

[image: image]



[image: images]


[image: images]


[image: images]


Other books by R. L. Wilson

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West: An American Legend (with Greg Martin)*

The Colt Engraving Book

Fine Colts: The Dr. Joseph A. Murphy Collection

Steel Canvas: The Art of American Arms*

The Peacemakers: Arms and Adventure in the American West*


Winchester: An American Legend*

Colt: An American Legend*

Ruger & His Guns

The Book of Colt Firearms (two editions)

The Colt Engraving Book (three editions)

Winchester Engraving (two editions)

Winchester: The Golden Age of American Gunmaking and the Winchester 1 of 1000

Samuel Colt Presents

The Arms Collection of Colonel Colt

L. D. Nimschke, Firearms Engraver

Colt Commemorative Firearms (two editions)


Paterson Colt Pistol Variations (with P. R. Phillips)


The Colt Heritage (first edition of Colt: An American Legend)

The Deringer in America (with L. D. Eberhart, two volumes)

Colt’s Dates of Manufacture

The History and Art of the American Gun

The Paterson Colt Book: Featuring the Dennis A. LeVett 

     Collection

American Arms Collectors Percussion Colts and Their Rivals The 

     Al Cali Collection

A Life’s Tapestry of a Collector: The George Gamble Collection 

     (with George F. Gamble)

Great Colt Treasures

Magnificent Colts: Selections from the Robert M. Lee Collection

     (with Robert M. Lee)

Theodore Roosevelt Hunter-Conservationist (three editions from 



     1971)




Front endpaper: Selected pieces of Beretta manufacture from company museum in historic neo-Gothic early cabinet built for 1906 International Exposition, Milan. Firearms suggesting evolution of double-barrel side-by-side fowling pieces and shotguns (and one rifle); left page, left to right: first eleven guns percussion muzzle-loaders, from middle through end of the nineteenth century (ninth gun with buttstock only visible).

Breechloading cartridge series begins with twelfth side-by-side (first gun without ramrod under barrels), a 12-bore blackpowder Damascus-barrel centerfire from the end of the nineteenth century. The series of breechloaders continues onto right page through a mix of early barrel-release locking systems, eventually settling on the top-thumb lever that became the standard. Note also back and front action lock hammer guns, boxlock and sidelock hammerless systems, selection of fore-end releases, a variety of finishes, engravings, straight and pistol grip stock types, checkering patterns, and woods—plus one deluxe hammerless sidelock double-barrel rifle (cartridge trap on bottom of butt). Bulk of guns on right page for smokeless powder. Note sling swivels, popular in Europe for field guns. Beginning with blued gun at center of vitrine at left of right page, Beretta model designations are 922, 101, Fuori series, 305 Pigeon Extra, 405 Pigeon Extra, 41 IE, 21 IE, two custom guns without model designations, 450 EELL, 455 EELL double rifle in .470 Nitro Express, Model 409, and the contemporary 470 Silver Hawk boxlock.

Half-title page: Adapted from 1891 catalogue of Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta. Beretta Archives and Museum, Gardone, Val Trompia, Brescia, Italy.

Frontispiece: Passage of time of Beretta’s five centuries symbolized by antique watches in collection begun by Carlo Beretta and passed on to nephew Ugo Gussalli Beretta. Guns through centuries of Brescian/Gardonese manufacture include: celebrated flintlock fowling piece at center, by Ercole Lelli, prominent Bolognese artist, painter, sculptor, architect, medalist, etc., who began his career as an apprentice gunmaker, with Brescian barrel (overall length 151 cm/59½ inches; ca 1730s); over-and-under S03 EELL made in celebration of anniversary, 1980 (breech detail on dust jacket); and percussion side-by-side with finely figured Damascus barrels by Beretta.

The 1526 invoice, company “birth certificate,” directly beneath Venetian lion motif and cannon foundry painting signifying Beretta’s origins as gun barrel makers. Selection of late nineteenth/early twentieth-century catalogues at lower left, document steady company growth with innovative marketing, evolving product line, and advanced manufacturing technology. Distinguished clientele represented by Formula One and trapshooting champion Jackie Stewart and Olympic dominance by gold medal winner Russell Mark on the line in Atlanta Olympics, 1996 (far left).

Influence of family on enterprise recognized by father and son Giuseppe and Pietro Beretta (right and left of historic Jacob de Gheyn print of matchlock musketeer) and Ugo Gussalli Beretta, with sons Franco and Pietro (far right). Contribution of foremost Italian gun inventor, Tullio Marengoni, credited by youthful portrait, bottom right, and early example of one of his first inventions, the Model 1915 pistol (bottom center). On left side of elaborate frame for foundry painting, Les Henokiens logo of exclusive club with members from family-owned businesses two hundred years old, or older, of which Beretta was the oldest industrial member. Five-hundred-year theme continued in frontispiece to chapter I.

Back endpaper: Cross section of Beretta’s over-and-under shotgun production, totals of which have long since surpassed those of side-by-sides in sheer numbers. Beginning on left page, two muzzle-loaders of early second half of nineteenth century, both with Damascus barrels. Remaining guns proofed for smokeless powder, and suggest factory’s innovations and classic style launched in 1930s and continuing through today. Third from left, a Model Si, no. 2001, among the first “Sovrappostos,” made in 1934. Fifth from left, Carlo Beretta’s own favorite live pigeon gun, with cheekpiece and tape on wrist; followed by series of SO, S3 Special, S03 EELL, S3 (by Holland & Holland on Beretta barreled action), S3 EELL, S06 EELL, S04 Trap, two ASELs, an AS-20, the celebrated S09, and the last an over-and-under big game rifle with scope sight and gold-inlaid case-hardened breech. As revealed by sling swivels, majority of these guns for field shooting. Note gray-finished receivers; mix of stock styles, woods, and finishes; variety of engravings; and emphasis on quality.

Right page presents competition guns (and one rifle): from left, models S55 (a prototype), S57 EL, S58 Trap, S686 Special Skeet, Onyx, Ultralight Deluxe, S687 Silver Pigeon, S687 EL Gold Pigeon, barely visible S689 EELL Diamond Sable double rifle with scope, S680 (used by Luca Scribani Rossi in Olympic medal victory; note competition decals on buttstock), S682 Gold Skeet, 95 Trap with colorful “psychedelic” stock, ASE 90 Trap, ASE Gold Trap, ASE Deluxe, and extremely rare prototype ASE 90 with titanium breech. Note popularity of single triggers, gray-finished breeches, and pistol-grip stocks.

The Beretta website is www.berettausa.com
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To the countless thousands of skilled artisans and craftsmen and the talented executives and office employees whose combined ingeniousness have made Gardone and Val Trompia international legends, and to the unique family that has guided the Beretta enterprises through the centuries
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“At the feet of Your Excellency, most worthy representative of the Public Majesty, the craftsmen of Gardone bow down. Born among the mountains, suckled on iron, raised in the smithies, from all of which they draw the sustenance that maintains them, bronzed by the endless heat of the fires, they can earn their living only by labouring with heavy hammers on the anvils. If this work is lacking, then they are deprived of life itself.”

From a petition sent by gun and barrel maker Giovanni Beretta, then mayor of Gardone, April 1683, to the Capitanio of Brescia, which was forwarded to the Senate.

“In the Mella Valley, every man is a craftsmaster, every house is a small factory, every family is trained up to the making of arms, for many and many centuries, so that they are attached to their industry as to a title of nobility.”

From a speech of Giuseppe Zanardelli, Prime Minister, to the Italian House of Deputies, 1902, quoted in Beretta catalogues 81 (1935) and 82 (1938).

“We dedicate this book to … [the people of Gardone], to the Gardonese of the past—in first order to our father—and to our fellow citizens united in the pride they take in arms both old and new, so that it may inspire the Gardonese of the future to persist in that peaceful collaboration which has spread the fame of our little town throughout the world.”

Pier Giuseppe and Carlo Beretta, foreword to Beretta: The World’s Oldest Industrial Dynasty, Marco Morin, Robert Held, 1980.

“A gun is like a tuning fork. It’s a dynamic system in which everything resonates with everything else. You need perfect pitch in every part of the gun and in everyone who makes it, from the designer to the last man on the production line.”

Julian Bees, “High Caliber Art,” Italy magazine, May 1989.

“In touring our factory in Gardone, one can see the miraculous transformation of raw slabs of select (and often exotic) woods and of steel and aluminum alloy barstocks into mechanical, and often artistic, rifles, shotguns and pistols. In an age of junk food, junk products and all-too-often junk culture, the completed firearms rate among the most wondrous and precise objects built by mankind in all of history.

“Despite the general decline in quality evident in many manufacturing fields, contemporary fine guns are better built now than they ever were. They also look better than ever, and perform better than ever.”

Ugo Gussalli Beretta, President, Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta, S.p.A., speaking at the 9th Annual World Conference, Family Business Network, Paris, September 24, 1998.



