h ey d o not su ppo rt his
conclusion. Unlike hatchets, which can be wielded with one hand and thrown, axes required
t w o hands and were generally used for attacking stationary targets, such as trees and logs.
Our classific ation of axes, hatch ets, and kn ives is the conven tional one, since neith er Alice
Hanson Jones nor the Gunston Ha ll data bas e class ify them as we apons . (Very few kn ives are
listed in terms suggesting th at they w ere us ed for h un tin g.) Tom ahawk s, of course, are always
treated a s w ea pon s. W e might be wrong to follow the conventional classification of experts on
colonial property items. Yet most of the sources Belle siles cites in his b ook d o not s upp ort his
claim that people favored axes over guns for hunting and battle or treated them as the equal
of guns.
51. Odds-ratios (and log odds-ratios) are the staple of categorical data analysis in the
social science s— being the h eart o f both logistic reg ressio n an alysis and of more sophisticated
categorical techniques, such as hierarchical loglinear analysis. Although less intuitive than
percentages for all but frequent gamb lers, odds-ratios and log odds-ratios have more powerful
statistical propertie s for m odelin g ratios . Com putin g the o dds -ratio ex press ing the ratio
between 63% gu n ownership (1.7 to 1 odds) and 30% edged-weapon owne rship (.42 to 1 odds)
reveals an odds-ration of ((.63/(1-.63))/ (.30/(1-.30)=1.7/.42=4.1.
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undercut by our finding that, at least in Providence, only 36% of the
records show knives.
W e then performed multivariate analyses to determine which
variables predicted listing guns in probate inventories. Tables 1 and
2 show th e resu lts of loglin ear m odeling w ith ne sted m odels. In both
tables, the first model includes all ma in va riable effects for six
explan atory variables of possible theoretical interest. The second
model in ea ch tab le is the result of hierarchical loglinear analysis.
This is a sophisticated modeling technique that tries to fit the
simplest model accounting for almost all of the variation shown
between variables. It involves fitting a model with hundreds of
interactions betw een all levels of all variables in the model and then
backing out the insignificant and m ean ingless interaction s. All
variables of theoretical interest rem ain in all models, just most of
the interactions are removed.
This technique ha s several advantages, even com pared to most
other mu ltivariate techniques (such as logistic regression). 52 First,
it can be u sed to test all interactions at all leve ls of all variables, not
just a defined set of tw o-way in teractions between predictors.
Second, with hierarchical loglinear modeling, researchers often use
a Bayesian criterion (BIC) to inform the decision to elim inate
statistically significant but weak relationships from any particular
model. Since statistical significance is so dependent on sa mple
sizes, it is good to have an o bjective criterion (BIC ) to aid
researche rs in their ultimate (nonstatistical) task of assessing
theoretical imp ortan ce. Th ird, high ly com plex m odels can be expressed in extremely simple notation.53 Like the cruder technique
of logistic regression analysis, hierarchical loglinear modeling
predicts log odds, but with the small sets of variables of theoretical
interest here, this technique can explore m uch mo re com plex m odels
tha n is practica lly feasible w ith logistic regression.
52. In soph isticated dem ographic rese arch, loglinear ana lysis has be com e m ore comm on
tha n re gre ss ion an aly sis .
53. Although simple, t h e notation can be daunting to the uninitiated. For example,
consider the model: [YF][YA][FEDCBA ]. Although the specification of this model is brief, it
actua lly specifies one dependent variable Y, two main effects (one between Y and A and one
between Y and F), and dozens of two-way, three-way, four-way, five-way, and six-way
interaction variables b etween the six possibl e p red icto r va ria ble s A , B, C , D, E , an d F . A
model that would norm ally take a full page to list all its doze ns of in teractio ns ta kes o nly 10
let ter s a nd 6 b rac ke ts t o sp ecif y.
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Table 1
Hierarchical Loglinear Modeling
Providence M ale Itemized Estates
Sample: N=149 males, 1670, 1679-1726
Dependent Variable:
Y: gun (None, Listed)
Independe nt Variables:
A: years (<1700,1700s,1710s,1720s)
B: v alue of a sse ts (<£50, >£50)
C: axe or hatchet (None, Listed)
D: chair or stool (None, Listed)
E: cup, mug, or china (None, Listed)
F: edge weapon (None, Listed)
Mode l (with 6 m ain effec ts):
[YA ][YB ][YC ][YD ][YE ][YF ][FE DC BA ] G 2 =56.9, 119 df, p<1.00
Log-odds
Ra tio
s.d.
YA (gun-yea rs)
<1700, 1700s
1700s, 1710s
1710s, 1720s
YB (gun -assets)
YC (gun-axe)
YD (gun -chair)
YE (gun-cup)
YF (gun-edge w.)

-.18
.38
-.81
1.60
.98
1.18
1.13
.93

.69
.59
.40
.45
.36
.38
.49
.41

Ex pon ent
Exponent of
(Relat. Odds) Absolute Value
.83
1.5
.44
5.0
2.7
3.3
3.1
2.5

1.2
1.5
2.2
5.0
2.7
3.3
3.1
2.5

Most Parsimonious Model Fitting the Data:
[YB ][FE DC BA ] G 2 =74.4, 126 df, p<1.00

YB (gun -assets)

Log-odds
Ra tio
s.d.
1.61
.45

Ex pon ent
Exponent of
(Relat. Odds) Absolute Value
5.0
5.0
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Table 2
Hierarchical Loglinear Modeling
Providence M ale Itemized Estates
Sample: N=149 males, 1670, 1679-1726
Dependent Variable:
Y: gun (None, Listed)
Independe nt Variables:
A: years (<1720, 1720s)
B: value of assets (<£50, >£50)
C: axe or hatchet (None, Listed)
D: chair or stool (None, Listed)
E: cup, mug, or china (None, Listed)
F: edge weapon (None, Listed)
Mode l (with 6 m ain effec ts):
[YA][YB][YC][YD][YE][YF][FEDCBA] G 2 =29.6, 57 df, p<.99
Log-odds
Ra tio
s.d.
YA (gun x years)
-.71
.36
YB (gun x assets) 1.61
.45
YC (gun x axe)
.98
.36
YD (gun x chair)
1.18
.38
YE (gun x cup)
1.14
.49
YB (gu n x edge w.) .93
.41

Ex pon ent
(Relat. Odds)
.49
5.0
2.7
3.3
3.1
2.5

Exponent of
Absolute Value
2.0
5.0
2.7
3.3
3.1
2.5

Most Parsimonious Model Fitting the Data:
[YA ][YB ][FE DC BA ] G 2 =37.9, 61 df, p<.99
Log-odds
Ra tio
s.d.
YA (gun x years) -.71
.36
YB (gun x assets) 1.60
.45

Ex pon ent
(Relat. Odds)
.49
5.0

Exponent of
Absolute Value
2.0
5.0
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Both tables report results of models predicting whether an
itemized male inventory in Providence contains a gun. Tab le 1
shows that, controlling for all interactions between the predictor
variables, the odds of listing a gu n in the richest 81% of estate s
(those with assets exceeding £50 ) is five times as high as the odds
of the lowest 19% of estates listing a gun (controlling for all
interactions between the predictor variables). The second model
includes all interaction s betw een the six predictor variables and the
two main effects that meet the BIC criterion. None of the other
variables ma ke a m eanin gful direct contribution to accounting for
the variance in the data.
In Table 2 we convert the year variable from four categories to
two. The odds of having a gun are five times as high if an estate has
more than minimal assets (>£50) than if it does not and about two
times as high 54 if an estate is from the decades before the 1720s
rather than during the 1720s. None of the other variables make a
meaningful direct contribution to accounting for the variance, thus
failing to meet the BIC criterion.
III. C OUNTING G UNS IN 1774 C OLONIAL A MERICA
W hile the P rovidence data are excellent for sh owing h igh levels
of gun ownership in one New England town in one period, the m ore
relevant question is: What was the pattern of gun ownership
throughout the country? Fortunately, we can build on the extraordinary collection of 919 probate inven tories from 1774 (a few w ere
from 1773 and early 1775)55 that A lice Hanson J ones pub lished in
1978. Not only is this a large collection of published inventories
transcribed from handwritten records, but Jone s took extraordinary
steps to achieve a representative sample of the entire wealthholding population of the coun try in 177 4. She then w eighted e ach
inventory to account for her sam pling design, the age distribution
of the population, and the likelihood of being probated. This allowed
54. This is actually based on the exponent of the absolute value of the result for being
from the 1720s . Thus, it is approxima te. More precisely, based on the model actually fit, the
relative odds of a 1720s estate listing a gun a r e on l y 49 % a s high as the odds for earlier
est ates.
55. J ONES , supra note 2. For some counties with fewer than twenty-five estates from 1774,
Jo ne s’s sam ple includ es so m e inven tories fro m 177 3 an d ea rly 17 75 (a nd in Ne w Y ork, 17 72),
but the overwhelming majority come from 1774. 1 id. (prefac e).
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her to generate wea lth and property own ership estimates for the
wealth-holding popu lation and the proba te-type wealth-holding
population .
Because the entire wealth-holding population is a larger part of
the U.S. population than the probate-type wealth-holding
population, we hav e used w eights for the wealth-holding population
(even thou gh th is results in ab out 2% lower gun ownership than if
we used the probate-type population). The counts and percentages
in our charts are weighted to match the wealth-holding population
of the Thirteen Colonies in 1774. These weights a ffect the levels of
guns only slightly; thus, compared to the raw, unweighted percentages, the weighted frequencies of guns differ by only a few
percentage points.
In Arming Am erica, Bellesiles cites Jones’s book 56 but does not
disclose that he included her data in his totals in his Table 1 for
1765-1790.57 In his 1996 Journal of American History article,58
how ever, he gives exactly the sam e percenta ges in each cell for the
1765-1790 period as he repub lished in his book, saying in the 1996
article that he included the Jones data,59 as well as data from other
unnam ed sources. Also, for most states in his probate study,
Bellesiles used only the counties that Jones used,60 relying on
exactly the same twenty-five counties as Jones did for every state.61
56. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 530 n.16.
57. See id. at 4 45 .
58. Michael A. Bellesiles, The O rigins of Gun C ulture in the United S tates, 1760-1865, 83
J. A M . H IST . 425, 4 27-2 8 (19 96).
59. Id. at 428 (“Integrating Alice Hanson Jones’s valuab l e p roba te com pilation into th is
general study and examining counties in sample periods during the eighty-five years from
1765 to 18 50 re veals a sta rtling dis tribut ion of g uns in early Am erica.”). Th is is the only
sen ten ce in the art icle dis clos ing the sou rce s of his 17 65 -17 90 da ta .
60. See B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 445 tbl.1.
61. H e added a few counties from other states (some p resumab ly for years beyond th e
1765-1790 period): Verm ont, Georgia, Ohio, Indiana, California, and two additional counties
in Pe nn syl va nia . Id. The only part of Jones’s study that he appeared to exclude is one set of
twenty-three estates in Jones’s database, her sm all sam ple from the entire state of New York.
Id.; J ONES , supra note 2. Since reading a draft of this paper, Bellesiles has recanted his 1996
cla im , see supra note 59, th at he inte gra te d J on es ’s comp ilation of inventories into h is probate
study. M ich ae l B elle sile s, Arm s and the A ncestors, W ALL S T . J., Apr. 24, 2001, at A25
(speaking of “published sample sets I did not use, those of Alice Hanson Jones (919
inventories, 1774-1775 )”). Wh ile the Jones data would provide enough S outhern ca ses to
falsify Arm ing Am erica’s 14.7% m ean as m athe m aticall y impos sible, there are more than
enough other cases to do so in the res t of B elle sile s’s s am ple . See infra notes 107-13 and
acc om pa ny ing tex t.
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Guns were common in 177 4 esta tes, even in adm ittedly
incom plete probate records—overall, 50% of all wea lthholders in the
Thirteen Colonies in 1774 owne d guns. 62 Am ong male probate-type
wealthho lders, 54% ow ned guns listed in their estates. M oreover,
guns were mostly in good condition. Abou t 87% of item ized m ale
estates with gun s listed at least one gun that w as not listed as old
or in poor work ing con dition.
Not all of these estates h ave itemized in ventories of personal
property including household property. For example, an estate
that lists only real estate or “house and its contents,” or only crops
and farm im p le m ents, is not sufficiently complete to count as an
itemized estate. If one sets aside just these thirty estates without
substantial itemization and the eighty-one female estates, 63 that
leaves 813 itemized m ale estates.64 Charts 3 through 5 se t out characteristics65 of these itemized male estates.
As Chart 3 shows, 54% of itemized male estates in 1774 had gu ns;
47% of estates had guns not listed as old or in poor con dition. This
compares with a higher rate of books (62%) and much lower
percentages of Bibles or religious books (27%). Almost as interesting
as the high level of gun ownership is the low level of swords,
cutlasses, bayonets, and other blade or edged weapons (14% of
estates). Indeed, based on probate records, in colonial America in

