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URING THE GOLDEN AGE OF THE 

TV western, one of the most intriguing heroes 

on the little screen was Paladin. Each week, during its 

225-episode run from 1957 to 1963, the storyline centered 

on a cultured gentleman of apparent leisure who resided at the opu-

lent Carlton Hotel enjoying the opera, fine brandy, fine dining, and fine ladies, 

among other sophisticated attractions San Francisco had to offer, and who 

financed that lifestyle by taking occasional “out-of-towners” as a mercenary for 

hire. A highly educated former Army officer and West Point graduate, 

unlike other hired guns, Paladin’s jobs tended to favor those who 

were wronged and had no other alternative than to bring in 

outside help. Paladin was just as likely to take a large fee 

from those who could afford it as he was to take a small 

fee, or disregard one entirely, from those who couldn’t, 

and he also wasn’t averse to switching sides entirely 

when facts and sympathies changed on his arrival. 

Richard Boone was 40 years old when he brought 

his craggy looks, gravelly voice, 1950’s mustache, 

and wry delivery to the role of Paladin, and past 

experiences as a professional boxer and oil field 

roustabout gave Boone credibility in the character 
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gun was shipped by Colt to Schuyler, Hartley 
& Graham in New York on October 7, 
1876, and a letter of provenance from James 
Mahoney stating the gun and rig from Arvo 
Ojala’s shop were given to his father, vet-
eran stuntman and actor Jock Mahoney, by 
Richard Boone himself.

The Colt was described as a “composite” 
revolver, and the condition as “very good as 
refinished and reconfigured.” with almost all 
of a later re-blued finish and light wear at 
the muzzle. Barrel, cylinder, and grips were 
“replacements.” Bonhams & Butterfields was 
kind enough to send me a copy of that cata-
log, and the photo shows the Colt holstered in 
the famous leather rig. The grips were a later 
modern two-piece style, the frame showed a 
dark bluing instead of the casehardened colors 
of an 1876 Colt, and the hammer sides were 
white instead of case-colored as they would 
have originally been. All three cross-frame 
action screw ends appeared to be flat and flush 
with the right side of the frame, also indicating 
replacements. The rest of the gun was covered 
inside the holster and further details are not 
visible, but the First Generation blued frame 
and white hammer flats are consistent with 
McGaughy’s memory of the Paladin guns 
and how they would have left the bluing shop 
when he was done with them, and a freeze-
frame analysis of the show’s opening credits 
on DVD confirms the white hammer flats.

that audiences recognized. Boone was also 
credited with wartime naval service on board 
the USS Enterprise (bombed), the USS 
Intrepid (torpedoed), and the USS Hancock 
(Kamikaze attack) — the actor didn’t have 
to imagine violence and death, he was well 
able to draw on the real thing in giving 
Paladin his steel core.

Most of the 1950s TV western characters 
had their “hooks” to stand out among the 
Hero Pack in the form 
of quirky personalities, 
storylines, or hardware. 
Two of Paladin’s remain 
instantly recognizable 
icons from that era today, 
47 years after the show 
ended — the low-slung 
black Buscadero rig with 
ruby-eyed silver chess 
knight, and Paladin’s 
immortal calling card 
with its chess knight 
printed behind the “Have 
Gun Will Travel” legend. 
That card, in fact, is so 
iconic that generations of 

original viewers who watched it then and 
those who watch the show now on DVD 
have grown up believing that “Wire” was 
Paladin’s first name. (It actually meant that 
interested parties could cable him using 
“Paladin” as a telegraph address.) The dark 
“working” outfit (even in the hottest des-
erts that Paladin ever traveled through) was 
another personal eccentricity, along with 
a two-shot Remington .41 rimfire hideout 
derringer carried behind the belt buckle, 
and the much more specialized primary 
tool of Paladin’s trade — a 7.5-inch .45 
Colt single-action revolver that the open-
ing credits would show drawn and pointed 
directly toward the audience each week while 
Boone’s voice uttered a key line or two from 
that night’s episode as a voice-over.