INTRODUCTION
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Italy’s importance in the history of art, government, politics, warfare, and sport is recognized worldwide. The country has been a center of culture for centuries, its contributions to the advancement of technology no less significant. No area of the world, in fact, can boast a greater role in the evolution of firearms than the ancient Italian valley region known as Val Trompia, with its central village of Gardone. For nearly two thousand years—beginning long before the age of firearms—this quiet community has been at the leading edge of weapons development. In the art of gunmaking, Val Trompia is the original Silicon Valley of arms technology.

This book celebrates the 475th anniversary of the world’s oldest gunmaker, which also happens to be the oldest industrial firm on the planet. For almost half a millennium, Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta S.p.A. has prospered under the stewardship of its original founding family. Led today by Ugo Gussalli Beretta and his sons, Pietro and Franco, the Beretta line of firearms and accessories reigns as one of a select few international brands equated with unsurpassed quality, and none of its peers can trace such a long and unbroken heritage or claim to reach so many corners of the globe.

The company’s supremacy stems not only from its impressive lineage, but also from its continuously developing, cutting-edge design, quality, manufacture, performance, and style. After nearly five centuries, the Beretta factories remain the model for enlightened production techniques, while the company has been fine-tuning its entrepreneurial spirit since the days of Christopher Columbus and the Doges of Venice.

There has never been a story like Beretta’s. And after centuries of participation in the noble art of gunmaking, it can safely be said that there are few places on earth where men or women familiar with firearms do not know the name Beretta and the uncompromisingly high standards established by the founder, Bartolomeo Beretta, five centuries ago, which still guide the family and the company today.

Fifteen generations of Berettas have led their company in the transition from specialist gun barrel crafting. They have overseen Beretta’s progress through the production of sporting firearms, the introduction of models widely adopted by the military and law enforcement, its current international industrial enterprises, the adoption of modern production techniques, and the establishment of new operations in Europe and in North America.

Although thousands of examples drawn from Beretta’s unique and wide range of products now rest in the exhibits of museums or in the hands of collectors, millions of Berettas remain in active service. With its long, distinguished, and unsurpassed legacy, the Beretta family and the company itself recognize that their position of leadership has meant responsibility—to traditions, to their clients, to the industry (which has matured with Beretta), and to the broad range of activities in which their products play vital roles.

Understanding that the responsible use of firearms and the traditions and sport of hunting are vital to the future of wildlife and habitat conservation and the related shooting sports, the Beretta family and the company have long been active in the worldwide organizations that support target and competition shooters, hunters, collectors, law enforcement, and the armed forces. And often, Beretta acts on its own in promoting these traditions and in the advancement of the highest ideals in the history of the art of gunmaking and the sports of hunting and target shooting.

The Beretta line is the firearms enthusiast’s dream. Beretta shooters consistently dominate national, international, and Olympic shotgun competitions and are a commanding force in the rapidly developing world of Sporting Clays.

The Beretta story is a uniquely rich, panoramic view of a five-century legacy of fine guns, seen through the record of the only company in existence that has survived—and thrived—through the evolution of firearms since the Renaissance. The story also reveals the art and craftsmanship, history, mechanics, performance, and romance unique to fine guns, and it is within the framework of Italian style, design, and mechanical brilliance. Beretta is truly the Armani, Gucci, Versace, and Ferrari of firearms.

The saga is also that of a quiet, peaceable family whose interests range from their ancient firearms business to Lo Sparviere (the family vineyard), to banking and related investments, to automobiles (particularly vintage), to the world of culture, to a broad array of charities, as well as to the welfare of their employees—and customers—worldwide.

Beretta is the one gunmaker best qualified to spearhead the universal acceptance of shooting sports with the media and the public at large, because this company is the perfect example of what responsibility and achievement in the world of firearms is all about: it has an enviable track record and the broadest range of products of any of the world’s gunmakers, from the smallest, self-defense pocket pistol to Olympic gold-medal-winning, Formula One level, high-tech, work-of-art shotguns.

Beretta is more than a company, a family, or a gun. It is a treasure, a historic gift to the worlds of technology, decorative arts, firearms, field sports, marksmanship, and collecting.

In retrospect, one would expect a gifted gunmaker like Beretta to spring from the country that gave the world the glories of the Renaissance. The blood of many of history’s greatest artists, musicians, writers, and craftsmen courses in the veins of these talented, innovative, ingenious, hardworking, and dedicated Italians.

The inimitable Italian style, the zest for life, the joy in achievement, and the satisfaction in a life well lived all figure prominently in this exceptional epic. These factors, and many more, make up the Beretta legend.

R. L. Wilson

February 1, 2000
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Combined with the frontispiece opposite the title page, these images suggest the long and complex heritage of the world’s oldest industrial dynasty. The relatively simple original foundry at which artisans forged gun barrels developed over centuries into the most advanced, high-tech gun manufacturing operation in history. Guns and barrels pictured are from as early as the seventeenth century, evolved into a myriad of types up through modern times. Ammunition indicative of wide range of calibers, gauges, and chamberings.


CHAPTER 1

THE BERETTA HERITAGE
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Portrait of Piero Beretta, from bottom of receiver of SO3 EELL over-and-under shotgun, engraved by Angelo Galeazzi.

There are sound reasons why [the Berettas] have not suffered from the normal rise to riches and rapid fall into decadence syndrome. We have survived until now because we have always lived at Gardone, in intimate contact with its people, working at a trade which we have always loved…. Cut off from the distractions of city life, we have concentrated on only one thing: making guns.

Dr. Pier Giuseppe Beretta, 1988

In 1985, the U.S. Army held trials to select a handgun to replace the venerable Colt Model 1911, a weapon to be carried by its forces into the new millennium. After fierce competition among the world’s top arms makers, it was decided that the Army’s newest pistol would come from the world’s oldest gunmaker—in fact, the world’s oldest manufacturer of any kind—Beretta.

The Beretta Model 92, designated by the Army as the M9, is now in extensive use by major military units and police forces, including the French Gendarmerie, the Italian military and police forces, the U.S. Border Patrol, and the U.S. Armed Forces.

How did a company with roots in the fifteenth century, the very dawn of gunmaking, become a manufacturer of twenty-first-century arms? How did a company that originally crafted barrels for arquebuses and smoothbore muskets become not only a top name in military and law enforcement arms, but also a standard-setter for sporting, competition, and civilian self-defense rifles, shotguns, and pistols?
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The Beretta “birth certificate,” from 1526, confirming order from the Doges of Venice; three original copies of this historic document are in the Archives of Venice.

Maestri da Canne

A document of account from the Senate of the Republic of Venice is, effectively, the birth certificate of Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta S.p.A., in Gardone, the Trompia Valley, Lombardy, in the north of Italy:1

On this, the 3rd Day of October 1526. [To] Master Bartolomeo Beretta of the Brescian territory of Gardone for 185 arquebus barrels [made] for Our House of the Arsenal [given] 296 ducati.

Little is known about the early Berettas and other families of the time, since parish records, the source of most genealogical information, were not kept until after the Third Council of Trent in 1565. Thus this remarkable document, which establishes the earliest known Beretta, Bartolomeo, as a maestro da canne (master gun barrel maker) in the region that was and is today the center of the family’s business, provides a rare insight.

Bartolomeo was born in 1490, and an early property book shows that circa 1565 he purchased a farm in Carcina, just south of Gardone, which remained in the family for some two hundred years.

It appears that Bartolomeo had one son, Jacomo, and two grandsons. Lodovico, born in 1516, moved to Brescia and founded a separate branch of the family specializing in gun lock fabricating. Giovannino, probably born in the 1520s, is listed in Gardone parish records of 1577 as a master gun barrel maker with his own workshop there.2

Medieval custom, which the Venetian Republic legalized, stated that only the son of a master craftsman could become a master. Bartolomeo was a maestro da canne, therefore Jacomo became a master, as did Giovannino and Lodovico. We can assume that they came from a long line of maestri, and it is not beyond possibility that Christopher Columbus carried an arquebus with a Beretta barrel to the New World.

Equally significant, from Bartolomeo the Beretta family’s business of fine gunmaking follows a linear descent, from father to son, through twelve generations to Pietro, credited with the most sweeping expansion in the company’s pre-contemporary history. His sons, the thirteenth generation, Giuseppe and Carlo, born early in the twentieth century, were instrumental in preparing the company for the twenty-first.

Heading Beretta since 1993 is the fourteenth generation, led by the brothers’ nephew (son of their sister Giuseppina Gussalli), Ugo Gussalli Beretta, now President, Chairman, and Chief Executive Officer. His sons, Pietro and Franco, are the fifteenth generation, and Franco’s son Carlo is the sixteenth. The direct line from Bartolomeo to Carlo is a remarkable legacy, rivaling the royal families of Europe—and absolutely unique in the world of firearms.
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Somewhat romanticized depiction of artisans in a Renaissance-period forge within an armory complex, a source of gun barrels, edged weapons, and armor. From this milieu evolved the Beretta dynasty, and the complex art, science, and technology of creating and building fine guns. By an unknown eighteenth-century Italian painter. Similar paintings from the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries are generally entitled The Forge of Vulcan.

