James Bowie and His Knife
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In December 1826 James Bowie -- slave trader, forger and con-man -- returned to Alexandria, Louisiana from a business trip looking for land in Arkansas. As Bowie left the riverboat he was met by his brother Rezin, who told him that Norris Wright, a personal and political enemy, had been speaking badly of Bowie.

Bowie stalked through the town looking for Wright. He found him sitting with friends at a local hotel. Bowie demanded to know what Wright had said.  Wright stood up, drew and cocked a pistol, aiming it at Bowie. Bowie snatched up a chair and used it as shield, holding it between himself and Wright. 

The standoff was broken when Bowie tried to hit Wright with the chair. Wright fired his pistol, hitting Bowie on the left side. Bowie was stunned but not knocked down and grappled with Wright, taking him to the floor.  Holding Wright down with one hand and his knees, Bowie drew a folding knife from his coat pocket and tried to open it with his teeth.

At this point Wright=s friends leapt forward and pulled Bowie away from Wright. They would have beaten Bowie to the floor if Rezin and his friends had not arrived to break up the fight and escort Bowie.  Although wounded by the pistol ball, Bowie swore never to depend on a small knife again. Soon thereafter Rezin gave Bowie a large fixed blade hunting knife that Bowie carried tucked into his belt.

Almost a year later on September 16, 1827, the political and personal animosities between the two factions in Alexandria came to a head when a duel took place between Dr. Thomas Maddox, who was in the same faction as Norris Wright, and Samuel Wells, who was supported by James Bowie and his brothers.  Both of the duelists, as well as members of both camps including Bowie and Wright, gathered on a sandbar in the Mississippi River just below the town of Vidalia, Mississippi.

Maddox and Wells faced off and fired their pistols with no injury to either man. After their seconds tried to end the fight, the two duelists again charged their pistols and fired, again with no effect. At this point both men agreed that honor was satisfied and turned to tell their friends.

The two groups of friends came forward as Maddox and Wells were shaking hands and declaring their friendship.  Gen. Cuny, from the Maddox camp, turned to Robert Crain, a friend of Wells, and asked him if he still wished to shoot the general on sight and if so, shouldn=t they return to the beach and settle the problem.  Men from both parties stepped forward and told the general that this was not the time to bring up his argument with Crain. While this was going on, Crain drew a pistol from under his coat. On seeing, this Bowie did, too.  When Gen. Cuny turned away, Crain raised his pistol. He fired at Bowie but missed. Bowie returned fire but also missed. Crain then pulled out another pistol and fired, hitting Gen. Cuny in the thigh causing a fatal injury. Bowie fired a second pistol but once again missed Crain. 

At this point Bowie pulled the hunting knife from his belt and advanced on Crain with fury in his eyes.   Seeing Bowie coming at him, Crain threw his empty pistol at Bowie, striking him in the head. Bowie stumbled over to a driftwood tree and held on to it for support while members of both parties came towards him.  Bowie was given another pistol by one of his friends and he and Norris Wright exchanged shots again both missed. 

James Denny, from the anti-Bowie faction, now grabbed Bowie by the lapel just as Wright fired a second pistol this shot struck Bowie in the chest and tore off one of Denny=s fingers at the same time. Bowie charged Wright and was about to grab him when two more of the anti-Bowie group fired on him. One ball hit Bowie in the thigh, dropping him to the ground. 

Wright and another man in his faction now drew the swords from their sword canes and came at Bowie. Bowie cut at both men with his knife, while their blows only caused minor injuries to Bowie. 

Wright bent over Bowie for a better position to attack, and Bowie grabbed the collar of Wright=s coat. Wright pulled back, allowing Bowie to come to his feet. Bowie now drove his knife into Wright, killing him instantly. 

The fight ended with Wright and Gen. Cuny dead. The witnesses did not expect Bowie to live either. The doctors who examined Bowie found that one pistol ball had passed through his body penetrating his lung, while the second ball had passed through his thigh. Bowie also had seven stab wounds and a wound on his head from the thrown pistol.  Bowie was carried by his friends back to Vidalia, where he spent the next two months recuperating.