62. In all, 52% of male colonial wealthholders in 1774 had gu n s , w h ile 18% of fem ale
wealth holders had gu ns. If we exclude estates that have no significant itemization of personal
property, 54% of male wealthholders’ estates have guns, and 19% of female wealthholders’
estates have guns.
63. Five of these eighty-one female estates are unitemized.
64. This incl ud es o ne free Af rica n-A m eric an wh o ow ne d s lav es b ut n ot a gu n. 1 J ONES ,
supra note 2, at 7; 3 id. at 1499-1500.
65. Jon es cod ed ea ch item in the M iddle colonies (except New York) in one database and
t h e general characteristics of each estate from all regions in several other databases
(including gend er, app arel, an d w ealth ). We further coded the individual items (guns, edged
weapons, etc.) from the inventories of New England, New York, and the South ourselves, but
used Jones’s coding and descr iption of individ ual item s (includ ing gu ns) for th e M iddle
colonies from h er i t em i z e d d atabase. We then com bined these data into a single database,
using her weigh ts for each esta te as well as her data. Our statistics assume that her stratified
probab ility s am p le wa s a s e ffe ct iv e a s a sim ple ra nd om sam ple (SR S) since no d esign effect
was noted, but our hierarchical loglinear modeling applies a higher test (BIC) for effects large
enough to be meaningful. Because her sample is certainly less effective than a SR S (es pecia lly
for the estimates of wealthholders rather than prob ate-ty pe w ealth holde rs), one should look
more at the strength of relationships than at statistical significance.
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1774, the relativ e odds of a ma le wealthholder owning a gun were
seven times as high as the odds of him owning an edged weapon.
In early America, gun ownership w as higher in rural areas than
in urban a reas (56% to 45%). M oreover, 60 % of estates that list
livestock also list guns, compared to only 22% of estates not owning
livestock—owning livestock being a strong indicator of current
(rather than past) farm ing a ctivity. Alth ough estates w ith few
slaves owned no more guns (46%) than estates w ithout slaves (48% ),
gun ownership among the bulk of slave-ow ning estates (with slaves
valued >£82.5) was very high— 81%. Indeed, the odds that large
slaveholders would own guns is 4.3 times as high as the odds of gun
ownership for estates without large numbe rs of slaves.
The re are some differences between colonies and regions (Charts
5-6). Southern es tates have many more guns than other regions
(69%). The low est gu n ow nership w as observed in a string of states
from Connecticut and New York 66 to New Jersey and Pennsylvania,
only 35-44% of w hose e states had gun s (Chart 6).
Among occupations (Chart 7), farm ers have slightly more guns
(58%) than other occupations. Those w ith missing occupations have
many fewer guns (only 9%), suggesting that incompleteness of
probate inventories is an imp ortan t possib le reason for an inventory
lacking guns, even among male estates with itemized inventories.
Total physical wealth is related to gun ownership, with 74-78% of
the most elite estates having guns and only 7% of the poorest
probate estates owning g uns.
Next, we used hierarchical loglinear m odeling to predict whether
an estate would list a gun. In Table 3, we used all estates, including
female estates and those w ithout itemized inventories. In Table 3,
the most parsimonious model that fits the data suggests strong
relationships between gun ow nership and several predictors. Men
have about 5 times as high odds of owning a gun as wom en. Large
slave-owners have 4.3 times as high odds of ow ning a gun as sm all
slave-ow ners or those who own n o slaves. Those who own livestock
have odds of gun-owning 6.7 tim es as high as those w ho do not.
Active farming and large slave-owning are good predictors of owning
guns. Inventories with no itemization have no guns. Physical wealth
66. There were twenty-three New York estates, all male. Because of the sm all sam ple size
for New York, Jones reduced the weighting of those cases, thus yielding a weighted n s h ow n
in C ha rt 6 of o nly nin e es ta tes .
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and region are not m eaningful direct predictors of guns in this
model.
Tables 4 and 5 show m odels for 813 male itemized estates,
excluding female estates and those w ithou t itemization . Both
tables show high odds of gun ow nership for Southerners, livestock
owners, and those whose estates contain substantial amounts of
producer durables. Producer durables include livestock, guns,67
other weapons, wagons, wheelbarrows, harnesses, plows, hoes,
shovels, sickles, axes, saws, hatchets, mills, grindstones, bags,
buckets, bushels, spinning wheels, tools, lumber, nails, and fishing
equipment. Th e odds that inventories con tain gun s are 1 1.6-11.7
times as high if they record an occupation as when they do not.
Physical wealth a nd sla veholding are statistically significant in th is
modeling, but not meaningful main predictors of guns using the BIC
criterion.
In Table 5, controllin g for all in teractions between the predictor
variables, the odds of having a gun are several times higher for
Southerners, those who own livestock, and those whose physical
wealth exceeds £10. Inventories are m uch mo re likely to contain
guns if they record an occupation and list mo re tha n sm all am oun ts
of producer durables (valued at £27.5 or greater). The main effect
between large slaveholding and guns is statistically significant, but
not meaningful using the BIC criterion.

Table 3
Hierarchical Loglinear Modeling
1774 Colonial Estates
Sample: N=919 (including 81 female estates and 31 estates
without itemized personal property)
Dependent Variable:
Y: gun (None, Listed)
Independe nt Variables:
A: gender (Male, Female)
67. One reason for dichotomizing a leve l of p ro d u cer durables larger than the value of
guns in virtually all estates is so that the sam e gun da ta are not b oth a predictor variable and
the de pe nd en t va ria ble .
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B: itemization of personal household property (Some,
Almost none)
C: p hy sical w ea lth (< £10, £10-49 , £50-9 9, £100-1 99,
£200-499, £500-999, >£1,000)
D: livestock (None, Livestock)
E: slaves (None or slaves valued at <£82.5, Slaves valued
at >£ 82.5 )
F: region (South, New E ngland, Middle Colonies)
Mo del W ith 6 M ain E ffects: [FE DC BA ][YB ][YD ][YA ][YE ] G 2 =117.2,
323 df, p<1.00
Log-odds
Exponent
Exponent
Ratio
s.d.
(Relat. Odds) (of Abs.
Value)
YA (gun x gender):
-1.60
.34
.20
5.0
YB (gun x itemization):
-5.31
2.45
.005
202.4
YC (gun x wealth):
<£10, £10-49
2.47
.73
11.8
11.8
£10-49, £50-99
.48
.27
1.6
1.6
£50-99, £100-199
.72
.27
2.1
2.1
£100-199, £200-499
-.65
.21
.52
1.9
£200-499, £500-999
.89
.26
2.4
2.4
£500-999, >£1,000
.28
.34
1.3
1.3
YD (gun x livestock):
1.90
.21
6.7
6.7
YE (gun x slaves):
1.46
.20
4.3
4.3
YB (gun x south/new eng.): -.77
.16
.46
2.2
(gun x new eng./middle): -.22
.17
.80
1.2
(gun x south/middle):
-.99
~ .17
.37
2.7
Most Parsimonious Model Fitting the Data:
[FEDCBA][YB][YD][YA][YE] G2=165.6, 331 df, p<1.00
Log-odds
Exponent
Exponent
Ratio
s.d.
(Relat. Odds) (of Abs. Value)
YA (gun-gender):
-1.59
.34
.20
4.9
YB (gun-itemization): -5.31
2.45
.005
202.4
YD (gun-livestock):
1.90
.21
6.7
6.7
YE (gun-slaves):
1.46
.20
4.3
4.3
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Table 4
Hierarchical Loglinear Modeling
1774 Colonial Male Estates
Sample: N=813 (male estates with itemized personal property)
Dependent Variable:
Y: gun (None, Listed)
Independe nt Variables:
A: physical wealth (<£10, £10-49, £50-99, £100-199, £200-499,
£500-999, >£1,000)
B: region (South, New England, M iddle Colonies)
C: slaves (None or slaves valued at <£82.5, Slaves valued
at >£82.5)
D: livestock (None, Livestock)
E: producer durables (None or <£27.5, Producer durables
>£27.5)
F: occupation missing (Unknown, Occupation known)
Mo del W ith 6 M ain E ffects: [FE DC BA ][YD ][YF ][YE ][YB ]
G 2 =133.2, 323 df, p<1.00
Log-odds
Exponent
Ratio
s.d. (Relat. Odds)
YA (gun x wealth)
<£10, £10-49
£10-49, £50-99
£50-99, £100-199
£100-199, £200-499
£200-499, £500-999
£500-999, >£1,000
YB (gun x south/new eng.):
(gun x new eng./middle):
(gun x south/middle):
YC (gun x slaves):
YD (gun-livestock):
YE (gun-durables):
YF (gun-occup. missing):

2.30
.51
.54
-.55
1.03
.17
- .82
- .31
-1.13
1.55
1.79
1.29
-2.46

.75
.28
.29
.22
.29
.38
.18
.17
~ .18
.23
.23
.15
.72

10.0
1.7
1.7
.58
2.8
1.2
.44
.73
.32
4.7
6.0
3.6
.09

Exponent
(of Abs.
Value)
10.0
1.7
1.7
1.7
2.8
1.2
2.3
1.4
3.1
4.7
6.0
3.6
11.7
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Most Parsimonious Model Fitting the Data:
[FE DC BA ][YD ][YF ][YE ][YB ] G 2 =162.6, 330 df, p<1.00
Log-odds
Exponent
Ratio
s.d. (Relat. Odds)
YB (gun-south/new eng.):
(gun-new eng./middle):
(gun-south/middle):
YD (gun-livestock):
YE (gun-durables):
YF (gun-occup. missing):

- .82
- .31
-1.13
1.79
1.29
-2.45

.18
.17
~ .18
.23
.15
.72

.44
.73
.32
5.99
3.63
.09

Exponent
(of Abs.
Value)
2.3
1.4
3.1
6.0
3.6
11.6

Table 5
Hierarchical Loglinear Modeling
1774 Colonial Male Estates
Sample: N=813 (male estates with itemized personal property)
Dependent Variable:
Y: gun (None, Listed)
Independe nt Variables:
A: livestock (None, Livestock)
B: occupation missing (Unknown, Occupation known)
C: slaves (None or slaves valued at <£82.5, Slaves valued
at >£82.5)
D: producer durables (None or <£27.5, Producer durables
>£27.5)
E: physical wealth (<£10, >£10)
F: south (New England or Middle Colonies, South)
Most Parsimonious Model Fitting the Data:
[FE DC BA ][YA ][YE ][YB ][YD ][YF ] G 2 =30.1, 58 df, p<1.00

YA (gun-livestock):

Log-odds
Ratio
s.d.