Sixteen Generations of Beretta Gunmakers in Gardone

Bartolomeo (1490–1565/68)

Jacomo (ca 1520/25)

Giovannino (1550–after 1577)

(157? m. Francesca Franzini)

Giovanni Antonio (November 19, 1577–after 1649)

(1609 m. Doralice Gilberti, daughter of late master barrel maker Bartolomeo Gilberti)

Jacomo (1612–after 1661)

(1637 m. Laura Parolari, daughter of master Lodovico Parolari)

Lodovico (August 25, 1645–after 1680)

(1675 m. Lucia Cominazzi)

Giuseppe (January 18, 1680–after 1729)

(1708 m. Maria Mutti)

Antonio Lodovico (March 26, 1729–after 1758)

(1749 m. Catterina Chinelli)

Giuseppe Antonio (February 14, 1758–April 4, 1822)

(1790 m. Maria Pedretti)

Pietro Antonio (June 18, 1791–September 29, 1853)

(1838 m. Teresa Beretta)

Giuseppe Antonio (June 27, 1840–June 24, 1903)

(1864 m. Catterina Moretti)

Pietro (April 22, 1870–May 1, 1957)

(1900 m. Zina Moretti)

Pier Giuseppe (June 16, 1906–June 10, 1993)

(1934 m. Maria Luisa Carnacini)

(1970 m. Anna Catturich)

and Pier Carlo (August 30, 1908–March 5, 1984)

Ugo Gussalli Beretta3 (November 21, 1937)

(1961 m. Monique Poncelet)

Pietro Gussalli Beretta (February 28, 1962)

Franco Gussalli Beretta (July 11, 1964)

(1994 m. Umberta Gnutti)

Carlo Alberto Gussalli Beretta (February 16, 1997; son of Franco)
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Beretta family tree, 1999, reviewing direct line from earliest ancestor presently known; covering sixteen generations.

Val Trompia

Val Trompia includes the ancient gun barrel manufacturing center of Gardone and the capital city of Brescia, where completed firearms were assembled. The valley runs north to south through the Columbine Mountains, the source of both high-grade iron ore since pre-Roman times and timber to fuel the fires of the great smelteries and smithies. The Mella River, which flows through the valley, provided water power for early machinery, and hydroelectric power in modern times.

Val Trompia was an important center for ironworking in the Middle Ages and achieved renown for fine guns beginning in the Renaissance. But little is known of the development of this important area in premedieval times. How the knowledge of ironworking grew here, what the source was of the technology that led to the exquisite workmanship in gun barrel production, and when the Beretta family first appeared on the scene are mysteries yet to be solved.

The value of iron for weapons and armor was appreciated in the very earliest of historical periods. Although iron ore is fairly common throughout the world, its quality varies widely and it is difficult to work.

By the time the legions of the Roman Empire began using iron weapons and armor, there might have been Berettas in Val Trompia to supply them. And in the Middle Ages, when Milan was known throughout Europe as a center for fine armor, Val Trompia, at that time part of the Duchy of Milan, would have been an invaluable resource.

In 1426, Brescia spontaneously decided to remain with the Venetian Republic. The Viscontis, the reigning family of Milan and the signori, or rulers, of Brescia in the past, were displeased with the fact that Brescia passed under the aegis of Venice. Filippo Maria Visconti launched several campaigns to take back the prized territory. His last effort, a monthlong siege of Brescia, failed in the spring of 1438, largely due to support from the men of Val Trompia. In gratitude, the Senate (La Serenissima Repubblica di Venezia) accorded Val Trompia tax breaks, military service exemptions, and import-export privileges.

The Age of Firearms

Firearms, for both military and hunting purposes, began to evolve in the thirteenth century. The refinement of gunpowder, combined with the development of a barrel that could adequately contain and direct the force of its explosion, allowed a projectile to be hurled accurately over a distance.

Early firearms were large, heavy cannons and mortars, cast in bronze or forged from iron. Soon there followed attempts to design a practical handgun. From the earliest, which required a gunner seemingly with three arms and three eyes to fire, evolved the arquebus, a lighter, muzzle-loading gun. At first, it was fired with a handheld, slow-burning match. Later, a matchlock mechanism was employed. Finally, for civilian purposes, the arquebus was equipped with the elegant and complex wheel lock.
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Magnificent pair of self-spanning wheel-lock pistols, with sculpted steel locks, pierced and sculpted steel mountings, superbly inlaid on relief-carved burl walnut stocks. Crowned muzzles on faceted and stepped-down barrels, signed by Beretta contemporary Angelo Lazrino (Lazarino), ca. 1650–54.

By the sixteenth century, Bartolomeo Beretta was making barrels for the arquebus, a heavy matchlock gun that was used by both the military and civilians, and for the larger rampart gun, a purely military weapon. Fine Beretta barrels probably were used on the hunting and military arms of England’s Henry VIII. They were doubtless present on several guns owned by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V and the Renaissance Doges of Venice and Popes in Rome. The wheel locks were supplied in Brescia by firms such as the one started by Lodovico Beretta.

The Barrel Makers of Gardone

The earliest written reference to the guns made at Val Trompia is in an order from the Venetian Senate, dated April 21, 1459. It directed the Rectors of Brescia (the two chief officials: the Podestà was responsible for administration and the Capitanio for the military and police) “to make fifty bombards for the galleys, ten breechloading rampart guns with two breech chambers each, twenty-five wallpieces, fifty guns [i.e., handheld guns] and fifty thousand iron-tipped crossbow quarrels.”

By 1562, Val Trompia had become a highly industrialized, highly specialized manufacturing center. A contemporary account notes:

… there are eight iron-ore smelteries in specifically chosen places, and about forty smithies where steel and iron products of all sorts are made by diverse labours, some men doing one thing and others another.

All kinds of firearms are made, muskets with all their mounts, crossbows, cannon balls, weapons of every kind, as well as tools of tempered steel, and all kinds of cutlery, farm implements, and nails. Every year the said Valley produces twenty-five thousand guns that are fetched off by merchants into foreign lands. Iron ore abounds in this Valley, because all the mountains are full of it and out of fifty pits, or shaft mines, they dig enough to keep fifteen refining furnaces busy.4

The “diverse labours” referred to assembly line methods in which one type of craftsman was responsible for a particular operation. The early sixteenth century saw many improvements in iron ore smelting and methods of fabrication at Val Trompia, including huge water-powered bellows that forced air into the “great fires” to superheat the smelters.

The Berettas worked at the “small fires,” forges where rough plates from the smelters were heated and wrapped around steel mandrels. Then began the fine art of welding the seam along the length of the barrel by hammering the overlapping edges together. Next came shaping, drilling, and fitting with sights, flashpans, and breechplugs. Many barrels, particularly those for civilian use, were decorated. The completed barrels were sent to the locksmiths, stockers, and embellishers for mounting and decorating. Elaborately chiseled and pierced steel lacework, a characteristic of fine guns from Val Trompia until the middle of the eighteenth century, is referred to as the Brescian style.

The various masters often added their own distinctive mark to their work. However, barrel makers’ signatures were usually placed on the underside of the barrel, invisible after the stock had been fitted. Because museums and collectors are reluctant to dismantle their guns, it is difficult to identify barrels that may have been made by the Berettas and the other Gardonese masters.

Social and Economic Conditions

Although specialization was efficient (the peacetime production rate of eighty guns a day noted in the above document pales in comparison to a reported three hundred per day during the war between Venice and Turkey), it had its drawbacks, particularly for the barrel makers, when orders waned. Some masters could turn to related items (locksmiths made door locks as well as gun locks, for example), but the highly specialized barrel makers were usually unemployed. Economic fluctuations provided a constant undercurrent of uncertainty and unrest in the guild that, in normal times, enjoyed a particularly high standard of living.

Unusual for the period, the village of Gardone had its own schoolmaster and most of the master gunsmiths could read and write. The area had long been a crossroads of news and ideas, and the Val Trompians were well aware of events in the world. In nearby Milan, the great Italian artist and inventor Leonardo da Vinci, who also designed siege engines, crossbows, cannons, and arquebuses, had been Chief of Engineers for Duke Ludovico Sforza between 1482 and 1499, and must have been known, at least by reputation, to the maestri of Gardone. Many historians credit da Vinci with the design of the wheel lock mechanism, evidence of which appears in his Codex Atlanticus.

A continuing worry to the Senate in Venice was the emigration of masters to other municipalities like Milan and Padua when work was scarce. Not only did it reduce the Republic’s production capability, it also resulted in the spread of craft secrets to other, sometimes hostile, neighbors. As early as the spring of 1505, the Rectors of Brescia had notified Venice: “Several master makers of arquebuses and crossbows have left the lands of Gardone in the Trompia Valley for a place called Domodossola, under the rule of the Counts Borromeo of the Duchy of Milan.”