In the nine years between the Vidalia Sandbar Fight and his death in 1836, during the siege of the Alamo, Bowie=s name came to be attached to a class of large knife. These knives were carried throughout the U.S. by soldiers, frontiersmen, gamblers and anyone else who needed a large knife for everyday work, self defense and fighting.

 Travelers took note of these large knives and commented on them, including an Englishman who wrote in 1834 about the ABowie knives@ carried by the Americans he met while traveling in Arkansas
.  The Bowie knife came to be so infamous that in 1838 the Tennessee legislature  made it against the law to carry one
. On the other hand the Bowie knife was so popular on the American frontier that in 1839 the editor of a newspaper in Granada, Mississippi renamed his paper the Granada Bowie Knife

Little is really known about who developed the Bowie knife.  Many claims have been made as to its inventor, including both James and Rezin Bowie as well as James Black, a blacksmith in Arkansas. What is known is that Bowie knives were large, heavy knives suitable for both utilitarian heavy cutting and chopping chores of the frontier as well as fighting.  Listed below are statistics on Bowie knives pictured in The Antique Bowie Knife Book. This will give an idea of the size of these knives.  It is also common to find that Bowie knives were carried in sheaths with studs or clips so they could be tucked into a belt or down inside a pants leg, concealed under a coat. 
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Listed below are the blade and/or total lengths of many of the Bowie knives shown in The Antique Bowie Knife Book.  By far most of the Bowie knives shown in the book are from the period before or during the Civil War.  

The editors of the book separated the knives displayed in the book into a number of categories. The knives listed here are under the same categories except for the folding knives, which are listed separately. The page number given for each knife is the page on which the knife is pictured. The description is on the facing page.

American Bowies -- These knives can be attributed to American knife makers.

1.  p. 21, Presentation Bowie knife to Col. Thomas G. Stevenson, Total Length: 13 2 inches

Blade Length: 8 1/4 inches

2. p. 23, Reinhardt Cutlery Bowie, Total: 23 5/8 inches, Blade: 17 3/4 inches

3. p. 25, Samuel Bell Bowie, Blade: 9 inches

4. p. 29, Nixon Bowie, Total: 15 3/4 inches, Blade: 10 inches

5. p. 33, Alfred Hunter Bowie, Total: 14 1/16 inches, Blade: 8 15/16 inches

6. p. 35, Bowie No. 1, Total: 18 2 inches, Blade: 13 2 inches

7. p. 37, Ames U.S. Mounted Riflemen Bowie, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

8. p. 39, Samuel Bell Knoxville Bowie, Total: 16 3/4 inches, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

9. p. 41, John Chevalier Bowie, Total: 17 2 inches, Blade: 11 5/8 inches

10. p. 43, Unnamed, Total: 13 1/4 inches, Blade: 8 2 inches

11. p. 45, Andrew Hicks U.S. Army knife, Total: 14 3/8 inches, Blade: 9 11/16 inches

12.  p. 47, Unnamed, Total: 14 7/8 inches, Blade: 10 inches

13.  p. 49, J. English and Auber Bowie, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

14. p. 51, Rose, New York Bowie, Total: 12 inches, Blade: 8 inches

15. p. 53, Chevalier ADeath to Traitors@ Bowie, Total: 13 2 inches, Blade: 9 1/4 inches

16. p. 55, Alpha, Gravely and Wreaks Bowie, Blade: 8 2 inches

17. p. 57, Ames (1841 Cutlass Handle) Bowie, Total: 16 inches, Blade: 10 3/4 inches

18.  p. 53, Alfred Hunter Bowie, Total: 17 2 inches, Blade: 12 inches

19.  p. 61, Teufe, Philadelphia Bowie, Total: 13 7/8 inches

Blade: 9 7/8 inches

20. p. 63,  Marks and Rees, Cincinnati Bowie, Total: 15 7/8 inches, Blade: 10 3/4 inches