Exponent
(Relat. Odds)

1.72

5.6

.22

Exponent
(of Abs.
Value)
5.6
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YB (gun-occup. missing):
YD (gun-durables):
YE (gun-physical wealth):
YF (gun-south region):

-2.50
1.31
-3.00
.96

.75
.15
.73
.16

.08
3.7
.05
2.6

12.2
3.7
20.1
2.6

Thus, the picture that emerges from a careful analysis of the 1774
Jones database is directly contrary to the picture th at Arm ing
Am erica paints for the larger 1765-1790 period. In the Jones
database, guns are common (not rare). Guns are a pparently in good
condition (not usually listed as old or damaged). Women own guns
at higher rates (18% 68) than Bellesiles says men own guns (a s
opposed to his claim that no women owned guns 69). In rural areas,
guns are m ore comm on. Edged w eapons are m uch less common than
guns (n ot m ore com mon).
IV. M ARYLAND AND V IRG INIA , 1740-1810—T HE G UNSTON H ALL
P ROBATE I NVENTORY D ATABASE
At George Mason’s home, Gunston Hall Plantation in rural
Virginia, the muse um ’s staff has collected and an alyzed a database
of 325 estate inventories from selected counties in Virginia and
Maryland. 70 For these 325 inventories, they catalogued over 65,000
individual objects named in the in ventories, a database that we
analyzed statistically. M ichae l Bellesiles did not ana lyze th is
datab ase.
The staff of Gunston H all originally started this enterprise
because they had no probate inven tory for G eorge M ason himself.
Thus, they collected records for counties in the two states in which
M ason did business. Nothing abo ut the selection process was
directly concerned with guns, so there should be no bias for or
against estates with gun s, excep t as gu n ow nership is re lated to
other criteria for selection (which it probably is). These 325 estates,
nonetheless, are far from a random sample. The process of selection
68. This is the weighted av e r a ge of all women. If one excludes women w ithout itemized
in ve nt or ie s, t he pe rc en ta ge of fe m ale we alt hh old er s w it h g un s w ou ld be 19 % .
69. See B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 267. We also counted substantial percentages of guns
in female estates in 1765-1766 in Charleston, South Carolina.
70. Gunston Hall Plantation, Probate Inventory Database, (CD-ROM, 2000) (325
individual inventories are available for downloading at gunstonhall.com, where you can
pu rch as e a CD -R OM of th e co de d d at ab as e a nd the inv en tor ies ); see also supra note 5.
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was purposely weighted in favor of estates with food service items,
particu larly forks. The process was also we ighted in fav or of mo re
detailed inventories, particularly ones listing items room by room.
That these are h ighly detailed inventories is evidenced by the
extremely high percentage (97%) of estates listing some goods
related to lighting, such as candles, candlesticks, lantern s, and so
forth.
The User’s Manual for the database explains the selection
process 71 and their division into social classes, based mostly on food
service items. They classified the four social classes from “OldFashioned” (having no forks 72) through “D ecen t” and “Aspiring” to
“Elite” (dinner service for 20 guests). 73
The subtext of the modern historical inquiry into the frequen cy of
gun own ership is the origina l me anin g of the Second A mendment,
which recognizes the right to bear arms. The Gunston Hall database
may be relatively unimportant for determining the absolute level of
gun ownership in eighteenth-century America, althou gh it is still
relevant for determining the ownership of guns relative to oth er
weapons.
Wh ile this database might not particularly interest cultural historians, it is of special interest to intellectual and legal historians. 74
71. See Gu nston Ha ll Plan tation , Proba te Inve ntory D atab ase U ser’s M anu al, at 2 (2000)
(“For further details on the criteria for inclu sio n s ee B arb ara Ca rso n, Am bitious Appetites:
Dining, Be ha vio r, a n d Patterns of Consumption in Federal Washington (W as hin gto n, D .C.:
Th e A m eric an Ins titu te o f A rch ite cts Pr ess , 19 90 , pa rtic ula rly p ag es 3 0-5 2.)” ).
72. Forks were important markers of social status. See gen erally N ORBERT E LIAS, T HE
C IVILIZING P ROCESS 103 -05 (E dm und Jep hcott tr ans ., 1994 ).
73. Th e U ser ’s M an ua l st at es:
Cl as sifi cat ion s u sed in t he Gu ns ton H all Inv en tor y D at ab as e a re: . . .
E : (Elite) The economic designation for inventories of the wealthiest d e ce d ents wh ich
exceed in quantity and quality all the criteria of the “Aspiring” classification. These
inventories contain su fficient knives, forks, spoons, and other accoute rm e n ts to serve
twenty guests at a seated d inner.
A : (Aspiring) E conom ic designation for inven tories deem ed to have extensive households
that include spoons, knives, and forks, as well as enough equipage to entertain and give
dinner parties for ten or more people.
D : (Decent) Th e econom ic designation for inve ntories that include spoons, knives, and
forks, but without enough equipage to seat a dinner p arty fo r ten person s. It is more
likely that these people would have entertained at tea.
OF: (Old Fashioned) The econom ic designation for inventories that lack forks, some of
which m ight otherwise be considered aspiring or elite.
U ser ’s M an ua l, supra no te 7 1, a t 2- 3, 7 -8.
74. For example, one intellectual historian (Saul Cornell) thought that this was the most
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This database might be good for determining the experience of
constitutional Framers and the prominent anti-federalists who gave
rise to the Bill of Rights. The estates were selected to reflect the
experien ce of a pa rticular prom inen t politician and theorist— to
reflect in part his world. Thus, to the extent that probate records
can be assumed to reflect the world that at least some prominent
Fram ers walked around in, this is a good database to explore—
better for that limited purpose than databases more representative
of the general public. Most estates in the Gunston Ha ll databa se are
from social classes below the presumably elite class of George
Mason, although these lower classes in th e database w ould have
included ma ny free w hite m ales from social classes with whom he
intera cted.
Overall, 71% of the Maryland and Virginia estate inventories
in the Gunston Hall database listed guns (Chart 8). Fully 73% of
the 304 male estates listed guns. Of the 21 female estates, 8 (38%)
owned guns, higher than the 18% of 1774 female estates in the
Jones database that owned guns and the one gun-ow ning fem ale
estate in Providence. Only 27 % of the G unston Hall estate inventories included swords, cutlasses, bayonets or other edged weapo ns.
The odds of an estate inventory containing a gun are 6.4 times as
high as the odds of having an edged weapon.75 A quarter of the
estates (25% ) include an old or broken gun , but half of those also
include a gun that is not listed as old or broken. Thus 59% of estates
had a gun that was not listed as being old or in poo r working
condition.
The distribution of gun ownership by year of estate and social
class is shown in Chart 9. Chart 10 displays the distribution of gun
ownership for several demographic and inv entory ch aracteristics. As
Chart 9 shows, in the Gun ston Hall database social class is not
mean ingfully related to gun ow nership. There are only insignificant
differences between estates from the low est social class, those with
no forks (called “Old-Fashioned”), and the higher social classes who
had forks. There is slightly falling gun own ership from the 1750s

interesting database in the article because of the light it shed on what George Mason might
ha ve b een thi nk ing wh en he as su m ed an arm ed citiz en ry.
75. The odds-ratio exp ressing the ra tio b e t w e en 71% gun ownership (2.4 to 1 odds) and
27% edged weapon ownership (.38 to 1 odds) is ((.71/(1-.71))/ (.27/(1-.27)) or 6.4.

Hosted by The Berkeley Electronic Press

1814

WILLIAM AND MARY LAW REVIEW

[Vol. 43:1777

http://law.bepress.com/nwwps-lep/art8

2002]

COUNTING GUNS IN EARLY AMERICA

1815

Hosted by The Berkeley Electronic Press

1816

WILLIAM AND MARY LAW REVIEW

[Vol. 43:1777

http://law.bepress.com/nwwps-lep/art8

2002]

COUNTING GUNS IN EARLY AMERICA

1817

through the early 1800s, which m ight reflect the re lative development of Virginia and Maryland and the reduction of physical
threats.76
In the Gunston Hall database, the best predictors of gun
ownership are whether the decedent was male or lived in a rural
area (Ch art 10). Although it might seem obvious that rural estates
would have more guns, Bellesiles implies the opposite.77 What seems
important here is not how w ealthy the estates were, but how
detailed the inventories were . Thus, other predictors (besides
rural/urban) of listing guns are whether the contents of a cellar or
closet78 are listed. Also, slave-owning estates are more likely to have
guns.
Table 6 shows the re sults of hierarchical loglinear m odeling. It
reports on models for the entire database of 325 estates, including
21 fem ales. C ontrolling for all interaction s betw een the predictor
variables, the odds of listing a gun are about 4.4 times as high 79 if
an estate is male as when it is female, 3.9-4.0 times as high if it is
a rural esta te as w hen it is not, an d 3.1 tim es as high if the estate
has an itemized ce llar as w hen it does not. In the Gunston Ha ll
database, 38% of wom en own guns, and rural estates are m uch m ore
likely to h ave gun s than urban estates.
Table 6
Hierarchical Loglinear Modeling
All Gunston Ha ll Estates
Sam ple: N=325 (304 m ales and 21 fem ales)
Dependent Variable:
Y: gun (None, Listed)
76. Both the Gunston Hall and the Providence databases show slight drops in gun
own ership over time (though the latter is meaningless using the BIC criterion). Bellesiles, on
the other h an d, s how s grow ing gu n ow nersh ip from the 1 765 -179 0 pe riod th rough the C ivil
W ar. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 445 tbl.1. We d o not have data from en ough area s in
enough periods to make generalizations on whether gun ownership was growing or declining
in t he eig hte en th c en tur y.
77. Id. at 1 09 .
78. M odels with item ized clo sets s how sim i la r p atterns to models with itemized cellars,
suggesting that both variables are measuring the same thing—itemization.
79. This is actually based on the exponent of the absolute value of the result for being
female. Thus, it is approximate. More precisely, based on the m odel actually fit, the relative
od ds of fe m ale est at es l ist ing gu ns are on ly 2 3% as hig h a s th e od ds for m ale est at es.
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Indep enden t Variables:
A: room by room itemization (None, Itemized by Room)
B: years (1740s,1750s,1760s,1770s,1780s,1790s,1800-10)
C: state (VA, MD)
D: gender (Male, Fem ale)
E: rura l (Urban, R ura l)
F: cellar (None, Contents Listed)
Model With All 6 Main E ffects (and 1 significant interaction term ):
[YC A][Y B][Y D][Y E][Y F][FED CB A] G 2=78.8, 211 df, p<1.00

YAC
(gun x item., in VA)
(gun x item., in M D)
(gun x state, no room)
(gun x state, room )
YB (gun x years)
(1740s x 1750s*)
YD (gun x fem ale)
YE (gun x rura l)
YF (gun x cellar)

Log -odds
Exponent
Ra tio
s.d. (Relat. Odds)

Exponent
(Absol. Value)

1.66
-.94
.64
-1.95

.43
.35
.33
.44

5.3
.39
1.9
.14

5.3
2.6
1.9
7.0

1.31
-1.48
1.38
1.12

.67
.46
.27
.40

3.7
.23
4.0
3.1

3.7
4.4
4.0
3.1

*other (sm aller) decade-by-decade com parisons omitted from the table
Most Parsim onious M odel (5 m ain effects and 1 interaction term ):
[YC A][Y B][Y D][Y E][Y F][FED CB A] G 2=95.1, 217 df, p<1.00

YAC
(gun x item., in VA)
(gun x item., in M D)
(gun x state, no item .)
(gun x state, item .)
YD (gun x fem ale)
YE (gun x rura l)
YF (gun x cellar)

Log -odds
Exponent
Ra tio
s.d. (Relat. Odds)

Exponent
(of Absol. Value)

