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CHRISTOPHER ROBY
and the

CHELMSFORD SWORD
by John D. Hamilton
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Christopher Roby (1814-1897), sword manufacturer and Commanding

Officer of Troop F, Mass. Volunteer Militia.

AT THE CONCLUSION of the Civil War, many small
arms manufacturers succumbed to the economic realities
of a glutted market. Frenetic production of edged
weapons during the war years had resulted in a huge
surplus that, in the face of a much reduced military
establishment, netted only negative reaction in Washing-
ton to letting out further sword contracts. Some
manufacturers were driven out of business; others
continued apace on the strength of orders from militia
and non-military social or fraternal organizations.
Information on these small manufacturers is scant,
reflecting how little research has been expended on them
in proportion fo that devoted to firearms manufacturers.
Of all these, sword maker Christopher Roby (1814-1897)
of West Chelmsford, Massachusetts, is one of the more
interesting figures worthy of study.

As with a number of his contemporaries, Roby began a
sword manufacturing career by making edged tools. His
factory was located in a portion of Chelmsford that was
once known as “Scythe Factory Village,” from the small
scythe industry started there in 1820 by Deacon John
Farwell. Through a series of transactions, Farwell's
business eventually passed to F.T. Sawyer in 1846, who in
turn sold a half interest to Christopher Roby of
Dunstable; the firm then being known as Roby, Sawyer
& Co. While still a young man of 39, Roby bought out

- Sawyer in 1853 and changed the name of the firm to C.
‘Roby & Co.

(From: History of Troop F — by Sidney A. Bull, Lowell, 1933,)

Roby scythes and machetes were in particular demai
in the southern and border states, but by 1861 U
embargo on trade with secessionist states caused
marked decline in sales. However, as war approached il
became evident that there was a dire shortage of cdgcﬁ
weapons in the North as well as the South. Even Wef
established sword manufacturers such as Ames 0t |
Chicopee were unable to initially provide sufﬁcmtl:e
swords to meet government needs. So desperate was t o
Union for additional edged weapons that Ames, a5 we 4
as Tiffany & Co. of New York, resorted to lmpor;;ﬂ
German cavalry sabres at the outset of the war. For ties
swords, the government paid premiu.m .pl'lCC'S-
December 1861, Roby had little difficulty 1n dlSPOS‘“g_.-
410 cavalry sabres that had been on hand. :-‘:

As early as April 1862, local uniform outfitters pro
advertised the sale of “Chelmsford” swords by C.
In addition to swords made by other lmanuf,
military “volunteers” were offered a‘Mde s
Roby weapons that would have included
Musician, Horse Artillery, and Cavalry §
enlisted personnel; a Foot Infantry Officer
1850; and large bowie-knives with inspir
head pommels. It is not known if Roby
Officer swords; the author knows of no €




Roby's first contract with the government called for
delivery of N.C.O. and Musician swords and was signed
on 29 August 1862 by the Chief of Ordnance, Brig. Gen.
James W. Ripley. On this, and all subsequent contracts,
Roby received slightly less in payment for the same type
weapon than did Ames. Examples of Roby-made Horse
Artillery sabres bear U.S. markings, arsenal inspector’s
initials “A.G.M.” (Alfred G. Manning), and the date
1864, indicating that they had been subject to a
government contract that was not included in those listed
in Executive Document 99. This report, included in those
listed in Executive Document 99. This report, made to
Congress by the Sec. of War, lists Ordnance Department
purchases of small arms, cannon, and projectiles during
the period from April 1861 until the end of the war.
Included are more than a quarter of a million dollars
worth of swords purchased from Roby; approximately as
many as were supplied by Emerson & Silver of Trenton,
New Jersey. An analysis of Roby contracts reflects
government purchase of three principal weapons: N.C.O.
and Musician swords and Cavalry sabres.

The N.C.O. sword contracts:
2,000 delivered 1862
9,000 e 1863
1,000 i 1864
500 g 1865
12,500 Total
The first contract for 11,000, awarded 29 August 1862,
was also the first contract completed (9 May 1863). A
premium price of $4.37%4 was paid for the first 5,000
swords, then $4.25 for each of the remaining 6,000. The
second contract, calling for an additional 1,000, was
awarded in July 1863, but completion was delayed for
over a year. The third contract, for 500 swords, was
awarded two days after the second contract, but was
deferred for two years making it the last war contract that
Roby completed (2 September 1865) — nearly four
months after Appomattox.

The Musician sword contracts:

3,500 total, delivered 1863
An initial contract for 3,000 was awarded in August 1863
and rapidly completed in two months immediately
following delivery of the first increment of N.C.O.
swords. The second contract, for 500 swords, was given
out in July 1863 and completed in just a little over a
- month before work began on the Cavalry sabres.

~ The Cavalry sabre contracts:
it 410 purchased 1861
3,000 delivered 1863
14000 1864
15000 ° 1865
32,410 Total
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Map of West Chelmsford, c.1870, showing location and extent qf
factory buildings of the Roby Manufacturing Company. Also shown is
location of Christopher Roby's home which is still within view of the
factory ruins.

Advertisement for Roby Swords as appeared in the Lowell Daily
Citizen & News, 2 April, 1862.
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