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Introduction
This article, basically in photo-essay format, is focused on the
ubiquitous, American, hunting bag and associated gear carried by those
armed with muzzle-loading longrifles and smooth-bore guns, such as
fowlers (shotguns), buck and ball guns, and/or muskets, used in civilian
hunting pursuits. Their period of use extended from at least the middle
of the eighteenth century through much of the nineteenth century. This
timeframe includes flintlock guns up to roughly 1830, an overlap period
of flintlock and percussion guns, and percussion guns beyond.
Undoubtedly, many arms and bags accompanied their owners while
serving in militia or military units; nevertheless, such service is not the
thrust of this article.
Unless otherwise noted, all hunting bags and associated gear in this
article were found in Virginia or North Carolina, mainly in the Valley of
Virginia. That is certainly not to say that all this material was made in

Virginia or North Carolina. That is, indeed, not the case. However, the
material found its way into these states during the period of use. This
article is a brief illustrative study of these artifacts, and it shows an
assortment of items, most of which have not been previously published.
For a full, in-depth study of American hunting bags and associated gear,
we recommend, The Kentucky Rifle Hunting Pouch, by Madison Grant.
Also, see the bibliography at the end of this article for suggested further
readings on powder horns, blades, longrifles, and other associated gear
found mainly in the South. Throughout this article, we will reference
several of our previous articles published on this website,
www.ehcnc.org, under the Decorative Arts heading in the Historic
Trades category. These articles are:
The Kentucky Rifle which addresses Virginia longrifles
Blades in Virginia and North Carolina... focused on edged implements
Gun Hammers vs. Button Hole Cutters.
Hunting bags generally were fabricated from tanned hides of domestic
livestock such as cattle, unborn calves, pigs, and sheep. However, tanned
hides from game and other animals, including deer, bear, and
occasionally groundhogs (woodchucks) are encountered. No question,
other animal hides were used in addition to the more common ones
listed. At least one bag from a skunk hide is known. A few cloth bags
also survive.

Bags were usually constructed with a single or double interior
compartment and covered with a flap. The flaps are either plain leather
or leather tanned with the animal hair intact. Sometimes bags were
closed with a thong or button. Hunting bags are found in a variety of
shapes and sizes. All hunting bags were suspended on a shoulder strap.
Some bags had a scabbard for a knife and/or a bullet starter attached.
Most also had a powder horn and powder measure attached to the
shoulder strap.
Many hunting bags were professionally crafted by trades people such as
leatherworkers including harness makers and saddlers and, to an extent,
the gunsmiths who made the firearms. That said, some were made by the
individual end users. The major differences between the two groups: the
professionally made bags are often more carefully stitched and exhibit
more decorative elements while the user-made bags are less refined and
often crudely fabricated. This is obviously a very general
characterization with many exceptions. Bottom line is regardless of who
made the hunting bag, the bag served the same function for the hunter or
shooter, a handy way to tote what was needed.

Considering the hard use hunting bags endured during their service lives
and the ephemeral nature of materials used in their construction, it is
remarkable that any bags have survived. Almost all bags encountered
today have undergone, in the past, some degree of repair, replacement,
and/or modification to keep them in service as long as possible. This is
particularly true with shoulder straps. These alterations are why the bags
have survived. Those beyond repair were simply discarded. In more
recent times, some surviving hunting bags have been carefully restored
to their presumed original condition, while others have been fancifully
enhanced with parts they never had. Regardless of their present
condition, these extant hunting bags, simple bits of material culture, are
a small window into the rugged life some our forefathers had to endure
in settling this new country of ours.
Presented below and briefly discussed are 11 hunting bags, found
primarily in Virginia. The gear illustrated with these bags, as well as
additional gear often found in or associated with hunting bags, will be
discussed in more detail later in this article. Keep in mind that all of this
associated gear would not have been the complement of every bag. The
primary purpose of a hunting bag was a convenient place for the powder
and projectiles (bullets, balls, shot, etc.) used in firing the gun. These
two items would have been associated with every hunting bag. Other
items would have been added by the bag owner to facilitate the use of