1.66
-.94
.64
-1.96
-1.48
1.37
1.12

5.3
2.6
1.9
7.1
4.4
3.9
3.1

.43
.35
.33
.44
.46
.27
.40

5.3
.39
1.9
.14
.23
3.9
3.1
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The re was one m eanin gful, statistically significant interaction. As
might be expected, in V irginia, if the inventory item ized property
room by room, there was a 5.3 times higher odds of finding a gun.
Yet inexplicably, in Maryland room by room itemization actually led
to 2.6 tim es lower odds of finding a gun in the estate. Among the
variables that do not make a meaningful contribution to any of the
models explored are county, social class, livestock ownership, book
ownership, and time period (decade) of the estate.
V. A RMING A MERICA ’S S TUDY OF G UNS IN P ROBATE R ECORDS
A. The Providence Claims
In Arming Am erica, Michael Bellesiles argues that Am erica in the
1700s and early 1800s had relatively few guns, and what few
guns existed were in mostly poor working condition. Expanding
on these claims, he argues that America did not have a “gun
culture,” notwithstanding what he acknowledges were the comments of som e prom ine nt constitu tion al F ram ers. His sources are
varied: contemporary accounts, probate records, gun censuses,
manufacturing records, and homicide counts. Researchers have
found a large number of proble ms in Bellesiles’s use of these
sources (especially in the travel accoun ts, gun censuses, gun smith
counts, hu nting reports, m ilitia reports, and homicide counts), but
deficiencies in these areas are not a subject of this Article.
The most interesting claim of Arming Am erica—a nd the m ost
persuasive if true—is that gun own ership w as rare in ea rly
America, even am ong propertied ma les in their probate inventories.
In a quick count of articles on Arm ing Am erica in both law reviews
and the popular press, Bellesiles’s eviden ce from probate records is
the most commonly mentioned quantitative evidence supporting his
thesis.80
As Jacob Price has argued: “Probate records are the mo st valu able
single source w e hav e for the economic and social history of
extended com mun ities.” 81 One run of probate records that Bellesiles
cites as a source of his data is a published set of about 186

80. See infra no tes 14 5-4 6 a nd acc om pa ny ing tex t.
81. Price, supra note 12, at 701.
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decedents’ estates82 in colonial Providence from 1679 to 1729.83
Even though he finds high gun ownership in Providence in this
period (48% ), he substantially undercounts the percentage of
itemized male estates listing g uns. According to our carefu l coun t,
63% of adu lt ma le estates with item ized person al property
inv entories had gun s.
In the Providence probate records that Bellesiles discusses in his
book, he has done the following:
• He claim s that all 186 estates had both wills and itemized
inventories when less than half did. Indeed, intestacy was
common then 84 and was frequently noted in the records.85 He
thus coun ted abou t a hu ndred wills that are not there and
never were.86

82. B ELLESILES, supra n o te 6 , a t 10 9 . P r ec is e ly h ow m a n y deceden ts’ estates there a re
d e p e n d s o n h ow you count them— that is, how much has to be in a record to count it.
Non etheless, there are not 186 probate records for adult males containing inventories
item izing a ll types of property (which is what B ellesiles says that he analyzed in his Arming
Am erica). The re are o nly 149 (or a few m ore if one uses even looser standards for itemization
than we did). In a recount of the P rovide nce rec ords o n his w ebsite in the la te sp ring an d ea rly
sum m er of 2001, Bellesiles’s report came up with 184 inventories. Michael A. Bellesiles,
Prob ate Inventories: Providence, R.I., 1670-1730, at http://www.emory.edu/HISTORY/
BE LL ES ILE S/R hod eislan d.htm (last vis ited A pr. 06 , 2002 ).
83. P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra note 4 (th ese records include one inventory from 1670
and no inv entor ies from the la st thre e yea rs of reco rds— 172 7-17 29).
84. 3 J ONES , supra note 2, at 1933 tbl .7.1 (an unweighted 494 of the 919 deceden ts died
intest ate); see also Alice Hanson Jone s, E stim ating W ealth of th e Livin g from a Pro bate
Sam ple, 13 J. I NTERDISC . H IST . 273, 28 0 (1982 ) (“There is not a w ill for every inventory;
inven tories w ere m ade for m any intest ates as w ell as te state s.”).
85. Less tha n h alf of th e P rov ide nce inv en tor ies we re a cco m pa nie d b y w ills . E.g., 16
P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra note 4 (most of the firs t few est at es) ; id. at 12 (“John M athewson
. . . Dye d Inte state ”); id. at 14 (“Step hen A rnold , Jr. [sic] . . . dy ed Int est at e”); id. at 17 (“Jam es
Appleby . . . Died Intest at e”); i d . at 28 (“Jo natha n Kn ight . . . Dy ed Int est at e”); id. at 31
(“Thomas Field . . . Dyed Intes tate”); id. at 33 (“Richard Lewes . . . Dyed Intestate”). For other
estates of people dying intestate see, for example, 7 id. at 32, 53, 45, 65, 69, 106, 109, 112, 139,
142, 145, 152, 157, 179, 205; 16 id. at 9, 37, 45, 62, 63, 73, 92, 97, 120, 121, 124, 156, 159, 167,
175, 197, 199, 228, 241, 246, 248, 279, 286, 312, 316, 332, 343, 358, 36 6, 373, 377, 380, 425,
428, 430, 441, 446, 448, 457, 462, 467, 468.
86. See supra note 85 . Only abou t 86 e s t a tes even m ention both a will and an inven tory
in the ind ices to th e three volum es. Bo th w ills and item ize d i n ventories appear in about 81
est a tes, of which eight are female, leaving about 73 estates (out of 149) with both wills and
ma le-itemized inventories. Whatever the count, it is fewer than 90 estates, not 186, as
Bellesiles contends in Arm ing Am erica. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 109.
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• He claims that he included only m ales in his 186 P rovidence
estates when he apparently included seventeen women.87 Thus,
he repeatedly counte d w om en as men.
• He claim s tha t most of the guns in the (app roximately) 90
Providence inventories listing guns88 “are evaluated as old
and of poor quality”89 when only about 9% of the gu ns are so
listed.90
• By counting female estates in his male estate totals and
counting estates with no itemized personal property inventories as having inve ntories, and double-counting estates with
two inventories,91 he undercounted the percen tage of guns in
male estates with item ized personal property in vento ries.
• He claim s that “a great many inven tories”92 list “‘one of ye
Queens Arm es,’” ano ther n am e for a military weapon, when
only one inventory did.93

87. See infra notes 95 -97 and accom panyin g text.
88. Our count is 94 itemized male inventories listing guns. There is another gun in a m ale
estate without a sufficiently itemized inventory and a female estate with five guns (thus 96
estates had guns). Our count of 94 estates includes tw o estates in w hich the only w eapon s are
“a rm es,” valued high enough to be reasonably likely to include guns. At the time, as in the
Second Am end m ent, arm s ofte n ( b ut not always) referred to firearms; furthermore, edged
w e a p ons were less common than guns. One estate included a carbine (indexed as a carbin e,
but spe lled unconve ntionally), which referred to a short rifle or a m usket.
89. B ELLESILES, supra no te 6 , at 1 09 ; see supra note 43 and a ccomp anying text.
90. Here we are referring to the number of guns, not the num ber of estates with guns. For
most purposes, we count the num ber of estates with guns, not the number of guns. The count
of th e n um be r o f g u ns is greatly hampered because some inventories list “guns” without
enum erating how m any. Does this refer to two guns or three g u ns ? W e c ou n te d th e m a s t w o
guns and su spect tha t Bellesiles did a s well. It is also unclear how Bellesiles counted gun
parts. W e counted a “gun w ithout a lock” a s a gun and a “gun lock” or a “gun barrel” not as
a gun. Alt hough Bellesiles’s count of 90 estates with guns is close to ours, Bellesiles’s gun
counts in those 90 e s ta t es a pp e ar to o sm a l l t o h a ve in cl ud e d g u n p a rt s. I f w e had included gun
parts in our counts, the percentage of estates with old or brok en gu ns w ould have been a few
percentage points highe r, but no t h ing even close to the majority reported by Bellesiles.
Fu rth er, e ver y es ta te w ith a g un pa rt a lso inc lud ed a g un .
91. This overcounting com es desp ite the claim imm ediately preced ing his Provid ence
counts “It is vital to emp hasize th at these p robate inve ntories scrupu lously recorded every
item in an estate, from broken glasses to speculative land titles to which the deceased claimed
title.” B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 109.
92. Id. (Bellesiles claims: “A great many i n v en tories explicitly list ‘one of ye Queens
arm es,’ which officially still b elonge d to th e gove rnm ent.”).
93. 6 P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra note 4, at 18 8 (O. Brow ne). Brow n e ’s e s ta te also
inc lud ed thr ee o the r gu ns . Id.
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In all, Bellesiles misclassified over 60% of the estates on these
criteria that he thought important enough to mention. It is hard to
see how Bellesiles could have counted so many w ills that are not
there. Bellesiles’s mistakes go, not only to trivialities, but to the
very heart of the matter—the frequency and condition of guns and
the sorts of people who owned them.94
It would take anyone less than an hou r in a g ood university
library to be reasonably certain that several of Arm ing Am erica’s
claims abou t probate records were false. For example, Bellesiles
asserts: “These 186 [Providence] probate inventories from 168 0 to
1730 are all for property-owning adult males . . . .” 95 Yet volume 16
of the Providence Records alone contains the inventories of Ma ry
Borden, Sara h Clem ance, Abigail Hopkins, Joa nna Inm an, M ary
Inman, Tabitha Inm an, A nn Lew es, Ra chal Potte r, Elizabeth
Tow ers, Hannah W ailes, Anna Wh ipple, Susanna Wh ipple, Ma ry
Whiteman, and Ly dia Williams. 96 Bellesiles counts all these wom en
in h is total of “186 men.” 97
B. Arm ing America’s National C laims—The 176 5-1790 D ata
The Provide nce data are on ly part of Arm ing Am erica’s argument
about probate records. The book’s mu ch m ore dram atic claim is
made in its tab le 1— it asserts that proba te inventories in the 17651790 period ha d only 14.7% gun ownership n ationally and only
14.2% ownership in frontier counties.98 Bellesiles also claims that
53% of guns in 1200 frontier probate inventories during the 17651790 period are listed as being old or in poor condition 99 and that
rifles are extremely rare.100 Bellesiles concludes th at guns rose to
94. The only significant thing he got right about Providence is that there are about 90
est ates w ith gu ns in t he rec ord s. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 109.
95. Id.
96. 16 P ROVIDENCE R ECORDS, supra note 4, at 60, 70, 146, 165, 174, 236, 238, 278, 341,
346, 370, 41 0, 420, 42 9. Even in cluding all these fem ale estates , the persona l property
inventories in the Providence Records number fewer than 186.
97. B ELLESILES, supra no te 6 , at 1 10 .
98. Id. at 4 45 tbl .1.
99. Id. at 13, 266-67. This st a t em e n t a p pears to be false. A preliminary ana lysis of
complete data from four of six frontier counties and partial data from the other two counties
suggests that fewer than 15% of 1765-1790 frontier estates list old or broken guns.
100. Id. (claiming that there are only three rifles in 1200 records in frontier counties during
176 5-17 90). In fact, we have found many m ore th an three rifles in just a few of those y ears
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just 17% of probate records in 1819-1821 and 20.7% in 1830-1832.101
He argu es tha t, as the gun culture begins to ta ke h old, guns in
probate records rise to 27.6% in 1849-1850 and 32.5% in 18581859.102
Besides the Providence data, Bellesiles’s main probate data are
in his table 1 in both Arm ing Am erica103 and in his 1996 Journal
of Am erican History article.104 Here are the first four columns of
identical data from table 1 in both the 1996 article and the book:
Table One
P erc en ta ge o f P ro ba te In ve nto rie s L is tin g F ire arm s