Hand-Made Hamilton
Paladin spoke about his “perfectly bal-

anced” hogleg on occasion, mostly to a villain 
of the week, and it was described at various 
times as being a “hand-made Hamilton” with  
a “one-ounce trig-
ger” and a unique 
rifled barrel for 
superior accuracy 
(implying other 
handguns didn’t 
have rifling, appar-
ently). In reality, 
“the gun” was act-
ually four, more 
or less standard 
Colts, a one-ounce 
trigger would have been extremely hazard-
ous (to Paladin and anybody else in the 
near vicinity), and rifling was widespread in 
handgun barrels long before Paladin’s time.

Tracking down exactly what Paladin’s 
Colt was in real life is an interesting process. 
Now-retired Wayne McGaughy recalls work-
ing on four Colts from Have Gun Will Travel 
during his tenure at a San Diego bluing shop 
that handled many TV guns during that time 
frame. Two were “nice” 1st Generation guns, 
as he puts it, and two were beaters. “A” guns 
would typically be used by the hero and in 
close-ups, while “B” guns were essentially 
“stunt guns” for scenes where long camera 

shots, dropping the gun in the dirt, or no gun 
handling at all, were called for. Backups were 
also usually kept near the set by the prop 
masters in case the main gun broke down or 

was damaged externally.
On September 24th, 

2001, the (appropriately 
enough) San Francisco 
auction house of Bon-
hams & Butterfields 
listed catalog lot #4326, 
“Original Have Gun-
Will Travel Paladin Colt 
Single Action Revolver 
And Buscadero Gun Rig 
Belonging To Television 
Actor Richard Boone.” 
The listing also included 
a copy of a Paladin DELL 
comic book, a copy of 
a Colt letter stating the 
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    Paladin Colt .45
Load Accuracy

Buffalo Bore 200 Gold Dot JHP 2.25
Buffalo Bore 255 Keith Lead SWC 1.50
Winchester 250 Lead Flat Nose 1.88
PMC 250 Lead Flat Point 2.56
Black Hills 250 Round Nose Flat point 3.25

Bullet weight measured in grains, and accuracy  
in inches for the best 5-shot groups at 25 yards.

PERFORMANCE

Three distinctive features common to an 1876 
Colt are the large bird’s-eye ejector head, the 
beveled forward ejector housing end, and the 
cylinder base pin retaining screw location.

(Above) Peacemaker Specialists 
matched the hammer to the beau-

tiful casehardened frame colors 
perfectly. Note the period correct 

three-line black powder era patent 
markings and fire-blued screws.

(Left) Since the frame is set up 
for the modern concave floating 
(swiveling) firing pin, this Colt had 
to stay with that modern firing pin.

B/W AD

Boone was credited with 

wartime naval service on 

board the USS Enterprise 

(bombed), the USS Intrepid 

(torpedoed), and the USS 

Hancock (Kamikaze attack) 

— the actor didn’t have to 

imagine VIOLENCE 

and DEATH, he was  

well able to draw on the  

real thing in giving Paladin 

HIS STEEL CORE.
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Bonhams & Butterfields understandably 
respects the confidentiality of the buyer, 
but did contact seller James Mahoney for 
me about the circumstances that led to his 
father’s possession. According to his recollec-
tion, Jock Mahoney and Richard Boone met 
while filming Away All Boats in 1956 and 
developed a long friendship that resulted in 
Boone later giving Mahoney the Colt and 
leather, which eventually passed to James. 
Altogether, the description and condition of 
the “composite” auction gun, McGaughy’s 
memories, and Mahoney’s letter of prov-
enance make a pretty good case for the 

authenticity of the auctioned Colt as being 
one of the “A” guns actually used in Have 
Gun Will Travel. Without being able to exam-
ine that Colt, unfortunately there’s no way of 
knowing what the replacement cylinder and 
barrel were, or why they were done.

How much did the package go for? A cool 
$57, 875.

Gun Details
A little beyond budgetary limits for most 

of us, but if you recall the show as fondly as I 
do, and want your own “Paladin” Colt, it can 
be arranged. Still not exactly cheap, but far 
more affordable and one you don’t have to 
leave in a safe deposit box under heavy guard.