the two primary items or for the owner's convenience while in the field.
In the best of circumstances, hunting bags encountered today will still
retain several pieces of associated gear, original gear that has remained
with the bag (extremely rare), or gear subsequently added to the bag.
Most hunting-bag gear encountered in the present antiques marketplace
or in collections has long since been separated from the original bags.
There are several plausible explanations for this: most gear is more
durable than the bags themselves, some gear became obsolete or
redundant and was removed from the bag, and/or some collectors
focused on individual categories of gear rather than on bags with
associated gear.

Photo Essay
The cowhide hunting bag illustrated in Figures 1a, 1b, and 1c is a
professionally made example. It is approximately seven inches wide at
the top of the bag. (Note: All bag measurements in this article are
rounded to the closest inch.) This bag is equipped with a powder horn, a
priming horn, a patch knife, and a horn powder measure. The inclusion
of a patch knife and a priming horn indicates that this rig was intended

for use with a flintlock rifle. As can be seen in Figure 1b, the shoulder
strap has been replaced, but the scabbard for the patch knife appears to
be original to the bag. The patch knife is possibly a replacement. The
double compartment of the bag is shown in Figure 1c.
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Figures 2a and 2b show a professionally made, double-compartment,
cowhide bag, nine inches wide at the top, with a two-layered flap. The
inner flap is hair-on, unborn calfskin. The outer flap is hair-on cowhide.
On the back of the bag, there is a crude scabbard for a hunting knife that
was a period addition to the bag.
This hunting bag descended in the Trumbo family of Broadway, VA, in
the Valley of Virginia. The powder horn, knife, adjustable powder
measure with scabbard, and shoulder strap are twentieth-century
restorations in an attempt to return the bag to its presumed original
appearance. This type restoration is useful for display purposes and is a
reasonable reuse of period gear. However, keep in mind that originally
the bag might have been configured quite differently.
Note the leather cover on the powder horn. This was a period repair of
damage to the powder horn to keep it in service.

Figure 2a
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The small, double-compartment, hair-on (hair now mostly gone), deerhide hunting bag in Figures 3a and 3b was professionally made. It is
now in fragile condition with a number of period repairs to keep it in
service. Thankfully, it has survived. These repairs include stitched tears
and a period replacement shoulder strap of woven cloth rather than
leather. The associated gear, a powder horn and a turkey-spur powder
measure suspended on a brass chain, all appear to be original to the
period use of this bag. The small capacity of the powder measure would
indicate a rather small-bore rifle such as the Lauck rifle seen in our
article, Kentucky Rifles, Figure 56.
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Figure 3b

Figure 4 is a professionally made, single-compartment hunting bag in
cowhide with a hair-on, bearskin flap. It is eight inches wide and has a
period replacement strap. This bag is complete with a powder horn and
horn powder measure.

Figure 4

The hunting bag in Figure 5 was homemade from pig skin and is seven
inches wide across the top. It has had some repairs, is missing a flap
closure of some type, but retains its original shoulder strap with buckle.
When discovered in eastern Tennessee near the Virginia border, this
bag, with its associated gear, still accompanied its longrifle.
Unfortunately, the picker decided to sell the rifle and the bag separately.
The gear associated with this hunting bag: powder horn, carved-wood
powder measure, patch knife, patch material, rifle balls or bullets, and a
can of percussion caps, are original to the bag. All this indicates use with
a percussion longrifle. which, indeed, was the case. Unusual in
associated gear is the fishing line with a carved-wood bobber containing
a turkey-quill indicator.