Frontier
Northern coast:
urban
rural
Sou th
NATIONAL
AVERAGE:

1765-90
14.2

1808-11
15.8

1819-21
16.9

1830-32
20.4

16.1
14.9
18.3

16.6
13.1
17.6

17.3
13.8
20.2

20.8
14.3
21.6

14.7

16.1

17.0

20.7

Bellesiles presents no regional sam ple sizes or cell counts for th is
table—and has provided none after repeated requests. To w ork w ith
multiple samples and not disclose sam ple size s is un usual in
academ ics. In text, 105 he gives a count of 1200 inventories for the
first ce ll— frontier inventories from 1765 to 1790.106 In the first
column, the 1765-1790 period, note that only the frontier region

in the Pennsylvania counties of Washington and We s tm oreland, two of the six frontier
coun ties i n h is s am ple . See 1 J ONES , supra note 2, at 10 7-17 (W estm oreland C ounty
inven tories); Wa shington County (Pennsyl van ia) R eco rde r of D eed s, Inventories of Estates
(1776-1781) and R ecord of Ma rks, Receipts, and Certificates of Freedom (1789-1790) (Fam ily
His tory L ibrary US /CA N F ilm 1 449 139 Item 1).
101. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 445 tbl.1.
102. Id.
103. Id.
104. Bellesiles, supra note 58, at 427 tbl. 1.
105. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 266-67.
106. Id. at 13, 26 6-67. H e discloses tha t all these frontier counti es in 1 765 -179 0 w ere in
western Pe nn syl va nia an d n ort he rn N ew En gla nd . Id. at 266. Only two Pennsylvania and four
Vermont cou nti es f it th is d esc rip tio n. Id. a t 4 4 5 tbl.1 (“sources” note includes many other
coun ties th an th ese s ix).
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(14.2% of inventories list guns) is below the “National Average” of
14.7%. Accepting Bellesiles’s regional averages in the first column
above (1765-1790) and known minimum sample sizes, his 14.7%
national average is mathem atically impossible. Given the 1200
inventories he reports 107 for the frontier’s 14.2% mean , any number
of Southern inve ntories grea ter than 185 at the South’s mean of
18.3% puts th e na tional me an a bove the 14.7% that Bellesiles
reports.108
It is a simple sixth-grade arithmetic problem of finding a mean:
((N frontier *14.2%)+(N south *18.3% )+(N no.-urban *16.1% )+(N no.-rural *14.9% ))
÷ N total = 14.7%.
Plugging in just the 120 0 frontier inventories an d 186 South ern
inventories, the equation yields a mean above 14.7%:
((1200*14.2% )+(186*18.3% )+(N no.-urban *16.1% )+(N no.-rural *14.9% ))
÷ N total > 14.7%.
Or plug in just the 1 200 fron tier inventories and 4 89 N orthern
urban inventories; the equation again yields a mean above 14.7%:
((1200*14.2% )+(N south *18.3% )+(489*16.1% )+(N no.-rural *14.9% ))
÷ N total > 14.7%.
Adding any estates from the other regions above the m ean only
makes it easier to falsify his data.

107. Id. at 266-67.
108. W e also did counts with the most extreme rounding in Bellesiles’s favor (1249 frontier
inventories rounded down to 1200 ; 14.15001 % frontier gu ns round ed up to 1 4.2%, etc.). With
e xt re m e rounding, any number of Southern inventories greater than 214 would make the
14.7% m ean imp ossib le. Furth er, wit h extre me rounding, any number of Northern urban
inventories greater th a n 6 3 4 would m ake the 14.7% m ean impos sible, even if there were no
Southern inventories.
Bellesiles says tha t his m ethod w as just to do simp le counts. See Correspondence from
Micha el A. Bellesiles to Ja m es L ind gre n, infra note 109. He says nothing about the national
mean being pop ulation w eighted, wh ich w ould be almost impossible with the method he
used—just a run ning ta lly. Since t he six frontier co untie s Be llesiles ex am ines a re sm all
compared to t he res t of t he cou ntr y, a population-weighted or wealth-weighted national mean
would only make things worse for his 14.7% mean.
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So how many surviving inventories are th ere in the tw enty-six
years (1765-1790) supposedly in B ellesiles’s sam ple? P hiladelphia
alone has well over 4000 estates. Remember, in Arming America,
Bellesiles claimed to have counted over 30 counties for twenty-six
years.109 There sh ould be m any mo re estates in just one year of
probate records in h is sam ple counties tha n w ould be n eeded to
falsify his 14.7% mean. H is sixteen So uthern counties alon e should
generate more than 300 estates a year, falsifying his mean in less
than one year’s data. Philadelphia (a Northern urban county)
averaged roughly 1 60 in ventories a year, thus falsifying his 14.7%
m ean in just three years of data from only one county. His two
Maryland counties (Anne Arundel and Queen e Anne) average about
70 inventories a year in the late 1760s, thus falsifying his 14.7%
national mean in fewer than three years with just the data from
these two counties. This is not speculation; we have counted th e
num ber of inventories (215) in the two M aryla nd counties in the
three yea rs 17 65-176 7. We can report conclusively that the 14.7%
national me an th at Bellesiles has twice published 110 is false
(because it is mathematically impossible given the regional averages
and the m ore tha n 214 Mary lan d estates in 1 765-1767).
The re is another way to falsify Arm ing Am erica’s 14.7% mean
using simple arithmetic. If there are at least 34 Southern inventories with gun s, there mu st be at least 18 6 Southern e states to
generate a mean of 18.3% in the South (34 ÷ 186=18.3%). Yet (as we
have shown) to support the 14.7% national mean, there must be
fewer than 186 estates from the South . It is therefore im possib le to
have simultaneou sly 34 or more So uthern estates with gun s, 18.3%
guns in the South , and 185 or fe wer Southe rn estates with guns.

109. In a letter to the Wall Street Journal in Ap ril 2 00 1, B elle sile s cla im e d fo r th e firs t tim e
that he excl u d e d the years 1 774-1 775 b ecause th ere were too ma ny guns that he w anted to
exclude on accoun t of suppos ed eviden ce that som e were gov ern m en t-ow ne d. B elle sile s, supra
note 61, at A2 5. Sch olars ca ll this “th e sup press ion of con trary e viden ce.” Th is claim is in
direct contradiction to his 1996 claim to have included Alice Hanson Jones’s data (from 17731775) in the very perc entages reprinted in Arm ing Am erica. See supra note 59. Nor did he
disclose this restriction of his pu blishe d sa m ple se t in respo nse to our rep lication requ ests in
August and Septem ber of 2000. On the contrary, he claimed: “My sample set is listed in the
note on table one,” which presents the sample as “176 5-90.” Correspondence from M ichael
Belle siles to J am es L indgre n (Se pt. 19 , 2000 ) (on file w ith au thor).
110. B ELLESILES, supra no te 6 , at 4 45 tbl .1; B elle sile s, supra note 58, at 428 tbl.1.
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In other words, all we have to do to falsify the 14.7% national
mean is to discover 34 Southern in ventories with gu ns in his
sample. Since there are roughly 200 Southern inventories with guns
in Bellesiles’s sam ple ea ch year, this is a n ea sy task . It wou ld take
about two months of data (out of a su pposed tw enty-six yea rs of data
for 16 counties) to find the 34 Southern inventories with guns
needed to falsify Bellesiles’s 14.7% mean. In a recorded inte rview
with a re porter in Ap ril 2001, Be llesiles disclosed that among the
years he counted were 1765-1766.111 There are more than 100
estates with guns in just two y ears (1765-1766) in one South ern
coun ty in h is sa mple—Ch arleston, South Ca rolina . Indeed, there
are more than 34 estates with guns in just the first six months of
the 1765 C harleston records. Be llesiles’s national mean is thus
easily falsified by looking at just six m onth s of data in one S outh
Carolina county in his sample, given the regional m ean s he reports
and the 1200 frontier estates.
One can be absolu tely certain th at his data are false because they
are mathem atically impossible by tw o related m ethods. N o fancy
computations are involved—just sixth-grade arithmetic, finding a
mean. There are no regional sample sizes for 1765-1790 that
Bellesiles could report that would support his national average,
based on what he said he counted in Arm ing Am erica, or in his 1996
Journal of Am erican History article,112 or in an April 2001 press
interview.113 If his regional means are true, his cla im of a 14.7%
national average is false with absolute mathem atical certainty.
W ithout a databa se, withou t counts, mostly without sources,
Bellesiles has not done a “stud y” of prob ate records in the conventional sense. Our futile efforts to get Bellesiles to relea se his data
and sam ple size s resulted in several friendly respon ses, som e qu ite
lengthy, describing how he kept no database, how he recorded his
data as tick marks on legal pads, and how the sheets got flooded and
were in his attic, still wet, months later. 114

111. Au dio tape: Interview with M ichael Bellesiles b y John L ofton (Apr. 18, 200 1) (excerpts
on file w ith au thor).
112. Bellesiles, supra note 58, at 428.
113. Interview wi th M ich ae l B elle sile s b y J oh n L ofto n, supra note 111 (in cluding
Belle siles’s claim s tha t he cou nted 176 5-17 66).
114. Co rre sp on de nce from M ich ae l B elle sile s to Ja m es L ind gre n, supra note 109.
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C. Confirmations of Our Criticisms
One oddity about the dispute over Bellesiles’s probate data is that
our main claims have never been specifically disputed by Bellesiles
or anyone else; he has made only vague general d enia ls that his
critics are wrong. On the contra ry, Bellesiles him self h as stated to
the press that our counts are accurate for the main published
sources we used in th is Article. 115 As for our counts of the Jones
database, he confirmed that our num bers are accurate counts of the
source.116
No one has tried to show that Bellesiles’s 1765-1790 national
mean of 14.7% of estates with guns is math em atically possible.
Bellesiles has never commented on this issue except to express
puzzlement about it, despite vigorously exp ressed un hap piness with
our study since January 2001. Nor has anyone ever disputed any of
our ma in claim s about h is miscount of the earlier Provide nce data
(i.e., that he counted about a hundred wills that never existed,
repeatedly counted women as men, and claimed that the inventories
evaluated most guns as old or broken when fewer than 10% were so
listed ).