Problems with out-migration were not the only ones the Senate faced. Literate, highly skilled, and fiercely independent, the people of Val Trompia were a breed apart. And they held a personal belief in their own products: “… everyone carries an arquebus, and amongst others those of Gardone are not content with one, but even the women carry two, one in their hand and the other in their belt, both wheel locks….”5

In 1570, Venice united with Spain and the Papacy to wage war against the Ottoman Empire. The Turks were threatening to take Cyprus, one of the last significant Venetian possessions in the Mediterranean. In April, the Venetian Senate ordered arms production in Gardone into high gear: twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Over a period of three years, barrels were made at the rate of three hundred per day, and thousands of completed arquebuses were sent to arm the Venetian galleys and sold to the Christian allies. Giovaninno Beretta was a master during this time. Sometime in this decade he married Francesca, daughter of one of the powerful Franzini barrel makers. Their son, Giovanni Antonio, would carry on the Beretta business.
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Brescian wheel-lock pistol of ca. 1620–30. Iron mountings pierced and chiseled in floral scroll and exotic animals motifs; relief chiseled lock in floral motifs.

Miquelet fowling piece of Brescian manufacture, ca. early eighteenth century. Iron mounts, chiseled and pierced in scrolls and hunting-related motifs.

Lock at upper left, Florentine-style snaphaunce, of Brescian manufacture, ca. 1650. From gun with stepped-down and faceted barrel.

Lock at center, Brescian-made flintlock, from pistol of ca. 1670; gun’s barrel marked LAZARINO COMINAZZO, from distinguished Gardone-based family, who for several generations were renowned barrel-making competitors to the Berettas.

Lock at right from double-barrel (side-by-side) percussion-lock shotgun of mid-nineteenth century; Damascus barrels marked on bottom of each breech: PIETRO BERETTA GARDONE.

Set of Damascus percussion-lock barrels from shotgun of early second half of the nineteenth century; bottom of each breech marked: PIETRO BERETTA BRESCIA GARDONE. Type known as a molla indietro. Mounts of gun in engraved iron.

Controversy and Contracts

A new factor, as serious as the lack of work, was affecting conditions in Gardone by the end of the sixteenth century. The guild system of master craftsmen making and selling their own products, which had flourished in the Middle Ages, was giving way to a merchant class. This new group sought control of the manufacturing process, making employees of the master craftsmen and promoting economy and maximization of profit. The Senate enacted laws to protect the masters in Gardone by ensuring that contracts for military barrels would be equally apportioned among them.

In 1537, the Senate had forbidden the export of military barrels without a special license, as both a way of keeping the superior arms out of the hands of potential enemies and of ensuring that a sufficient supply would be available for its own military needs. In 1588, a ban on all unstocked barrels was put into effect. This created immediate problems for the Gardonese masters: many foreign customers preferred their own style of stock and lock over the Italian; they also balked at the added cost of shipping fully stocked arms.

Apparently, the ban on military barrels was ignored by many of the Gardone barrel makers; others simply left the area to work for their former customers. The remaining maestri sought a compromise. They asked that barrels produced for civilian use be exempt from the ban, and then came up with the scheme of establishing a warehouse, a fòntico, “where there will always be 13,200 barrels of those that the masters will keep on producing, to be paid for in cash according as they are brought in day by day so as to keep up to that number, and they will be free to sell and distribute all others to whatever merchants may be their pleasure.”6

The fòntico was established, but a power struggle for its control began almost immediately between the guild and the merchants. Three and a half years later, after some sixteen masters had emigrated and production was seriously threatened in Gardone, the Senate repealed the ban. A new contract was drawn up with the merchants of Brescia and Gardone, and yet another in 1601. Over this period, as political and military conditions dictated, the Senate reimposed the export ban several times. The economic situation in Gardone had become chaotic.

In 1618, the Senate again permitted the export of barrels, and prosperity increased in Val Trompia to the point that, a year later, sixteen of twenty-eight craftsmen who had left the valley returned. However, the Senate also imposed unreasonably high export duties, given the fact that many countries were now competing with Gardone. In only six months, duties were cut in half because sales had slowed so much. In 1622, the situation was so bad that the Capitanio at Brescia reported, “the art of ironworking, and others dependent on it in this city and at Gardone, is on the way to ruin.”7

By 1623, two-thirds of the smelteries and smithies were abandoned and the seven hundred workmen who once dug for ore had been reduced to a hundred and twenty. In the fall of the year, twenty-five masters and five merchants petitioned the Senate for aid. One of the signers was master Giovanni Antonio Beretta, a great-grandson of Bartolomeo.

There were to be no easy solutions, however. The Thirty Years’ War resulted in more export bans, and arquebus and musket barrel production dropped to a mere three hundred a month. Conditions improved in 1626: Venice placed huge orders, and the masters were further allowed to export barrels that had been refused by the Senate as substandard. Once again, many former residents returned to the valley.

Plague and Murder

The 1630s were ravaged by an outbreak of bubonic plague and by a series of murders as factions polarized around the Rampinelli and Chinelli families. The Berettas are not mentioned in the early years of this turbulent period, probably the result of a deliberate noninvolvement in politics, which became a family tradition.

Giovanni Antonio Beretta’s name appears in 1641 in connection with a breech-loading cannon he had invented and which he felt would be useful in place of the muzzle-loading bow chasers mounted in pairs on the galleys. “I … have discovered the true and safe secret for loading them at the breech, which is as though it were all of a piece, so that the fire cannot escape and will in no wise leak out,” he told the Senate. Beretta’s first gun was a two-pounder, but the Senate wanted something bigger. Giovanni Antonio developed four-and six-pounders that appear to have been equally successful: on July 10, 1641, he was awarded the substantial payment of “ten whole ducats a month, in fine-gold coin, for twenty years, the money to come from our Privy Purse, to be paid to him or to whomever he appoints, and a further two hundred ducats of current coin as a onetime payment.” It is not known if the gun and its unique technology were developed beyond the prototype stage.

The Rectors of Brescia sent the Senate a roster of the masters working in Val Trompia in 1643. It shows Giovanni Antonio as a “head master,” with one smithy, one “ordinary master,” and two workers. Head masters Bartolomio [sic] Beretta and brothers had one smithy, one ordinary master, and four workers. The Berettas were clearly an established and successful industrial family.

In 1644, Giovanni Antonio Beretta and Francesco Acquisti petitioned the Senate for reinstatement of an agreement whereby the Senate would buy one barrel per day per master. Although the petition was turned down, renewed war with the Turks over the island of Crete saw an increase in military orders that soon had production in Gardone back up to four hundred barrels per day.

The feud in Gardone continued until the end of the century. In 1641, the great master barrel maker Lazaro Cominazzo was killed. In September 1645, Giovanni Antonio Beretta signed a petition requesting a pardon for an outlawed master, which was granted. In 1663, a dispute during Carnival that started in Gardone was carried to Brescia, where an attempt on the life of Giulio Rampinelli failed. Pietro Giacomo Beretta was part of the affair, but his role is unclear.

In 1694, a Bartolomeo Beretta was accused of the murder of Angelo Chinelli and was ordered held in house arrest. A few months later, Bartolomeo’s brother, Giovanni, narrowly escaped an ambush set by the Chinelli clan. Another Beretta relative, Francesco, happened on the scene of the ambush and warned the Chinellis that if they fired on Giovanni, he would shoot them. A Chinelli fired, missing Giovanni, whereupon Francesco and his companion, Paolo Mutti, shot and killed a Chinelli. It was not until 1697 that the two Berettas were called to account. Francesco was sentenced to four years of compulsory military service, while Bartolomeo was exonerated and allowed to return to Gardone.

It is clear throughout these troubled times that the importance of the arms production and the fear of technology leaving Val Trompia caused the government time and again to go to almost any lengths to reach diplomatic rather than punitive solutions. The only significant “punishment” came when the most blatant offenders of the two factions were allowed to form two military companies, the “Company Ferraglia” and the “Company Rampinella,” to fight the Turks in Dalmatia in exchange for free pardon.

New Weapons and Tactics

The twenty-two-year siege by the Turks of Candia on Crete was creating a demand for more weapons than Gardone—even at full production—could supply. Money to pay the masters was in short supply (in 1666 they were owed forty-four thousand lire) and, forced to rely on credit, they could only obtain inferior iron. This resulted in the barrels of some makers bursting when the soldiers fired them.8

The second half of the seventeenth century had seen numerous developments in the technology of firearms and the tactics of war. The arquebus and old-style musket were replaced by a new musket that was lighter and did not require a support. The bayonet gave gunners protection during reloading. The flintlock replaced the wheel lock and matchlock, and became the standard for both military and civilian arms for two hundred years.

By the end of the 1600s, the Berettas were established as preeminent manufacturers. In 1698, they were listed second in production of barrels among thirty-three chief masters. Out of a total of 21,930 long barrels and 1,136 pistol barrels, the Berettas made 2,883, the majority for longarms.

The End of an Era

For all its economic swings and rivalries, the seventeenth century can be looked on as the first Golden Age of gun manufacturing in Val Trompia. The next hundred years would see a decline in quality, the end of the guild system, and finally, in 1797, the fall of Venice to the army of Napoleon.