21. p. 62,  L. Kimball, Vicksburg Bowie, Blade: 10 inches, 

22. p. 69,   Gravely and Wreaks, Blade: 8 inches

23.  p. 75,   Marks and Rees, Total: 11 1/4 inches, Blade: 6 5/8 inches

24. p. 77,   Chevalier ACalifornia Knife@ Blade: 10 1/4 inches

25. p. 79,  Rose Bowie, Total: 14 inches, Blade: 91/4 inches

26. p. 81,  Dufilho, New Orleans, Bowie, Total: 19 inches, Blade: 13 5/8 inches

27. p. 83,   Billings Knife Pistol, Total: 17 inches, Blade: 12 inches

28. p. 85,  Bell, Knoxville Bowie, Total: 16 3/16 inches, Blade: 11 1/4 inches

29. p. 87,  Ames (?) Presentation to Union Soldier Bowie, Total: 15 2 inches, Blade: 10 inches

30. p. 88,   Chevalier Bowie, Blade: 7 inches

31. p. 95,  Alfred Hunter AJM Daughters@ Bowie, Total: 13 3/16 inches,  Blade: 8 3/16 inches

32. p. 97,   Schively Bowie, Total: 16 inches, Blade: 10 7/8 inches

33. p. 99,  Ames Bowie, Total: 14 inches, Blade: 10 inches

34. p. 105,   FL Coergen, New Orleans AJudge Lynch=s Law@ Bowie, Total: 15 1/4 inches

Blade@ 10 3/8 inches

35. p. 107,   Chevalier, Total: 12 2 inches, Blade: 8 1/4 inches

36. p. 111,   F. C. Coergen AMy Wife and Knife@ Bowie,  Total: 13 3/4 inches, Blade: 9 inches

37.  p. 113,   P. Rose, New York Bowie, Total: 20 5/8 inches, Blade: 15 1/4 inches

38.  p. 114,   Lasserre, New Orleans Bowie,  Total: 20 5/8 inches, Blade: 15 1/4 inches

Unmarked American Bowies -- These knives were likely made by local blacksmiths 

1. p. 123, Blade 12 inches

2. p. 125, Total: 14 1/4 inches, Blade: 9 2 inches

3. p. 127, Blade: 10 3/ 4 inches

4. p. 129, Blade: 12 inches

5. p. 131  AKnife Through Heart@ Total: 14 3/8 inches, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

6. p. 133, Total: 17 2 inches, Blade: 12 5/8 inches

7. p. 137,  Eagle pommel Bowie, Blade: 11 1/4 inches

8.  p. 139, Blade: 11 1/4 inches

9. p. 141,  J. Leach, San Antonio, 1847, Blade: 14 2 inches

10. p. 142, Total: 14 1/8 inches, Blade: 9 1/8 inches

11. p. 145, Total: 13 2 inches, Blade: 8 3/4 inches

12. p. 147, Total: 15 2 inches, Blade: 10 1/4 inches

13.  p. 149, Total: 13 1/8 inches, Blade: 7 9/16 inches

14.  p. 151, Total: 16 7/8 inches, Blade: 10 2  inches

15.  p. 153, Total: 17 1/8 inches, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

16.  p. 157, Total: 14 2 inches, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

17.  p. 161, Total: 11 1/4 inches, Blade: 6 3/4 inches

18.  p. 163, Total: 13 7/8 inches, Blade: 8 1/8 inches

19.  p. 165, Total: 12 inches, Blade: 6 7/8 inches

English and European Bowie Knives -- Many English cutlery companies produced Bowie knives, as did a few French companies.

1. p. 171, W & S Butcher, Blade: 9 1/8 inches

2.  p. 173, James Rodgers Celebrated, “Alligator” Bowie, Total: 10 2  inches, Blade: 5 7/8 inches

3.  p. 177, Celebrated Hunting Knife, Total: 14 inches, Blade: 8 5/8 inches

4.  p. 179, Barnes and Sons AThe Real Knife Defender,” Total: 13 inches, Blade: 8 7/16 inches

5.  p.  183, Ibbotson Peale and Company Mississippi Bowie, Total: 13 3/8 inches, Blade: 8 7/8 inches