115. Interview with Michael Bellesiles by John Lofton, supra no te 1 11 ; Odyssey , ava ilable
at http://www.wbez.org/services/ram/od/od-010116.ram (last v is it ed A p r. 0 6 , 2 0 02 ) ( W B E Z
pub lic radio b road cast, Ja n. 16, 2 001 ) (aud io arch ive of Odyssey broa dcas ts on W BE Z).
116. Odyssey , supra note 115. The only argum ents that Bellesiles has “refuted” are ones
that he previously made him self. For exam ple, he recanted his published claim to have used
the Jones d at ab as e, partly recanted his published claim that his sample set was the 17651790 period (saying now that he excluded the 17 74-1775 years), and recanted his twicewritten claim to ha ve do ne m ost of h is prob ate re searc h on m icrofilm in one federa l depository
library in Georgia (rather than with paper records in thirty or more county or state archives
around the cou ntr y). B elle sile s, supra note 61, at A25 (“I conducted my res earch from the
source d ocu m en ts on sit e in th e a rch iv es , n ot fro m pu blis he d co m pilat ion s.”); see also supra
notes 59-61. Each recantation w as preced ed by ou r reports of discrepancies between his prior
cla im s a nd the evi de nce in t ho se s ou rce s.
O n wheth er he used the pub lished volum es of Pro vidence records, he twice has written
clearly t h a t he did , then s ugge sted on pu blic rad io tha t he d idn’t, and recent ly app aren tly
conceded that he did b y u s in g the published volumes for recounting those records.
B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 485 n.133 (“Th is data is d rawn from H oratio Ro gers et a l., ed s.,
The Early Records of the Town of Providence , 21 vols. (Providence, RI, 1892-1915), vols. 6, 7,
16.”); Co rre sp on de nce from M ich ae l B elle sile s to Ja m es L ind gre n, supra note 109 (“Finally,
I am sorry to hear tha t yo u co m e u p w ith diff ere nt n um be rs fr om H ora tio Ro ger s, et al., e ds .,
The Early Records of the Town of Providence (21 vols. Providence, R.I., 1892-1915). I used
these books at t he Hu nt in gt on Lib ra ry [in Ca lifo rn ia ] s ix ye ars ag o a nd ha ve no t y et co m e
acr oss m y n ote s.”); Odyssey , supra no te 1 15 .
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If Bellesiles h ad discovered any significant m istakes in our
discussion of Providence, it is likely that he would have pointed
them out, since he recen tly posted a partial report of his recent
recount of the Providence data on his website. There he admits no
errors, but provides information directly supporting our claims that
only a sm all percenta ge of Providence gun estates are listed as old
or broken (not “[m]ore than half” of the guns as he claims in Arming
Am erica117), that only one estate lists a Q ueen’s Arm (not a “great
many” 118), and that edged weapons are relatively less comm on than
guns. He is entirely silent about the rest of our claims and still has
failed to comply with our November 2000 request for a list of the
Provide nce cases that he used to determine his de nom inator.
D. Views on the Incompleteness of Probate Records
Bellesiles is virtually alone among historians who work with
probate records in thinking that they are m ore or less com plete. “It
is vital to emphasize that these probate inventories scrupulously
recorded every item in an estate, from b roken gla sses to speculative
land titles to which the deceased claimed title, including those that
had already been passed on as bequests b efore death.” 119 “Prob ate
records list every piece of personal property, from acreage to broken
cups. . . . Obviously guns could ha ve been pa ssed on to heirs before
the death of the original owner. Yet wills generally mention
previous bequests, even of minor items, and only four mentioned
firearm s.” 120 “Some inventories are more m eticulous than others,
though they all reported each and every object, piece of property,
debt, and credit b elonging to th e deceased.” 121
117. B ELLESILES, supra n ot e 6 , a t 1 09 . H e has added a new false claim that the gu ns, w hile
not evaluated as old or broken by the appraisers who sa w and va lued them, should have been
listed as old or broken because of their valuation. Unfortunately, to meet the level of
dysfunctional guns that B ellesiles claim ed in Arm ing Am erica, he has to reappraise as old or
broken all gun s spe cifically valued a t the median and below most of which were valued so
highly that it was highly unlikely that they were old or broken.
118. Id. (Bellesiles claim ed: “A grea t ma ny invento ries explicitly list ‘one of ye Queens
arm es,’ which officially still b elonge d to th e gove rnm ent.”).
119. Id. In Arm ing Am erica, as you can s ee from the quotations in the text, he raises few
hints that prob ate inventories are not complete. There is an eloquent general comment about
the lim ita tio ns in u sin g q ua nti ta tive rec ord s. Id. at 262.
120. Id. at 13.
121. Id. at 266. As this quotation suggests , th is dis cu ss io n in his bo ok in clu de s s om e
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In response to critics of his extreme position on the completeness
of prob ate inv entories, Be llesiles argu es:
One critic explained the pau city o f firea rm s in probate
inventories by stating that “it is well known that the inventory
of an estate is what is left after family members pick over the
item s.” Mayb e that is the wa y peop le behave in his family, but
it wa s and rem ains h ighly illegal to ransack an estate before a
court-appointed executor can conduct an inventory. Anyone who
works with the probate court records from this early, perhaps
more honest, period kno ws th at exa ct refer ence w as m ade to
e ve ry ite m , no matter how trivial, that has been passed on to a
friend or family mem ber before the death of the testator.122

The New York Times described a similar response to a critic of
Bellesiles’s heavy reliance on the completeness of probate inventories: “As for M r. Kleck’s criticism, Mr. Bellesiles sa id, the proba te
records he examined appear to record every bequest and gift of
value , includ ing tho se m ade during the life of th e deceased.” 123
Commenting on his public exchange with NRA President
Ch arlton Heston, Be llesiles told Salon M agazine :
When someon e died, every single item owned—everything, even
broken things—was recorded. Guns had to be listed. So unless
Charlton Heston can com e up w ith evidence that they made an
exception for g un s, he sho uld keep qu iet. . . . There wa s actu ally
greater value placed on recording firearms than any other sin gle
ite m .124

qualifications about p robate inve ntories, but they a ppea r to refer to how meticulously the
inv en tor ies de scr ibe the con dit ion of th e go od s, n ot t he exi ste nce of g ood s.
122. Id. at 484-85 n.132.
123. Anthony Ra m irez , The Lock and Load Myth: A Disarming Heritage, N.Y. T IMES , Apr.
23 , 20 00 , § 4 , at 3 .
124. Da vid Bowman, The reasonable gun nut, (Sept. 7, 20 00 ), at 2, at http://www.salon.com/
book s/featu re/200 0/09/0 7/belles iles/inde x.htm l (last visite d A pr. 06 , 2002 ).
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Bellesiles is mistaken.125 First, land (or “acreage”) was so rarely
included in inventories in the South and Middle colonies that some
experts claim that it was almost never included.126 The general
absen ce of land from inventories in the South and Middle colonies
has been widely noted by historians127 and should be obvious to
anyone who has read a substantial n um ber of inventories.
Second, inventories are far from com plete lists of property owned
at death, a fact noted by every historian we hav e read who w orks in
the area 128—and again ob vious to anyone who has read a substantial
num ber of in vento ries. For example, 23% of the inventories in the
leading colonial database of 919 inventories include no clothes of
any kind.129 Unless, at their deaths, 23% of the wealthholding males
and females in colonial America were nudists every day, all day
long, inventories do not scrupulously record “every item in an
estate.” 130 Furthe r, it is not that estates without clothes were too
poor to own them, because estates without clothes are wealthier on
average than those with clothes listed.
Third, although inventories occasionally list assets no longer in
the estate, there is no reason to suppose that in ventories or wills
mention even a substantial percentage of lifetime gifts, let alone
most of them. Bellesiles offers no support for his odd supposition.
Most inventories do not even list all a ssets in an e state; w hy w ould
they list most of the assets no longer in an estate? Similarly, since
most wills do not even itemize all the assets being conveyed by will,
why wo uld they list m ost of the lifetime gifts given before making
125. His misuse of the words “personal property” and “beques ts” is not significant to our
inquiry. The only sig nifican t qua lification h e m ake s is on e ab out so urce m ateria l gener ally:
“U narg uab ly we can never be certa in how a ccurate or th orough are any of the records upon
which we draw, no matter what the agency or its province and level of authority.” B ELLESILES,
supra note 6, at 2 62. When challenged specifically on the completeness of probate records,
ho we ver , Be lles iles res po nd ed by cla im ing tha t “e xa ct re fere nce wa s m ad e to eve ry it em .”
126. Jones, supra note 84, at 278 (“Real estate is not shown in the inventories of the M iddle
Co lon ies or t he So uth .”).
127. Id.; Lindert, supra note 12, at 657.
128. See, e.g., 3 JONES , supra no te 2 , at 2 80 ; Be ale s, supra note 1 2, at 41; Carr & Walsh,
supra note 12 , at 8 1; D an iels , supra note 12, at 387; Haw ley, supra note 9, at 23; Lindert ,
supra note 12, at 657-58; Nash, supra no te 1 2, a t 54 5; S m ith , supra note 12, at 100; Price,
supra no te 1 2, a t 70 1; S we en ey, supra no te 1 2, a t 32 ; W ard , supra no te 1 2, a t 74 -76 .
129. Lindert, supra note 12, at 657 (incorrectly claiming that 28% do not have clothes). The
u n w eighted num ber of estates without clothes is actually 22%. The weighted percentage of
all wealthholders is 23% without clothes and 21% of itemized male estates without clothes.
130. Id. (ma king a sim ilar com m ent on nud ism , thoug h his p ercent age is incorrect ).
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the will? Bellesiles offers no support for his farfetched ideas about
what inventories and wills contain. As Peter Lindert noted:
Faced with the impre ssive detail of many inventories, one might
be tempted to think that decedents’ assets and liabilities have
been well covered. The y ha ve n ot. Not only is real estate missing
from most inventories, but there is also good evidence that the
appraisers missed or misleadingly labeled significant parts of
personal estate (i.e. total estate minus land and buildings) and
most debts owed by the deceased.131

Appraisers might miss property, exclude it as not worth listing, or
lump it with other items. 132
Families mig ht treat som e item s as fam ily heirloom s or fam ily
property. Some items might be removed from the estate after
death but before a ppraisal. 133 Indeed, 70% of estates in 1774 had no
cash at all, not even one penny. 134 Since very few farms were really
self-sufficien t, at least some cash must have been ow ned by most
estates. Even considering poverty and a well-known shortage of
money in circulation, Lindert speculates: “This probably reflected
not so much the chronic colonial shortage of specie as the frequen cy
with which cash was simply allocated informally among survivors
even before probate to ok place.” 135
Last, Bellesiles does not indicate the source of his idea that guns
were especially likely to be listed in probate inventories. In a
symposium he cites in Arming Am erica,136 Anna Hawley says the
opposite.137 He may well have some reason to believe that guns were
especially likely to be listed, yet here, as elsewhere, Bellesiles offers
no support for his unlikely beliefs about wh at inventories an d wills
con tain.