As the eighteenth century began, the War of the Spanish Succession caused the Senate to again ban both military and civilian barrel exports, but the needs of Venice’s own forces kept production in Gardone at least at a subsistence level.
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Rare photo print dated 1885, of the FABBRICA D’ARMI DA CACCIA E DA GUERRA DI BERETTA PIETRO GARDONE V.T. At center the factory, with eight workers distinctly visible on the balcony, looking at the photographer; above, a view of the Valley. Descendants of several of these workmen are employed at Beretta today. Family member illustrated at top center is Giuseppe, whose full name was Pier Giuseppe Antonio Beretta. At bottom of the center vignette is part of the canal system. 17[image: images] × 20[image: images] inches.

It was one thing to order weapons, quite another to pay for them. The overextended Venetian treasury meant long delays in payments, and finally the government attempted to control prices: a direct violation of the ancient regulations protecting the guild. An impassioned plea to the Senate in 1717 makes it clear that behind this new policy were the merchant contractors. Already, a marked reduction in quality of barrels had been seen. Out of 2,430 barrels supplied by one merchant contractor, 266 burst on the first proof and 95 on the second, almost twice the failure rate of barrels provided by the masters.9

In order to protect the independent masters, the Senate had long ago decreed that all contracts for military barrels must be equally apportioned. When, in the 1690s, several new types of military barrels were being introduced, their names were not immediately added to the list of specifically military barrels. The merchants tried to pass them off as civilian barrels, contracting with their own workmen to produce them. Then Capitanio Daniele Dolfin investigated the matter and reinforced the earlier regulations “that all parties both public and private concerned with the making of war barrels have to register and establish themselves with the leaders of the Union of Gardonese craftsmen, and that the newly-invented barrels known as Greghi, Dragoni, Napolitani and Castiglioni should be included among the war barrels….”10

This was only a temporary victory for the guild. In 1716, the Senate decreed that gun barrels need no longer undergo a first proof, simply a final proof, and in 1717, Capitanio Andrea Renier was directed to review an even more lenient method of proofing apparently used in other countries. Renier concluded that the proposed method was inferior, and would make mediocre work acceptable.

In 1719, the Berettas were listed as the top exporters of civilian barrels and were also given the respectful title of signori in correspondence between the Rectors and the Senate. They owned one of the remaining twelve smithies, with a smeltery and three smaller forges.

Overall, the economic condition of the masters was depressed. Contracts from both public and private sources had been down for three years. The gunsmiths sought permission to export musket barrels to the Republic of Lucca, and many of them left the region to search for work elsewhere.

The Senate, in 1731, awarded Gardone a contract to convert eleven thousand old-style musket barrels into new ones, reduced in caliber and length, so that they could be restocked. The condition of these old pieces, which had been lying in the warehouse for decades, was so bad that only 735 of 1,793 converted barrels survived the proofing at Brescia. No matter how superior the quality of the original firearm, deterioration from rust alone could have accounted for these failures.

By 1736, work was again slow and masters were looking for greener pastures. It looked as though they might find them in the Kingdom of Naples, where there was interest in establishing a barrel factory. A letter describing the golden opportunity was intercepted by Venetian officials, who feared a mass exodus. After threats and negotiations, the Neapolitan court was persuaded to buy the barrels it needed from Gardone, and the masters were given the necessary licenses to export them. Between July 1743 and June 1744, Naples received 4,746 muskets, 588 musket barrels, 428 carbines, 328 pairs of pistols, and 4,798 bayonets.

Depression had set in again by 1747, and there were more tensions between the merchants and the guild. A former podestà noted that the merchants “… think of nothing else but how to become absolute Rulers of this important Industry, and endeavor to destroy all the old laws.” They sought to force the guilds to accept “utterly unskilled people taken straight off the farm. And … even juggle in a good many ways the wages they pay to these incapable workers.” Some of the wage juggling included paying less than the law required and the substitution of food and clothing for pay at inflated rates.

One of the major merchants at this time was Giovanni Beretta, son of the late Francesco. The various branches of the Beretta family were now wealthy and powerful landowners, members of various guilds, and active in charitable and church organizations.

Another major order came from Venice in 1757, when the Senate voted to acquire twenty thousand muskets for its reserve arsenal. When the final contract for eighteen thousand barrels was approved by the Gardonese guilds in 1760, the signers included the Reverend Don Giovanni Battista Beretta and Antonio Beretta.

Despite sporadic government orders, Val Trompia was losing its place as a premier gunmaking center. By the end of the previous century, Brescia had begun receiving orders to make muskets in foreign styles. This was partly because the large number of mercenary troops in Venetian service wanted familiar weapons, and partly because new styles from other countries were gaining popularity. Distinctively Brescian styles were losing favor, not only in Europe, but in the rest of Italy as well. Gardonese barrels were still in demand, but rivals were taking ever-larger proportions of market share. In the 1760s, the Senate extended its control to civilian barrels as well as military, to ensure both high technical standards and equitable distribution of work.

Another small military order from the Senate did little to boost the economy, and when, in 1784, a firm called Beccalossi, Franzini e Febbrari offered the guilds an opportunity to supply ten thousand civilian barrels per year for a period of not less than ten years (and with the possibility that requirements could go as high as fifteen thousand), the masters jumped at the contract, even though it meant a substantial price cut. The company was actually a front for the Gardonese merchant manufacturers—the Onorata Maestranza Superiore, or Most Honorable Superior Guild, as they had been calling themselves. After decades of maneuvering and power struggles, the once independent masters were now employees of the merchants. The guild system was dead. Even when the Senate discovered that the merchants were filling military orders from foreign powers, in direct contravention of the old laws, it decided not to prosecute.11

The Kingdom of Italy

When Napoleon began incursions into northern Italy in 1796, the Venetian Senate simply lacked the will to oppose him. By May 1797, Venice was in French hands, and just five months later had been sold to Austria under the Treaty of Campo Formio.

The first effect of French rule on Gardone was the final, legal demise of the guilds as “antidemocratic.” The Gardonese merchants were now able to take total control, but their hopes for great profits were diminished somewhat when it became clear that Val Trompia was needed to keep Napoleon’s Grande Armée supplied with arms. A new firearms factory, with the latest equipment, was set up in Brescia, and forty thousand muskets were produced yearly until Napoleon was defeated in 1815. The Berettas were awarded a “Good Service Certificate” from Napoleon for their part in the production.

A development in 1811 was the introduction of Damascus, or twist, barrels, which would become a popular feature of fine civilian arms in years to come. For now, the huge military demand left no opportunity for courting the civilian market. The Most Worshipful Superior Guild had lost much of its autonomy and the powerful families of Gardone were managing to survive only by grace of their previously accumulated wealth.

Arms contracts came in from Austria and its allies through the second quarter of the nineteenth century, but the future lay in the civilian market.

Pietro Antonio Beretta

Although very little is known of the early Berettas, the family history becomes more detailed with Pietro Antonio, son of Giuseppe Antonio Beretta, born in 1791. He began his tenure by mastering the building of barrels for shotguns and pistols. Aware that a new age of opportunity was dawning, he began traveling through Italy in 1815 to contact importers, wholesalers, and retail dealers.12 In 1832, he gave his firm the name it bears today, Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta, and in 1850, he and his cousin Lodovico bought back half of a smithy that had been sold by Antonio Beretta in 1814.

When Pietro died in 1853, Lodovico and other administrators carried on the family business until Giuseppe Antonio, eldest of Pietro’s four sons, came of age.

In the Brescian Exposition of 1857, the gunmakers had such a dignified and impressive presence that they received widespread recognition. The Berettas were inspired by this attention. The observations of Giuseppe Zanardelli, a prominent deputy to the Italian Parliament, about the Exposition and the gun industry in particular, were quoted in the newspaper Il Crepuscolo [The Twilight] of 1857:

A special and very distinct industry among the ones that work steel is the industry of guns…. Shotguns, carbines … pistols, swords, lances, bayonets, knives [and] bundles of barrels of all kinds were shown in the exposition and symbolized rightfully the warrior city of Brescia. Here in fact there was a competition to show their worth among these people: Beretta, Cominazzi, Franzini, Landi, Melli, Micheloni, Paris and Premoli, all of our most distinct manufacturers. … so that very ancient is the fame of the gun factories of Gardone and Brescia. It can be [dated] back to the beginning of the twelfth century.

[image: images]

Original drawing used on back cover of selected early catalogues, late nineteenth century, depicting awards, coats of arms, and the Armeria, pivotal site for years of marketing of guns by Beretta to visitors from throughout Europe, and beyond.

Giuseppe Antonio Beretta

Giuseppe not only refined the network of customers Pietro had established, but also developed the firm into a complete manufactory for firearms, eliminating dependence on outside suppliers for components.

He inherited an inclination to travel and was tireless in the pursuit of business in Italy, and abroad. In one letter he stated: “I came back the 14th of the month from my trip in the south of Italy, which was very happy [1874].” Another record indicates that “He left a few days ago for a long trip abroad, where he has numerous clients, and he was absent for several months [1874].” Again in that year: “He is still traveling in the squares [cities] of the East.”