Eddie Janis at Peacemaker Specialists runs 
one of the top classic Colt Peacemaker shops 
in the world. He also stocks parts new and old 

for restorations and custom 
work, and was the obvious 
choice when I decided it was 
time to build my own Paladin 
Colt. The project started off 
with a brand new 7.5-inch 
.45 Colt Peacemaker ordered 
from Colt and built on a 
period-correct black pow-
der frame with the cylinder 
base pin retaining screw in 
the front as the 1876 pistols 
had, as opposed to the later 
post-1896 transverse spring-

loaded retaining pin. Two other factory nods 
to the earlier guns were the correct three-line 
three-date patent stamping on the left side of 
the frame used from 1877-1890 (regular Colt 
production Peacemakers nowadays generally 
use a two-line patent stamp), and the earlier 
bull’s-eye ejector rod head supplied on non-
military Colts from 1873-1881 and military 
Colts from 1873-1885. From there, Eddie’s 
magic was needed to bring the big .45 more 
into line with Paladin’s gun.

The Peacemaker came with Colt’s black-
checkered pony and eagle plastic grips, and 
Colt’s high-polish bluing on the barrel, cylin-
der, grip frame, and ejector rod and housing. 
I prefer the more matte gray rust blue finish 
that Peacemaker Specialists provides because 
I think it just looks “right” and ages better, 
and that was at the top of the “To Do” list. 
The grips were totally wrong for the era, and 
were replaced by a set of perfectly fitted and 
more authentic oil-finished one-piece walnut 
grips to match up with an older pistol. While 
the grips were being fitted, Eddie also beveled 

heel and toe at the bottom corners of the 
gripframe, and blended them and the wood 
into an oval on the bottom that was factory 
standard until about 1900. Before the bluing 
was done, the “Colt Single Action Army .45” 
marking on the left side of the barrel added 
to Colt production long after 1876 was care-
fully removed, the cylinder front was beveled 
as the original cylinders were and the flutes 
were re-configured to duplicate those of an 
1876 pistol, and the front of the ejector hous-
ing was also beveled for authenticity. The fac-
tory casehardened frame colors were bright 
and left alone, but the hammer spur checker-
ing was changed by hand to a more appropri-
ate bordered pattern and the entire hammer 
was casehardened leaving color coverage that 
matched both the early Peacemakers in style 
and the frame colors perfectly. Other subtle 
touches included fire-bluing all screws, the 
trigger, and the cylinder pin.

Inside, Eddie did his top-of-the-line 
Gunslinger action job which involves polish-
ing and fitting every part inside the frame, 
refitting the cylinder bushing, and left the 
big Colt with a perfectly timed action, a 
hammer light enough to be cocked by my 
little finger, and a 2.25-pound trigger on my 
RCBS scale. Not quite the one-ouncer of 
a hand-made Hamilton, but crisp without 
creep or overtravel. I think Paladin could 
have squeaked by with it. 

One other feature of the original Paladin 
Colt remains obscure. Publicity photos I was 
able to turn up during research showed what 

Nothing fancy for the 
Paladin Colt, just plain 
oiled walnut one-piece 

style grips (1), and a 
period correct heel/toe 

gripframe bevel (2) and 
blended oval bottom (3).

appeared to be a lowered front sight blade 
with a straight ramp angling down forward 
from the top to the muzzle. Images of the 
gun show differing heights for that blade, 
and it wasn’t possible to get a clear idea of 
exactly how much it had been altered beyond 
the ramping. On the TV gun, one possible 
explanation for why it was done was that the 
lowered height and forward ramp angle might 
have been to suggest to viewers an alteration 
to facilitate a professional gunslinger’s ability 
to draw and re-holster in a hurry. In the real 
world, it would have shot high. On a prop 
blankenshooter in the hands of a certified 
celluloid hero, blade height doesn’t matter, 
but unlike Paladin’s Colt mine will be used 
with live ammo and it needs to hit where 
it’s pointed. Since that blade is really the pri-
mary distinguishing feature that sets his Colt 
apart from most other standard long-barreled 
Colts, I wanted the blade on mine to show a 
forward ramp without actually lowering it. 
After some long-distance discussion and mail-
ing a drawing of exactly what I decided on, we 
compromised on a minor re-profiling leaving 
the factory blade height intact. I also couldn’t 
bring myself to lose those beautiful case colors 
in re-bluing the frame to match the TV gun. 