131. Id. at 657.
132. See H aw ley , s u pra note 9, at 28 (discussing the possibility of collusion w ith
app raisers ).
133. See id. at 28 (discussing crim ina l con cea lm en t). But see Lin de rt, supra note 12, at 658
(downplaying criminal concealment and arguing that cash w as allocated “amon g survivors
before prob ate to ok p lace”).
134. Lin de rt, supra note 12, at 658.
135. Id.
136. E ARLY A MERICAN P ROBATE I NVENTORIES, supra no te 9 .
137. See H aw ley , supra no te 9 .
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E. How Im portant are the P robate Record s?
What wo uld happen to the rest of Arming Am erica if Bellesiles
were to delete his entire discussion of probate data? In terms of
pages, the probate study is only a small part of the book.138 Yet it is
the most dramatic and potentially persuasive evidence he offers.
The probate data are the only data purporting to sho w sy stem atic
changes in gun own ership over long periods o f tim e (1765-1859), a
crucial part of Arm ing Am erica’s central claim that gun ownership
was very low in the seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries and grew
suddenly in the few decades before the Civil War. Further, the
proba te data are by far the m ost impo rtant evidence pu rporting to
show that guns in private hands were mostly in poor working
condition—a claim that now seems questionable given the actual
probate data .
Mo reover, it would n ot be proper just to om it a discussion of
probate data now that it is clear that they undercut the conclusion
of Arm ing Am erica—that would amou nt to the suppression of
contrary evidence. One might wistfully speculate what the book
might have been without the proba te data, but one can not turn
back the clock. The patterns in the actual probate data from
colonial Am erica are potentially devastating to Arming Am erica’s
central arguments. That gun ownership was much higher in the
seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries than Bellesiles claims it was
on the eve of the Civil War renders the main story in Arming
Am erica incoherent. If guns were already more common in the
eighteenth century than Bellesiles says they were on the eve of the
Civil War, then his narrative of how the country changed from low
gun ownership to high gun ownership collapses into th e opposite
story of going from high gun ownership to somewhat lower gun
ow nership.
Also potentially devastating to the argu ments in Arm ing Am erica
is the condition of guns in probate records. In every database we
have looked at (including the ones Bellesiles cites in Arming
Am erica), at least 87% of estates with guns have guns that are not
listed as old or in poor w orkin g condition. A m ore cohere nt story
138. Proba te records are discussed on at least thirteen pages in the book, plus textual
discussions in foo tno tes . B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 13, 74, 79-80, 109-10, 148-49, 262, 26667, 386, 445 tbl.1.
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wo uld have been that America went from fairly ineffective guns
to fairly effective mass-produced gu ns, but th at is n ot Bellesiles’s
main story; more to the poin t, such a story would have been largely
uncontroversia l.
The importance of the probate data is suggested in the
reviews and press accounts. In a favorable article on the book,
Anthony Ram irez of The New York T imes calls probate records
“Mr. Be llesiles’s principal evidence.” 139 John Cham bers, in his
Washington Post review of Arm ing Am erica, called probate records
Bellesiles’s “freshest and m ost interestin g so urce.” 140 Edmund
Morgan in his New York R eview of Books review asserted: “The
eviden ce is overwhelm ing. First of all are prob ate records.” 141 In his
New Republic review, Jackson Lears comments: “Despite his wide
range, the core of his argument depends on statistics: government
censuses of militia members and a sample of probate records.” 142
Joyce Malcolm’s review in Reason states: “Bellesiles’ main proof for
the absence of firearms is his analysis of more than 11,000 probate
inventories from 1765 through 1859.” 143 A review in the Minneapolis
Star Tribune summarizes, “Using probate records from the colonial
period to 1859, Bellesiles explo de s m any myths about gun
ow nership in Am erica.” 144
Bellesiles himself emphasized probate records when he summarized his argum ent in a November 3, 1997, interview with the
Em ory Record. “‘Contrary to the popular image, few people in the
United States owned guns prior to the 1850s,’ Bellesiles said.
‘Probate and militia records m ake clear th at only between a tenth
and a quarter of adult white males own ed firearms.’” 145 In articles
on Arm ing Am erica in both law reviews and especially in the
popular press, B ellesiles’s evidence from probate records was the
139. Ram irez, supra note 123, at 3.
140. John W hit ecla y C ha m be rs I I, Lock and Load, W ASH . P OST , Oct. 29, 2000, (Book World)
at 2.
141. Ed m un d S . M org an , In Love with Guns, N.Y. R EV . B OOKS, Oc t. 19 , 20 00 , at 3 0.
142. Ja cks on Le ars , T he S ho otin g G am e, N EW R EPUBLIC, Jan. 22, 2001, at 32.
143. Jo yce Le e M alc olm , Concealed Weapons, R EASON, Ja n. 2 00 1, a t 48 .
144. Randolph De leh an ty, Bang! Historian Explodes American Gun Myths, M INNEAPOLIS
S TAR T RIB., Se pt. 2 4, 2 00 0, a t 16 F.
145. Michael Te rra za s, Bellesiles Lays Blam e for U.S. Gu n Cu lture at the Feet of Sam uel
Colt , E MORY R EC ., N ov. 3, 1997 (quoting M ichae l Be lles iles , Great T eachers L ecture
Series, Oct. 7, 1 99 7), at http://www .emory.edu /EM OR Y_R EP OR T/erarchive/199 7/Nove mb er/
ernov em ber.3/1 1_3 _97 Belle siles.htm l (last visite d A pr. 06 , 2002 ).
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single mo st com monly me ntioned source of qu antitative evidence
supporting his thesis. Scholars have quickly made use of Bellesiles’s
undercounts of guns in probate records to support their views of the
Second A mendment. 146
Thus, while the probate data represent only a sm all part of the
book in pages, they are the heart of the book—recognized by some
review ers as the single most important class of evidence among the
many classes of evidence that Bellesiles discusses.147 Admittedly,
others put more weight on this evidence than Bellesiles does. Not
146. E.g., Michael C. D orf, Wha t Does The Second Am endment M ean Today? , 76 C HI.-K ENT
L. R EV . 291, 3 12 (2 000 ) (footnot es om itted):
What of Madison's assumption that the people would have arm s? The s hort
answer is that the assumption was inaccurate. Historian Michael Bellesiles has
discovered that fewer than seven percent of white males in weste rn N ew
England and P ennsylva nia ow ned w orking gun s upon their death s. As G arry
Wills effectively argues, Bellesiles's discovery is consistent with other evidence
tend ing to show that t he no tion of fou ndin g-era m ilitias com prising nea rly all
able-bodied adult w hite m ales wa s never m ore tha n a m yth. Th e rom antic
attachment to the m ilitia aros e, W ills contends, because of their role in keeping
order on the home front—protecting against, among other things, Indian attacks
and slave revolts—while the Continental army won the war ag ain st t he Br itis h.;
Rob ert E . Sh alh op e, To Keep and Bear Arms in the Ea rly Rep ublic , 16 C ONST . C OMMENT. 269,
27 4 (1 99 9) (f oot no tes om itte d):
In another essay Bellesiles explodes the myth of near unive rsal gu n ow nersh ip
and the skilled usage of firearms in the late eighteenth a nd early n ineteenth
cen tur ies , a my th so im portant to S tanda rd M odelers in their efforts to protect
a “trad itiona l” right. In fact, during an inves tigation of late eighteenth-cen tury
probate records and militia archives extending into the early nineteenth century,
Bellesiles discov ered t hat o nly fourteen percen t of probate inventories exhibited
a ny type of gun within frontier households of northern New England and
we ste rn P en ns ylv an ia.;
Koren Wai W on g-E rvin , The Second Amendment and the Incorporation Conundrum: Towards
a Wo rkable Ju risprudence, 50 H ASTINGS L.J. 177, 184-85 (1998) (quoting B ELLESILES, supra
note 6 , at 42 6, 427 (footno tes om itted):
Bellesiles notes that county probate records (inventories o f property after a
death) show that gun ownership was the excep tion in the eig hteen th an d ea rly
nineteenth centu ries an d tha t gun own ership did n ot bec om e com m on un til
industrialization, and even then ownership was preva lent on ly in urban areas.
Bell esiles admits that he was “puzzled by the absence of what [he] ass um ed
wou ld be found in every record: guns.” In other words, contrary to the p icture
painted by the National Rifle Association and others who favor an individ ual
rights reading of the amendment, gun owner ship was not universal, or even
close to un iversa l, in the eighteenth century. Bellesiles argues that the common
belief that guns are deeply r o o te d i n our nation's history and psyche is an
erroneous belief and that history indicates that “[t]he gun culture grew with the
gun in dus try.”).
147. See, e.g., Ch am be rs, supra note 140, at 2.
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surprisingly, his supporters are now claiming that the probate data
are relatively unimportant. Yet without the proba te data, his book
runs the risk of falling into the genre that Bellesiles has called
“dueling quotation s.” 148 One can not just wish the proba te data away;
it points stron gly against the m ain narrative o f Arm ing Am erica.
Indeed, the evidence that colonial America did not have a gun
culture is questionable on the evidence of gun ownership alone.
Com pared to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, gu ns are
not as widely owned today. Wh ereas individua l gun ownership
in every published study of early probate records that we have
located (except Bellesiles’s) ranges from 50% to 79%, only 32.5% of
households today own a gun.149 This appears to be a mu ch smaller
percentage than in early America—in part because the mean
hou sehold size in the late eighteenth century was six people,150
whereas today it is just under two people.151
C ONCLUSION
Ou r hope here is to do much m ore than explode recently created
myths about gu n ow nership in probate records. A s we show, in
probate inventories (1) there w ere h igh num bers o f guns in ea rly
America;152 (2) guns w ere m uch more common than swords or other
edged weapo ns; 153 (3) women owned guns; 154 and (4) the great
majority of gun -owning estates listed no old or broken guns. 155 Our
estimates that at least 50% of male and fem ale wealthholders
owned gun s in 1774 colonial Am erica are the first carefully
weighted national probate-based estimates for gun ownership in
eighteenth-centu ry America. If we exclude estates that have no
148. B ELLESILES, supra note 6, at 262 (“Without such efforts at qua ntificatio n, we are left
to repeat the unverifiable assertions of other h is to ria ns , o r to de sce nd in to a p oin tle ss ga m e
of due ling qu otatio ns— m atchin g one literary a llusion aga inst a noth er.”).
149. This results from my analysis of the March 2001 release of the 2000 NORC General
Social S u rv e y. H o u se h ol d g u n o w n er sh ip b re a ks d ow n a s f ol lo w s: a n y gun (3 2.5% ), rifle
(19.7% ), shotg un (1 8.6% ), pistol or re volve r (1 9 .7% ). Only 1.2% of respond ents refused to
respond to the question.
150. U.S. Census, 1790.
151. 20 00 N OR C G SS , supra no te 1 49 .
152. See supra notes 55 -67 and accom panyin g text.
153. Id.
154. Id.
155. Id.
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significant itemization of persona l property, 54% of male wealthholders have guns, as do 19% of female w ealthholders. W e also
provide the first weighted regiona l estimates of colonial gun
ownership: 69% in the South, 50% in New England, and 41% in the
Middle colonies. Given that these counts are based on incomplete
probate inventories, unless nudity was also widely practiced,156
these gun cou nts are likely to be substantial underestimates.
As for the methodology of draw ing in ferences from probate
records, we suggest that the ownership of any item of interest
should be compared to the ownership of other commonly owned
items, since probate inventories are inh eren tly and differentially
incomplete. For example, guns are more common than Bibles or
religious books in both the Providence and the national Jones
database.157 Further, gu ns are found in nea rly as m any probate
estates as bo oks of any kind, a findin g suggesting th at guns, like
books, were commonly owned by early American families.158 Based
on 1774 probate records, the freq uen cy of gu n ow nership (50%) was
roug hly midway between the ownership of any coins or other money
(about 30% ) and the own ership of cloth es (about 77% ). 159 If gun
ownership really was about two-thirds of the level of clothes
ownership (and about five-thirds of the level of cash own ership),
then gun ownership was roughly as common a s one should have
expected before this debate took its recent revisionist turn.
Using hiera rchical loglinear m odeling, we sho w tha t guns a re
more common in early American inventories where the decedent
was male, Southern, rural, slave-owning, or above the lowest social
class—or where the inventories were more detailed.160 In 1774, large
slave-ow ners have 4.3 times as high odds of owning a gun as small
slave-ow ners or those who owne d no slaves. 161 Those who owned
livestock have odds of gun-owning that are 6.7 tim es as high as