By the middle of the nineteenth century, percussion locks were replacing flintlocks for both military and civilian arms. An early example of a percussion lock, circa 1830–50 and signed “P. Beretta,” is in the Beretta Museum.

The Beretta Arms Collection

… is a 2,000-gun journey through five centuries—and much more. Housed in the Grande Armeria (Great Armory) built in the late 1880s under the direction of Giuseppe Beretta, the site was, according to a factory catalogue of 1893, “furnished with a copious assortment of arms of every quality, parts of arms and shooting accessories.” In the 1960s, the Armory was further refined into a more formal exhibition, The Beretta Arms Collection, under the direction of arms connoisseur Alessandro Viti, then Commercial Director of the company.
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A view of the Beretta Museum, originally built as the Armeria, in the late nineteenth century. Details from neo-Gothic display cabinet at center illustrated in endpapers. Display cabinet in background depicted in chapter III. The elegant cabinetry and carving attributed to Beretta factory woodworking artisans, whose skills were normally applied to gunstocks. Dimensions of larger cabinet:

height with pinnacle—4.5 meters (1, 143 inches); height without pinnacle—3.34 meters (848 inches)

width—4.8 meters (1,219 inches)

depth—1.85 meters (470 inches)

The two-thousand-square-foot institution is a quiet and contemplative nucleus of tradition and achievement. It sits within a complex of bustling salesrooms and offices, the energized sprawl of the factory, the private family quarters, and is situated not far from exquisite gardens that feature a memorial to Pietro Beretta and to his sons Pier Giuseppe and Carlo.

By no means static, additions to the collection are made as the Beretta story—and that of firearms development—unfolds. Displays are in elegant glass-fronted cabinets of oak. Divided primarily into sporting and military arms categories, items are further organized by types and their evolution. Along with an array of valuable antiques and production pieces from over the centuries, there are nineteenth-and twentieth-century prototypes, experimentals, custom orders, and special issues, as well as representative production by competitors. Shooting trophies, medals and certificates from expositions, non-firearms products, archives, paintings, engravings, photographs, and nineteenth-and early twentieth-century furnishings all document the breadth and scope of the Beretta story, and its place in the history of firearms.

The arms collection includes not only the world’s finest and most complete display of Berettas, but also a remarkable grouping tracing the evolution of firearms, and another providing a cross section of twentieth-century firearms production. Part of the collection is housed in a room devoted to study and reference purposes, an important technical asset for company engineers and designers.

Currently under the care of curator Signor Enrico Bertasi, the Museum presents the unequaled multicentury Beretta achievement: the quality and diversity, the original solutions to problems that have challenged gunmakers for centuries, the ingenious mechanisms, the fine craftsmanship, and the use of exotic high-tech materials. Among the numerous sporting arms are two over-and-under shotguns with titanium frames. These are amazingly light and strong, elegantly built—and required cutting-edge technology in their engineering and manufacture.

In quick succession, the visitor’s eye ranges from an extraordinary array of antiques to the most modern of weaponry. Among the latter are intricately machined cutaways, exotic handguns (pistols and revolvers), semiautomatic pistols (some adapted with three-shot burst controls), and some special designs in full-automatic. An exquisite Beretta over-and-under shotgun built in cooperation with Holland & Holland of London rests near a semiautomatic rifle and a semiautomatic shotgun made by Beretta for Weatherby.

A partially gold-plated and engraved carbine custom made for Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie is one of the most exotic of all arms.

Some of the displays resulted from Beretta’s acquisition of other companies and arms collections. The immense variety represents Beretta’s own diverse experience, in the context of the overall universe of small arms manufacture.

In the middle of this extraordinary array is a unique display cabinet, built for use by Beretta at the 1906 International Exposition in Milan and designed to be dismantled and moved to other locations. The columns are decorated with strips of Damascus steel from shotgun barrels, the woodwork is carved in complex motifs, and there are hand-engraved in-white and blued steel plaques with hunting and wildlife motifs.

An elegant miniature by premier Italian boat-builder Riva, of a vessel built for market hunting of shorebirds, is mounted with a scale model of a breech-loading punt gun first made by Beretta circa 1910. In one anteroom behind the main museum gallery is a full-size example of the boat, with specimens of the punt gun. Near those displays is the unique Beretta-Benelli-Castelbarco car, a post–World War II project. Motorbikes and motorcycles by MIVAL (for many years a Beretta subsidiary) stand against the wall. Another anteroom houses diplomas, medals, historic records of business correspondence dating back centuries, and a richly grained and finished table with chairs for meetings. Still another room has more antique records of correspondence, with well-used early passports issued to Berettas for trips around Italy, a photograph of Pietro and a target-shooting party with his DeDion-Bouton grand touring automobile (circa 1906), and innumerable other historic images and artifacts.

No gunmaker—or any other company—in the world has a museum like this one. Clearly, being almost five centuries old includes the cachet of an unrivaled ambiance. The collections reveal much about the company: this is not a firm that time has forgotten, nor has Beretta forgotten its past.

Giuseppe Beretta began concentrating production on fine sporting guns. From 1850 to 1860, some two hundred and fifty to three hundred guns were being produced annually. By the early 1880s, that number had increased to seven to eight thousand, particularly breech-loading sporters. The firm also marketed civilian and military arms from other manufacturers, both Italian and foreign, with Remington rifles, sabers, and ammunition included in its catalogue, as well as guns by Colt’s Patent Fire Arms Mfg. Co., Smith & Wesson, and Winchester Repeating Arms Co.
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In order to display medals awarded to Beretta without exposing the originals to loss in transit or other possible calamities, the firm had this framed glass-fronted case produced, with replicas of several gold, silver, and bronze awards. The reproductions were made by Maurice de Leon, of Milan and London, and display signed at bottom center of the velvet background. Outside dimensions of the framed plaque are 77½ × 69½ cm. Comparing the following against the list of certificates and diplomas (see Appendix B) reveals that many of the awards either were not accompanied by documents, or they have been lost over the years.

1769: gold, from the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria

1852: gold, from the Emperor Franz-Joseph of Austria

1855: silver, Vedrete Lontane Terre, Dove la Croce di Savoia non e lgnota

1857: bronze, Esposizione Generale Bresciana

1870: silver, Camera di Commercio di Avellino

1881: silver, Milan Esposizione Nazionale

1888: gold, three plaques with laurel wreaths, each marked:

DIPLOMA/D’ONORE, and a third plaque with laurel wreath marked GRAN/PREMIO

1889: gold, Brescia Esposizione Industriale Operaia

1901: silver, Milan Esposizione Internazionale Allevamente Sport

1902: one gold, one silver, Bologna Esposizione Internazionale

1903: gold, Esposizione Regionale di Udine

1904: gold, Milan Camera di Commercio

1904: gold, Esposizione Bresciana

1906: gold, Milan Esposizione Internazionale, Diploma d’Onore (rectangular plaque at lower center, without gold-embossed date) Display pictured for many years in company catalogues, and exhibited at expositions, trade fairs, and in Beretta Museum.

Giuseppe was an extremely knowledgeable and dedicated technician, as suggested in yet another letter: “… having improved and extended the manufacturing of shotguns and having improved with the best and most recent technology, I can offer you the best product [1873].” Among Giuseppe’s particular talents was salesmanship: “… the revolvers will be of perfect quality and very elegant. I also make some that are central fire, which are very convenient [1875].”

Giuseppe was also wise and compassionate. His brother Antonio was a volunteer serving with the Italian nationalist Garibaldi. Antonio was on the front lines in the battle of Bezzecca, July 21, 1866. In a letter dated June 3, 1866, Giuseppe had written to Antonio: “… it’s not enough to wear the military uniform…. you need to be obedient and respectful toward your superiors. You need to be ready to perform all those duties necessary to be a good volunteer during the next campaign and an honest citizen when you come back.” Giuseppe was concerned about any responsibilities of his brother: “When you answer me tell me if you have here in this town any debts or even some credits.”

Giuseppe enjoyed public responsibilities and became a member of the Gardone town council. He was nominated Cavaliere dell’Ordine della Corona d’Italia (a Cavalier of the Order of the Crown of Italy) in 1893. In 1903, he was made an official of the Italian Army. Giuseppe’s relationship with Giuseppe Zanardelli, after the country was unified in 1861, was a bond of strong friendship and admiration.

After the unification of Italy became a reality, Beretta altered its line of firearms, adding military weapons for the Italian Army to its capabilities. It was Giuseppe, in 1880, who first thought of uniting all the operations in the manufacture of shotguns under one roof. He and his staff mastered the many and varied technical procedures, renovated or replaced existing machinery, and adopted fresh, often revolutionary, policies of industrial and commercial organization.