Figure 5

Some professionally made hunting bags were enhanced with decorative
elements. This trim cost the purchaser extra. The bag in Figures 6a, 6b,
and 6c is such a bag. This double-compartment, cowhide bag is eight
inches wide at the top. It is intact with its original shoulder strap, strap
buckles, powder horn, and sheet iron (tin) powder measure.
As can be seen in Figures 6b and 6c, the bag is decorated with leather
fringe across the top of the bag and also around its bottom edge. While
most of the fringe has been lost, there is still enough remaining evidence
of it. The edge of the flap is neatly finished with a sewn leather bead.
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The professionally made, cowhide, hunting bag in Figures 7a, 7b, and 7c
also is decoratively enhanced. It is constructed with two separate
compartments rather than a double inner compartment. The bag has a
hair-on cowhide flap with punched-hole scalloping across the top and
around the edges. The front of the bag also is hair-on cowhide with short
fringe around the edges. The original shoulder strap is punch decorated.
The brass harness ornament is a later, though period, addition.
As can be seen in Figure 7c, the original shoulder strap has been
reattached on one side. The back edge of the bag is neatly finished with
a sewn-leather bead.
This bag is nine inches across its top.
A hunting bag of this sophistication likely would have accompanied a
fine, golden-age longrifle such as the one by Frederick Sheets seen in
Kentucky Rifles, Figures 20 through 27.
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Figures 8a and 8b show a double-compartment, homemade, sheepskin
hunting bag that is nine inches wide. The flap is plain leather, while the
front of the bag is hair-on sheepskin. There is a powder horn associated
with the bag, but shoulder and other straps are missing.
An interesting feature of this hunting bag is that there are two scabbards
sewn on the back. The one in the center of Figure 8b is for a patch knife,
while the other one to the right is for a bullet starter. Elements
accommodating both a patch knife and a bullet starter indicate that this
hunting bag was configured for longrifle use as opposed to use with a
fowler or musket.

Figure 8a
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The hunting bag seen in Figures 9a and 9b could possibly be a unique
survivor. It is made from a tanned, hair-on, skunk hide! Think about that
for a minute. The guy that killed and skinned that skunk and tanned its
hide was hard core to say the least, and he must have really wanted an
unusual bag.
That said, this bag is a well-fabricated example by a professional
leatherworker. All the external edges of the bag are neatly finished with
a sewn bead. The flap is the head portion of the skunk, and eye holes can
be seen in the flap. The bag is eight inches across the top. The shoulder
strap is missing, but there is a small leather strap for a buckle closure on
the flap. The buckle is missing.
There is a leather bullet or shot bag with a wood spout associated with
this hunting bag. As there is nothing to indicate usage one way or the
other, this bag could have served a rifle, fowler, and/or a musket.
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Up until the middle of the last century, collectors occasionally could find
muzzle-loaded guns complete with a hunting bag and associated gear.
Today, such finds are, indeed, rare. However, there are a few exceptions
such as the rig in Figures 10a through 10e.
The rifle, unsigned but likely built by gunsmith, Phillip Grose, of
Rutherford County, NC, was owned by Walker Goldsmith of Greenville,
SC. His nameplate is attached to the rifle stock. Erik Goldsmith, Senior
Curator of Mechanical Arts & Numismatics, Colonial Williamsburg,
opined that this plate looks to be one of those commercial, Civil Warperiod tags perhaps for use on a piece of luggage or even a dog.
The homemade, cowhide, hunting bag retains its original shoulder strap
and powder horn. The associated gear in this bag includes: a can of
percussion caps, a gunsmith-made bullet mold, lead bullets, a leather
bullet bag with a carved wood spout, and what appears to be a priming
horn. Since this is a percussion-rifle rig, a priming horn would make no
sense. More likely in this case, the small horn is a salt horn rather than a
priming horn.
It is refreshing to know that even though rare, there are still finds of
complete rigs out there.
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The commercially-made, cotton, hunting bag in Figure 11 shows little
wear, which is likely why it has survived. Such fabric bags would not
have endured the heavy use associated hunting as the more durable
leather bags would. This bag is seven inches wide and has a button flap.
The only contents of this hunting bag are a few pieces of bird shot.

Figure 11
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