There are other differences, too. The fir-
ing pin on an 1876 Colt would have been 
a fixed cone shape, later changed to a fixed 
concave shape, and finally to the modern 
floating concave pins used today. With each 
firing pin change, the hole through the recoil 
plate (AKA firing pin bushing) in the frame 
grew smaller. While the current concave 
floater isn’t period correct, swapping it out 
for a proper conical would have meant alter-
ing or replacing the pressed-in recoil plate 
too, and that’s something you don’t mess 
with. So, we stayed with the modern pin.

Paladin’s Colt would also have had 
its serial numbers repeated on major 
components such as the frame and 
gripframe, but neither Eddie or I 
remembered to list that in the pack-
age till after the Peacemaker came 
back home. The ability is there, Eddie 
can match and stamp ‘em if you want. 
The one-piece grips are actually three-
piecers. Originals were hogged out of 
a single piece of walnut, a relatively 
expensive process today, and the same 
no-screw result obtains from two 
panels securely glued to an internal 
and invisible wood spacer block that 
takes the place of screws in holding 

them together. The wood finish also fudges 
a bit; wood grips were standard on the early 
Colts, but the military’s were oiled and civil-
ian grips were varnished. Varnish is slippery, 
flakes, and goes ugly over time, 
so these are actually Army grips 
on a civilian pistol, but still closer 
than the “Hamilton’s” two-piece 
setup. And, the sights themselves 
are the current modern varia-
tion with a very slightly tapered 
and square-topped blade in front 
of a wide and square-bottomed 
U-shaped rear notch. Originals 
were narrower, more tapered 
and less visible at both ends.

So, while the end result is 
neither an exact copy of an 1876 
Peacemaker nor an exact copy 
of Paladin’s TV gun, it splits the difference 
quite well. The classic profile’s very close, 
the gun looks great, feels very comfortable 

in the hand (that heel & toe beveling and 
the oval contouring are great touches), the 
action’s slick, the sights are far better than 
a period piece, and the custom Peacemaker 
evokes a double dose of both the Old West 
of television history and the real history of 
the Old West. It is a genuine Colt, after all. 

Final Notes
As good as today’s 3rd Generation Model 

Ps are right out of the Hartford box, the 
touch of a master gunsmith who knows 
them takes the old thumbbuster to new 
levels that have to be experienced to be 
appreciated. For roughly $54,875 less than 
the auction price of Boone’s Colt, you can 
buy a brand new Peacemaker and send it 
off to Eddie to be transformed into your 
very own “vintage” Paladin gun. From that 
perspective, a $3,000 project suddenly seems 

a lot more reasonable, and with Peacemaker 
Specialists’ turnaround time, you’ll have any-
where from 6 to 12 months to save up your 
pocket change to pay for it.

Does it shoot? You betcha…. the test rounds 
that included three mild  CAS-level lead loads 
as well as Buffalo Bore’s stiff-but-safe-in-
modern-single-actions lead and jacketed loads 
for high performance field use shot to varying 
elevations, so you’ll need to match the gun 
to your preferred load, but that’s one of the 
joys of owning a genuine Peacemaker. Give 
Eddie a call at 805-238-9100 or take a gander 
at his website at peacemakerspecialists.com,  
and tell him I sent you.                            ✪

Many thanks to Eddie Janis for his collabo-
ration and work on this project, to James 
Ferrell at Bonhams & Butterfields for his 
patience and efforts in providing auction 
information, and to Wayne McGaughy for 
his recollections of the “Paladin Colts.”
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Single-line maker’s rollmark on barrel’s top 
was retained (top), but the caliber marking 
on the barrel’s side (not needed on early  
Colt .45s) was expertly removed (above).

Although the change in profile is minor, front blade 
shows a more ramped angle than a standard factory 
blade to suggest Paladin’s more drastic alteration.

Sights are also not exact duplicates of the Paladin era, 
but easier to actually shoot with. Re-done hammer  

spur shows correct bordered hand checkering.
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3 The custom Peacemaker 

evokes a double dose 

of both the Old West 

of TELEVISION 

HISTORY and the 

REAL HISTORY 

of the Old West. It is a 

genuine Colt, after all. 