Beretta participated in an Italian Exposition held in Milan in 1881. In Giuseppe’s correspondence from this period, there is a reference to his firm as “medal winning,” several of which were awarded over the years. Without doubt, though, by the end of the nineteenth century Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro Beretta was known and respected around the world as a manufacturer of the finest, highest quality arms. Beretta and Gardone had become so prominent, in fact, that in 1899 Giuseppe built the Beretta Hotel “for the decorum of the industrious Village and for the comfort of the many foreigners” who were by then visiting the factory. Part of the hotel complex was a theater for cultural performances.

Medals and Diplomas Awarded to Beretta

The earliest known of Beretta’s many awards was a gold medal from the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, in 1769. Typical of royalty of his or any day, the Archduke was a sportsman and hunter. Although the medal was probably for superiority in military production, the likelihood is that recognition was bestowed on Beretta for producing complete guns of significant merit, not solely for gun barrels.

A run of awards to the company commenced in 1852: yet another gold, from the Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria, was followed by medals in 1855, 1857, 1870, and 1871—and over twenty-five others up through 1967. These highly prized awards constituted recognition that not only was Beretta building superior products, but also that it was respected by its peers and competitors. Although military longarms were the focus into the mid-nineteenth century, Beretta’s shotguns were subsequently added as award recipients, and both were joined by pistols after 1915.

For a listing of certificates accompanying medals, from the Beretta Museum and Archives, see Appendix B.
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The life and times of Pietro Beretta, whose leadership spanned fifty-four years (1903–57), during which the company became Italy’s foremost gunmaker, poised and ready for international dominion in the hands of his successors, sons Carlo and Pier Giuseppe (with their father, below bronze sculpture and next to his watch), and grandson (current President) Ugo Gussalli Beretta (with grandfather and old employees at top right).

In addition to Tiro a Segno target shooting medals and honors for product distinction, Pietro’s richly enameled award in 1922 as Cavaliere del Lavoro (national recognition as entrepreneur) is to right of sculpture. He had been honored as Cavaliere of the Italian crown (1903), and Commendatore in 1920. Gold-plated, pearl-gripped pistol at center carried in his pocket for decades; that at right, a sample of Beretta’s masterful engraving. The hammer model side-by-side shotgun of the type sold by the firm at time Pietro took over the company from his father, Giuseppe (with mustache in portrait within oval bronze frame above framed image of Pietro with grandson Ugo on front steps of Villa Beretta). Color photograph at upper left of Pietro with daughter Tina (at left) and daughter-in-law Maria Luisa, between Carlo and Pier Giuseppe.
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Underlying factors in the marked success of Pietro were his deep interest in and knowledge of the world of firearms, an intuitive mastery of the intricacies of manufacturing and marketing, and his proficiency as a competitive marksman. Symbolic of his leadership role in Gardone’s arms industry, Pietro was flagbearer in top center portrait of the Tiro a Segno Club of Brescia. Mannlicher-Carcano rifles used by team visible in same photograph. Model 1891 at top, made by Beretta, with Tiro a Segno marking, in 6.5 mm. The Wetterly Model 70/88-16 altered by the Beretta factory to .22 long-rifle, for marksmen competitions. Opposite sides showing of gold-plated and engraved Model 1926 and 418 pistols that appear in previous image.

Tiro a Segno certificates, two of several awarded to Pietro, whose target shooting accuracy was legendary, he and club team having won national titles. Shooting medals in silver and gold; the cluster at top center later made into bracelet. Medals for excellence of Beretta factory framed at upper left, preserved and displayed in family villa. Tullio Marengoni at left in lower center photograph depicting visitors at factory. He holds a Model 1891 Tiro a Segno rifle.

Great-grandson Ugo Gussalli Beretta learned of Giuseppe from his grandfather Pietro:

Sometimes my grandfather would tell me about his father. Giuseppe was very intelligent and talented in a mechanical sense, but he had had a very hard life, more so than my grandfather. Giuseppe had lost his father, when he was only fifteen or sixteen years old. Alone he took care of the company and did a lot of other things as well, which were important to precede what my grandfather would do later.

The Modern Era: Pietro Beretta, Empire Builder

Giuseppe died in June 1903 and was succeeded by the eldest of his five sons, Pietro, born in Gardone on April 22, 1870. He would lead the firm for fifty-four years until his own death in 1957, and his impact on the company’s future proved substantial and far-reaching. More than anyone, Pietro Beretta made his company into one of the dominant industrial powers in the world of firearms.

Pietro assumed the reins of a company made up of one building of 10,000 square meters and about 130 employees, and promptly began a new phase of development. Over years of dedication, inspiration, and sheer hard work, Pietro oversaw an expansion to much larger facilities, with employees numbering about 1,500—and this despite the difficulties the family and the company lived through during World Wars I and II.

Rapid Growth of Factory Sites

As of the millennium, the covered space occupied by Beretta’s Gardone factory and office complex totals in excess of a massive 75,000 square meters.13 Most of this expansion was achieved in the twentieth century, since circa 1875 the area was only approximately 1,000 square meters. By 1903, including factory buildings but excluding the Armeria and the Albergo Beretta, the figure had reached 10,000 square meters. As of 1960, the covered space had ballooned to 35,600 square meters, most of the property on the west side of the Mella River. In 1980, figures totaled 55,000 square meters.
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Handsomely painted presentation honoring Commendatore Pietro Beretta, June 6, 1920, recognizing his contributions to industry. Decorative motif at center represents factory at the time, with Armeria at left. At lower right, decoration includes depictions of guns introduced under his leadership. Document measuring 24⅛ × 16[image: images] inches.

The 75,000 figure is increased to a total of approximately 128,700 square meters in consideration of the covered real estate of the combined factories of subsidiaries in Italy, plus that of the Benelli factory in Spain, and the two Maryland sites:
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All six of these plants represent additions to Beretta’s holdings in the course of the last quarter of the twentieth century, particularly in the 1990s.

Pietro made sure that the company had its own source of energy. He built an innovative hydroelectric plant on the Mella River, with one of its turbines within a tunnel for emergency situations, such as wartime. It was his idea, also, to establish a proof house in Gardone which, he properly theorized, would make the Italian manufacturers competitive on a European level.

Ugo Gussalli Beretta reminisces about his grandfather:

A vital part of the development of our company was that my grandfather occasionally made trips to visit other factories, like Fabrique Nationale in Herstal, Belgium. He also visited gunmakers in France, and might also have done so in England, but he never made a trip to the United States. He was very intense and dedicated, and he worked very hard. For this reason he wanted to be present at the factory in Gardone almost always; and he did not like to travel. Sometimes he would go to Brescia to the theater, but I don’t think he did much more than that. Sometimes he would be at Lago d’Iseo, in the summer for a few days. In those days, the holidays were not as many or as long as today.

My grandfather was very clever, and he liked technology and figuring out how things worked. He was the person who took the talents from the artisan side, and made the company into the large-scale operation that it became on the industrial side.

As World War I loomed, the demand for sporting arms had dropped but, in 1915, orders for handguns had begun to come in from officers in the Italian Royal Army. Beretta had also contracted for the production of a thousand barrels for the Fiat Model 1914 machine gun. More contracts had come in for barrels and other components of the Villar Perosa machine gun. Beretta’s success in these ventures, combined with an awareness that the war would be long, resulted in the firm’s decision to design new military arms. The first to come to fruition was the patented conversion of Vetterli Model 70 and Model 70-87 rifles and carbines for use with the regulation Model 1891 cartridge.
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Gifted inventor Tullio Marengoni, a native of Gardone, whose career at Beretta spanned the years from 1894 to his death in 1965. Marengoni’s close working relationship with Pietro Beretta was crucial in developing a varied and distinguished product line in commercial, military, and law enforcement arms. The inventor had no scientific training, but emerged within the factory environment as a natural talent; he was Beretta’s equivalent of John M. Browning. First page of Marengoni’s handwritten autobiography at left.

Italian national award of Maestro del Lavoro at left center accompanied by documents from the President of Italy, and yet another award (right center) as Cavaliere. Guns from his creative mind clockwise from right: over-and-under Model S1 Sovrapposto shotgun, Model 950 6.35-caliber automatic pistol (in cutaway version), Model 1915 9mm Glisenti caliber pistol, Model 18 Moschetto submachine gun (9mm Glisenti), prototype 7.65-caliber auto pistol, side-by-side Model 922 Giustapposto hammerless shotgun, and Model 418 (cutaway) and Model 1920 pocket automatic pistols (6.35 caliber). Extra set of side-by-side shotgun barrels at right from Model 101 Giustapposto.
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Pietro’s office in the Armeria; one of the rooms adjacent to what is now the Museum. Part of the archive of letterbooks on shelves at left.

Pietro had the help of the brilliant inventor and designer, Tullio Marengoni, whose creative run of new products began with the hammerless shotgun in the first decade of the twentieth century and covered nearly every important Beretta firearm until circa 1960. The two men worked hard and long hours, often until midnight, and their collaboration provided one triumph after another. The hallmarks of the evolving Beretta line were sound and innovative mechanics, performance, and quality.