6.  p.  185, William Broadhurst, Total: 17 2  inches, Blade: 12 inches

7.  p.  187,  Table Knife Handle Bowie, Total: 15 2 inches, Blade: 10 inches

8.  p.  189, C. B. Drabble, Total: 16 inches, Blade: 10 1/8 inches

9.  p.  191, Thomas Short, AThe Hunters Companion@ Total: 14 2 inches, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

10.  p. 195, Blade: 12 3/16 inches

11.  p. 197, Blade: 13 2 inches

12.  p. 203, Blade: 7 3/4 inches

13.  p.  205, Total: 14 3/4 inches, Blade: 10 inches

14.  p.  211, Total: 17 1/8 inches, Blade: 12 2 inches

15.  p. 213, Total: 12 3/4 inches, Blade: 8 2 inches

16.  p. 217, Total: 16 5/8 inches, Blade: 11/16 inches

17.  p. 221, Total: 16 3/4 inches, Blade 12 1/8 inches

18.  p.  223, Total: 14 1/8 inches, Blade: 10 inches

19.  p. 225, Blade: 11 3/8 inches

20.  p.  226, Total: 16 inches, Blade: 11 1/8 inches

21.  p.  229, Total: 14 1/4 inches, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

22.  p.  233, Total: 14 3/8 inches, Blade: 10 1/4 inches

23.  p.  235, Total: 20 3/4 inches, Blade: 14 inches

24.  p.  237, George Woestenholm, AIXL@ curved blade Bowie, Total: 13 1/4 inches, Blade: 9 inches

25.  p. 239, Total: 13 3/4 inches, Blade: 9 3/8 inches

26.  p.  241, Total: 18 2 inches, Blade: 12 2 inches

27.  p.  243,  J. Walters and Sons, Blade: 11 inches

28,  p. Woodhead and Hartley,  AAmericans Never Surrender@, Total: 12 1/8 inches, Blade: 7 7/8 inches

29.  p. 247, AScottish Dirk@ Bowie, Total: 16 1/8 inches. Blade: 11 inches

30.  p. 249, R. Bunting and Sons, Blade: 13 1/4 inches

31.  p.  255, William Gregory, Blade: 7 inches

32.  p.  257, Woodhead and Hartley, AHalf Horse and Half Alligator@ Pommel, Total: 13 5/8 inches, Blade: 9 1/4 inches

33.  p. 259, Unwin and Rodgers, Spear Point Bowie, Blade: 11 3/16 inches

34. p. 261, Joseph Rodgers Bowie, Total: 17 2 inches, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

35. p. 263, ABowie@ Socket Bayonet, Total: 14 7/8 inches, Blade: 10 3/4 inches

36. p. 265, Total: 15 1/8 inches, Blade: 10 inches

37. p. 269, James Rodgers Bowie, Blade: 9 inches

38. p. 271, Orsan, Denton, Burdekin & Company Bowie, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

39.  p. 277, Edward Barnes and Sons Bowie, Total: 14 3/8 inches, Blade: 8 2 inches

40.  p. 279, Spear Point Bowie, Blade: 8 2 inches

41. p. 283, Samuel Robinson Bowie, Total: 14 3/8 inches, Blade: 9 1/4 inches

42. p. 287, Double Edge Spear Point Bowie, Blade: 11 5/8 inches

43. p. 289, AVolunteer@ Bowie, Blade: 11 inches

44. p. 291, Total: 13 7/8 inches, Blade: 9 5/16

45.  p. 293, W. S. Butcher Bowie, Blade: 9 1/ 8 inches

46.  p. 295, Total: 16 5/8 inches, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