156. A weighted average of 23% of the estates in Jones’s 1774 database did not include any
clot he s. See supra text accompanying notes 129-30.
157. See supra text accompanying notes 50-51, 65-67.
158. See supra notes 50 -51 and accom panyin g text.
159. See supra tex t ac com pa ny ing no tes 12 9-3 0; see also supra text accompanying notes 924 (showing more guns in Surry County, Virginia than axes, knives, hoes, or chairs an d m ore
guns in M aryla nd th an b ooks or cha irs).
160. See supra notes 65 -79 and accom panyin g text.
161. See supra notes 65 -67 and accom panyin g text.
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those who do not.162 This suggests that active farming and large
slave-owning are go od predictors of owning guns.
The re are some indications in the data that incom pleten ess is
correlated with few er gun s. In the 1774 national data, the odds that
men with an occupation listed in the in ventory will own a gu n are
about 12 tim es as high as the odds tha t men m issing occupational
information will own a gun.163 In the Gunston Hall database, those
estates listing th e con tents of closets and cellars have 2.4 to 3.1
times as high odds of also listing guns as estates witho ut such
lists.164 One finds m ore guns when the inve ntories are m ore
complete, even controlling for social class. Unless one compares the
frequen cy of guns to other common items, one would confuse the
incompleteness of inventories with a lack of ownership.165
Further, bladed weapons w ere m uch rarer th an g uns in pro bate
records.166 In the male estates in Jones’s 1774 database, the odds of
finding a gun a re 7 times as high as the odds of finding a bladed
weapon.167 For the Gunston Hall database, the odds of finding a gun
are 6.4 times as high as finding a bladed weapon;168 for the
Provide nce database, the odds of finding a gun are 4.1 times as high
as finding a bladed weapon.169
That guns wou ld be so w idely ow ned once men could afford them
is consistent with the view that gun ownership was an important
tool—and perhaps part of m ale identity at the time. As G loria
Main’s work suggests, in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries, guns w ere next in importance a fter beds, cooking utensils,
and pewter— and ah ead of chairs and books.170 Anna Hawley found
that guns were more comm on than chairs or hoes in a poor
agricultural county.171 Judith McGaw found that among eighteenth
century mid-Atlantic farmers, guns were as com mon as plows. 172
162. Id.
163. See text accompanying supra note 67.
164. See supra note 78 and a ccomp anying text.
165. See supra notes 48 -51 and accom panyin g text.
166. See supra notes 65 -69 and accom panyin g text.
167. Id.
168. See supra note 75 and a ccomp anying text.
169. See supra note 51 and a ccomp anying text.
170. See M AIN , supra note 22, at 169-70, 176 tbls.V.1 to V.3. In the Northern data w e have
examined, books are roughly as common (or slightly more comm on) than guns.
171. H aw ley , supra note 9, at 28 tbl.1.
172. M cG aw , supra note 2, at 332.
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Guns appear to have been highly desired and a n important pa rt
of the culture of the day. If guns were merely a luxu ry or a relatively
useless tool, one would not expect to find roughly as many or more
guns than chairs, but that is precisely what those of us who count
items in pro bate inventories find. Further, if gun s we re no t usefu l,
one might expect to find most guns listed as old or in poor working
condition, but fu lly 87-91% of gun estates in the three databases we
examined at length here listed at least one gun that was not
pejoratively described as old or broken.173
As our comparative analyses suggest, our da ta are consistent w ith
other published counts of guns in probate estates, such as Jone s’s,174
Ma in’s,175 Haw ley’s,176 and M cGaw ’s.177 Indeed, this high le vel of
gun ownership shows up in the earliest large set of transcribed
American probate inventories, George Dow’s from Essex County,
Ma ssachusetts. In the 1636-1650 period in E ssex, gun ownership in
probate estates was 71% for men and 25% for women. 178 We have
examined thousands of unpublished handw ritten inven tories, which
are roug hly consistent w ith the pub lished inventories we ana lyze
here.
Thus, everywhere and in every time period from 1636 through
1810, we found high percenta ges of gun ownership in probate
inventories. Approximately 50-79% of itemized male inventories
contained guns in all eight databases we discuss here—Jones
(National, mostly 1774), Providence (Rhode Island, 1670, 16791726), Gunston Hall (Maryland & Virginia, 1740-1810), Essex
County (Massachuse tts, 1636-1650), Haw ley (Virginia, 1690-1715),
Main (Maryland, 1657-1719), McGaw (New Jersey & Pennsylvania,
1714-1789), and Gill (colonial Virginia). Ou tside of Bellesiles’s
173. See supra notes 31 -79 and accom panyin g text.
174. See 3 J ONES , supra note 2, at 1 651 . Jones has item ized ta bles o nly for th e M iddle
Colonies. Tables for the Middle colonies—the region with the lowest gun ownership—appear
to show that guns are the most common weapon, that 66 of 217 estates have guns, and that
an oth er 3 1 e sta tes m igh t ha ve b oth a g un an d a no the r w ea po n. See id.
175. M AIN , supra note 22.
176. H aw ley , supra note 9.
177. M cG aw , supra note 2.
178. 1 P ROBATE R ECORDS OF E SSEX C OUNTY , M ASSACHUSETTS, 1635-1664 , at 3-130 (George
Dow ed., 1916). In the earliest years of those estates, 1636-1650, we coun t 61 prob ate
inven tories— all but tw o of which were sufficie ntly itemized to be used. Fully 25% of the 8
fem ale inventories had guns. Am ong the 51 itemized male inventories, 71% contained guns.
Id.
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counts, these studies include all the pu blished counts of guns in
early probate record s that we located. Guns are found in 6-38% of
the female estates in each of the first four databases. We and five
other historians and economists working independently over the
last twenty-five years (Alice Jones, Anna Hawley, Gloria Main,
Jud ith McGa w, an d Harold Gill 179) have now analyzed and reported
on guns in a total of over 5000 early probate inventories and
now here do we report the patterns Bellesiles describes as being pervasive. Moreover, as we have shown here using simple arithm etic,
Bellesiles’s 1765-1790 data are mathematically impossible.180
We have ana lyzed part of Bellesiles’s nineteenth -century probate
data and are finding the same disturbing pattern as for the prior
two centuries. In particular, in his table 1 Be llesiles reports gun
coun ts for forty counties, including San Francisco County.181 In
correspond ence with us 182 and in a report on his we bsite from
February through early September 2001, Bellesiles embellish ed his
story by adding the detail of havin g exam ined the San Fran cisco
probate records at the San Francisco Superior C ourt. 183 Repeated
inquiries to the San Francisco Superior Court all have yielded a
version of the same answ er: they do not have the probate records
that Bellesiles claimed to count because they were destroyed in the
1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire. Representatives of the
History Cen ter at the San Fra ncisco Pu blic L ibrary, the Bancroft
Library of the Un iversity of California, the Sutro Library, the
Family History Center Libraries, and the California Genealogical
Society agree that they know of no surviving runs of San F rancisco
179. Joyce Ma lcolm report s tha t in 57 2 colon ial V irginia in ventories examined by the
historian Ha rold G ill, guns are present in about 79% of the male estates and about 25% of the
fem ale est at es. J oyc e L ee M alc olm , Review: Arm ing Am erica, 79 TEX. L. R EV . 1 657, 1672
(2001) (book review). The samples are drawn from Y ork an d L ou is a C ou nt ie s, a s w ell a s ro om by-room inventories from throughout Virginia. Id. at 1672 n.121. These are proba bly skewed
s o m ew hat in favor of greater itemization or greater wealth, which may explain the slightly
higher percentages.
180. See supra notes 18 8-14 an d accom panyin g text.
181. Id.
182. Corresp onden ce from M ichael Bellesiles, Profess or of History, Em ory Un iversity, to
Jam es Lind gren (N ov. 30, 2 000 ) (stating that he examined the records for San Francisco at
the S an F rancis co Su perior C ourt) (on file with auth or).
183. Michael A. B elle sile s, Prob ate records as an historical source (Ja n. 3 1, 2 00 1), ava ilable
at http://www.emory.edu/HISTORY/BELLES ILES/probateweb.pdf (on file with author). The
current v er si on m a y be fo u nd a t h t tp :/ /w w w .emory.ed u/HISTORY/BELLESILES/
web prob ate.up date 1.htm l (last visite d A pr. 06 , 2002 ).
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probate inventories for the years Bellesiles claimed to have counted:
1849-1850 and 1 858-1859— becau se (as m ost note) they all were
destroyed in 1906.184 Kath y B eals, an author who has cowritten a
book on pre-1906 San Francisco probate records,185 reports that a
list of the names of those who left wills from the 1850s exists, but
no known runs of inventories or property lists remain.186 Mo reover,
a few scraps of other probate re cords exist from 1880 through
1905, but nothing of substance before 1880.187 Rick Sherman, the
Research Director of the California Genealogical Society in Oakland,
California, confirmed the unan imous belief that such records do
not exist. About Bellesiles’s claim to have read San Francisco
inventories from 1849-1850 and 185 8-1859, Sherm an w rote: “If this
involves an out-of-body experience, I’d like to know how to pull it
off.” 188 Bellesiles h as rep eatedly stated that h e used only complete
runs of inventories, not a few inventories discovered here or there,
as Alice Hanson Jones did for New York.189
Accordingly, an archive of probate inventories from San Fran cisco
in wh ich Bellesiles claim s to have counted guns apparently does not
exist. By all accounts, the entire archive before 1860 was destroyed
in the San Fra ncisco earthquake and fire. Thus, the three columns
of data in Table 1 that we have examined so far—1765-1790, 18491850, and 1858-1859—a re not only false, they are impossible.
We are not writing on a clean slate; good researchers before us
have counted gun s and come up w ith totals that roughly m atch
ours. Gun owning was so com mon in colonial America (especially in
comparison with other comm only owned items) that any claim that
eighteenth-centu ry Am erica did not have a “gun culture” is

184. Telephone Interviews with various librarians at the History Center at the San
Francisco Public Lib rary, the Ba ncroft Library of the Un iversity of California, the S utro
Library, and th e Fam ily His tory C enter Libra ries (Ju ly 7, 20 01 th rough Sep t. 10, 20 01);
Corresp onden ce from a nd Te lephone In terviews w ith Rick She rm an, C alifornia Genealogical
So ciet y to Ja m es L ind gre n (J uly 9, 2 00 1 th rou gh Se pt. 7 , 20 01 ).
185. K ATHY C . B EALS & E RIC R . B EALS, S AN F RANCISCO P ROBATE I NDEX , 1880-1906: A
P ARTIAL R ECONSTRUCTION (19 96 ).
186. Corresp onden ce fro m Kathy B eals to Ja me s Lindg ren (July 11 , 2001) (on file with
auth or).
187. Id.
188. Corresp onden ce from R ick Sherm an, Res earch D irector, California Genealogical
Socie ty, to Ja m es L indgre n (Ju ly 9, 20 01) (on file with auth or).
189. Odyssey , supra note 115.
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imp lausible, just as one could not plausibly claim th at early
Am erican s did not have a culture of rea din g or wearing cloth es.
We have good evidence from the probate records that many, if not
most, of his major claims about the absence of a “gun culture” in
early Am erica are false. These involve not only the frequency of gun
ownership and th e absence of a tren d over tim e, but the condition
of guns, their cost, where they were stored, who wanted to own
them, and— perhaps most important—h ow high ly they were desired
compared to other com mon objects once fam ilies could afford them.
These problems involve not just simple facts but the role of gun s in
early Am erica a nd the ir social meanin g.
Everybody makes m istakes (certainly we do). Wh at we urge h ere
is open research standards, replicability of results, citation s to
sources, and a little comm on sense. When som eone m akes unlikely
statistical claims about something, provides no sam ple size s or cell
counts, does not cite the sources used, and ma kes one im plau sible
statement after another about the com pleteness of archival records,
scholars should point this out, not climb over one another to jump
on the bandwagon. Skepticism should deepen when the scholar
discloses that he never had a database and that his original “data”
consisted of just thousa nds of tick marks on legal pads (and that he
discarded even th ese records beca use th ey got wet).
The Bellesiles scandal illustrates that history still fits more
within the hum anities than within the social sciences. Once a field
gets sufficiently unmoored from what happened (as both law and
history often do), the assessment of reality is treated not as a matter
of evidence, but rather as one of na rrative , taste, and politics. W e
may ultim ately learn mo re from considering why m any historians
and law professors suspended their critical judgment than from
guessing precisely how and why M ichael Bellesiles published mistaken data.
Something good may yet come from this unfortunate episode,
apart from inspiring m ore careful coun ts of guns in early America.
The relucta nce o f major segments of the legal history com munity to
spot or even believe the book’s obvious and easily checked
deficiencies migh t lead to reform s in legal history—wider training
in quantitative m ethods, a commitment to reproducible results
(rather than idiosyncratic ones), a gen eral reduction in the unconscious use of politics as a substitute for evidence, and a greater
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respect and generosity of spirit tow ard expertise in other fields.
Most of all, legal history and social history need to show the same
healthy skepticism about highly implausible work that the social
sciences and hard sciences usually do. Last, a little common sense
might help.
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