47. p. 297, Samuel Grace Bowie, Total: 15 1/4 inches,  Blade: 9 7/8 inches

48. p. 301, Henry C. Booth & Co, Blade: 10 3/4 inches

49.  p. 303, William Sansom, Total: 18 3/8 inches, Blade: 12 inches

50.  p. 305, Parker Brothers, Blade: 12 1/8 inches

51.  p. 311, Joseph Rodgers, Blade: 5 1/4 inches

52.  p. 313, Blade: 9 2 inches

53. p. 315, Total: 17 inches, Blade: 11 inches

54. p. 319, Total: 17 2 inches, Blade: 12 inches

55.  p. 323, Total: 17 2 inches, Blade: 12 1/4 inches

56.  p. 325, Blade: 8 inches

57.  p. 327, Blade: 12 inches

58.  p.  331, Total: 14 1/4 inches, Blade: 8 3/4 inches

59.  p. 333, Blade: 9 1/4 inches

60.  p. 335, Jonathan Groves, Total: 14 5/16 inches, Blade: 9 2 inches 

61. p. 336, Total: 11 3/4 inches, Blade: 7 inches

62. p. 339, Total: 13 3/4 inches, Blade: 9 1/4 inches

63. p. 341, Total: 13 1/8 inches, Blade: 8 5/8 inches

64.  p. 345, Blade: 9 inches

65. p. 347, Blade: 9 1/8 inches

66.  p. 353, Total: 18 7/16 inches, Blade: 13 3/4 inches

67.  p. 355, French ABowie@, Total: 17 inches, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

68. p. 359, Total: 13 2 inches, Blade: 8 1/4 inches

69.  p. 361, Total: 15 1/4 inches, Blade: 10 inches

70.  p. 363, Blade: 10 3/4 inches

71.  p. 367, Blade: 9 3/4 inches

72. p. 370, Total: 13 5/8 inches, Blade: 8 7/8 inches

73.  p. 375, Total: 14 inches, Blade: 8 7/8 inches

74.  p. 377, French ABowie@, Blade: 8 2 inches

75.  p. 381, French ABowie@, Blade: 11 7/8 inches

Folding Bowie Knives

Two types of folding Bowie knives were made during the 19th Century.  One style was essentially a fixed blade knife with the handle set to pivot on the blade so the blade could be longer. The other style was just like a modern folding knife with the blade folding into the handle.  The knives listed here are the second type of knife. 

1. p. 207, Wostenholm - prior to 1848, Total: 12 3/4 inches

2. p. 209, Samuel Wragg, Total: 11 inches

3. p. 257, Blade: 7 inches

4. p. 329, Total: 12 2 inches

5. p. 351, Total: 16 7/8 inches, Blade: 8 inches

Confederate Bowie Knives

Bowie knives were carried by soldiers from both the North and the South during the Civil War. However, in the South the famous AD@ guard Bowie knife was developed. These knives had simple knuckle bows on them and because they were made for military service were much longer than the average civilian Bowie knife.

1. p. 415, 9th Georgia Volunteers, Total: 11 1/4 inches, Blade: 7 3/8 inches

2. p. 417. Blade: 15 3/4 inches

3. p. 419, AD@ guard, Total: 20 5/8 inches, Blade: 15 2 inches

4. p. 423, AD@ guard, Blade: 16 inches

5. p. 425, Blade: 10 2 inches

6. p. 427, AD@ guard, Blade: 15 1/8 inches

7. p. 429, Leech and Rigdon AD@ guard, Total: 19 3/4 inches, Blade: 15 inches

8. p. 431, AD@ guard made from US Navy cutlass, Blade: 14 1/4 inches

9, p. 433, Lewis Crenshaw spear point, Total: 20 2 inches, Blade: 15 3/4 inches

10.  p. 435, Captured at Secessionville, S.C. in June 1862, Total: 18 inches, Blade: 12 inches

11.  p. 437, Total: 11 7/8 inches, Blade: 7 1/4 inches

12.  p. 439, Blade: 12 inches

13. p. 441, Total: 21 2 inches, Blade: 16 2 inches

14. p. 443, Total: 16 1/4 inches, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

15. p. 445, Total: 16 1/4 inches, Blade: 8 inches

16: p. 447, Blade: 12 1/4 inches

17. p. 449, AD@ guard, Total: 17 1/4 inches, 12 1/4 inches

18. p. 451, AD@ guard, Blade: 11 3/4 inches

19.  p. 453, AD@ guard, Total: 15 inches, Blade: 8 7/8 inches

20. p. 455, AD@ guard, Blade: 11 1/4 inches

� McLemore, p. 4


� Adams, p. 108


�Ibid, p. 148