Pietro Beretta provided the leadership that was essential in guiding Marengoni to create new firearms and in turning Marengoni’s inventions into practical reality. Pietro had also the much broader challenge of guiding his managers and workforce in the complexities of engineering, tooling up, purchasing, planning, manufacturing, marketing, and distribution—creating a growing, viable business.

Their collaboration was remarkable, rivaling that of any manufacturer and inventor in the history of firearms. This was a classic example of two simpatico individuals, each creative and brilliant in his own worlds of endeavor. The fruit of their labor was the emergence of Beretta as indisputably the preeminent Italian gunmaker and as one of the foremost creators and makers of arms in the world. Their association proved to be one of the triumphs in the history of gunmaking.
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Four Beretta catalogues, clockwise from top left, 1910 (45), 1908 (42), 1907 (40), and 1908 (41). Bronze of inventor-industrialist Francesco Glisenti positioned between images showing factory works before and after preparation for dinner in honor of contemporary Giuseppe Zanardelli. Top left, from left, three Giuseppes: Beretta, Moretti (father of Pietro’s wife-to-be, Zina), and Zanardelli, with Bertole Ammiraglio, two uniformed officials, and attorney Giovanni Quistini, ca. 1890s. Painting of Gardone, ca 1889, from residence of Zanardelli at Maderno, Lake Garda. Children in cart photograph (from left), Giuseppina, Tina, and Pier Giuseppe Beretta (with their mother behind, and an unidentified woman). Image at bottom left, from left, Primo Beretta, Ettore Ximenes (artist who painted frescoes in Zanardelli residence), Janto Popetti, Giovanni Quistini, Pietro Beretta, Pietro Codini, two unidentified people, and Marco Beretta; 1910, in front of Albergo Beretta. Center left, photo of group around table, and center photo, Pietro Beretta at right. Right center, at the Beretta hydroelectric power station: Pietro with sons Pier Giuseppe (left) and Carlo (right); cousin Carlo Federici seated at front; 1927.

It was Marengoni who had developed the Model 1915 automatic pistol, which was adopted by the Italian Royal Army and which, by the end of the war, was being produced at the rate of 4,200 per month. It was a hugely successful design and was refined over many years to come. Marengoni went on to develop the first true submachine gun, the Model 1918 automatic carbine. There was also a string of automatic pistols, the Monobloc system in the breeching of shotgun barrels, the over-and-under shotgun line, and much, much more.

Civilian arms were again manufactured after the First World War. Around 1927, Beretta bought the old Fabbrica d’Armi Lario near Como and transferred its machinery to Gardone. Beretta made an improved version of the old Lario “Italia” model shotgun. More military orders came in 1935 as a result of the war in Ethiopia and Italian intervention in Spain.

The growing weed of fascism that pervaded much of Italy in the late 1930s found poor soil in Val Trompia. The Beretta family had long been politically liberal and progressive thinkers. While worker unrest resulted in the takeover of many factories in Brescia between the wars, Pietro Beretta’s close and cordial relations with his workers forestalled any problems.

Teamwork—Progettazione—at Beretta

Although especially noteworthy during the highly productive fifty years of Beretta product and technical expansion (circa 1915–65), when inventors like Tullio Marengoni collaborated with Pietro Beretta, the environment in which technical advances have been made at Beretta has long been one of teamwork, progettazione. The family, with its depth of experience and command of the overall picture, has provided the setting in which the inventors, engineers, and project managers have been able to concentrate on creating new products, advancing product and tool design, development, materials, and manufacture.
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Decorative cast-bronze motif of crossed Gardonese-style flintlock carbines, set on the outside of the entrance archway to the Beretta villa and factory complex; ca. 1925. On the inside archway, similarly positioned, is a cast-bronze PB monogram. Address for the complex is 18, via Pietro Beretta.
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Collection of images and artifacts representative of the extensive real estate built or purchased in the evolution and expansion of Beretta enterprises. Besides views of Val Trompia and Gardone, and factory sites (exteriors and interiors) in Italy and abroad, operations are, or have been, in the United States, Argentina, Brazil, Greece, Spain, and France. Top left, sepia image of Armeria next to garden perspective view of Villa Beretta. Aerial view of Gussalli-Beretta vineyard at top center, with old Brescian commercial site below and workers’ housing in Gardone to right.

Six-story seaside employees’ retreat adjacent to lady machinist at top right, and factory in Rome below.

Five-story facade of Banca Credito Agrario Bresciano building, Brescia, at upper right; above bomb damage to Gardone plant by Allies in World War II.

Pre–World War II concert in factory at lower left, with several in foreground of audience from Beretta family. To right, workers leaving a factory entrance. Beneath concert, at left, alpine holiday camp for children of workers. Albergo (Hotel) Beretta at lower right, beneath incomplete gunlock.

Mammoth hydroelectric power turbine at right center, above facade to Beretta Gallery, New York City. To right, apartment, office, and shopping complex built by the Berettas, in Gardone; factory operated for relatively brief period in Iraq, below.

pre–World War II views of factory interior and exterior, Gardone. See also chapter IX.
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Evolution of company catalogues, from the earliest known of 1881 through 1949. For some years, the covers remained virtually unchanged (see also catalogue list in Appendix C).

From left to right, top row, 1881, 1884, 1887, another of 1887, back of 1887, 1888, 1889, 1898 (8), back of 1892 (5), back of 1896 (13), 1899 (23).

April–September 1900 (25), May–October 1901 (27), May–October 1902 (29), 1906 (37), 1907 (40), 1908 (41), 1909 (43).

July 1, 1912 (49), July 1, 1913(51), January 1, 1914(52), January 1, 1915 (54), 1925 (75), 1926 (2d semestre; 76), Spanish May 1926, 1926 (2d semestre, 76).

Fourth row, 1928 (2d semestre, 77), 1930 (78), 1932 (79), 1935 (81), 1939 (83), and 1940 (84).

There were numerous innovations that were the result of the constant, indeed unrelenting, quest for new ideas, new techniques, and new ways to make better guns. Among the most noteworthy of these were the 18/30 MAB submachine gun, the Model 1934 automatic pistol, the PM12 submachine gun, the early use of high strength aluminum alloy, the BM59 semiautomatic military rifle program (late 1950s), the birth of the initial gas-operated semiautomatic Beretta shotgun (1958), the adoption of cold-hammer forging of barrels (1963), the Model 92 series pistols (from the mid-1970s), and the AR70/90 assault rifle (early 1980s).

At the conclusion of the Tullio Marengoni–Pietro Beretta collaboration, a new era began, that of Carlo Beretta working with a succession of engineers and designers. First was with Ing. Domenico Salza (1956–62), in creating the PM12 submachine gun. Next was Ing. Vittorio Valle, from 1962 through 1976, directing the Servizio Studi Progetti to which reported the Ufficio Studi, headed by Leandro Zerneri through 1976, and the Reparto Esperienze, the latter with Giuseppe Mazzetti and several other research and development staff, such as Dino Boglioli, Giovannino Torcoli, Giuseppe Pollara, and Carlo Vailati.

In 1975, Ing. Ernesto Fasani joined Beretta as General Manager. Initially Fasani collaborated with Carlo Beretta, and following Carlo’s death, directed the Studi & Progetti departments. Under his supervision and management, important projects were created and successfully developed and completed. Among these were the AR70/90 assault rifle, the 92FS pistol, and 8000 Cougar pistol and the semiautomatic shotgun A390.

A figure who has heavily influenced the team approach, beginning as far back as the period of transition from Marengoni, is Marco Beretta. Not related to the Berettas, Marco has worked not only with Marengoni, but also with such designers, engineers, and technicians as Domenico Salza, Vittorio Valle, Giuseppe Mazzetti, Leandro Zerneri, Mario Bregoli, and Antonello Torcoli. Beretta was himself a thorough generator of ideas in the best sense of the phrase “think tank,” and though at this writing he is semiretired, he remains active and innovative.

For many years, Marco Beretta was responsible for the assembly lines. His experience and broad knowledge led him to suggest a number of concepts for new products and for improvements to those already in the line.14 It was this thorough team approach, as well, which made the Model 92 semiautomatic pistol project with the U.S. military, naval and air force, such a decided success.

At this writing, Ugo Gussalli Beretta, with sons Pietro and Franco, oversees the progettazione network, commanding such comprehensive depth, experience, aptitude, and technical prowess—in Gardone and at other sites—that the company is probably unsurpassed by any other in the firearms business.15

To quote Ugo Gussalli Beretta on the collaboration of the family with project directors and managers:

When I was very young, I heard from the older people around about the collaboration between my grandfather and Tullio Marengoni. Theirs was a very productive association. My grandfather would come to the house after spending time with Marengoni, to work out taking a new concept and developing it into a working project.

The same applied to my uncle Carlo, who had a close relationship with the different managers in charge of various new project developments. Every day he spent hours in the factory on these projects and new ideas. This was something very important for us, to have somebody of the family very near to the project manager in the day-by-day work. I am sure that in the past, in the generations before, the family was always very involved in the evolution of new designs and ventures.

Carlo had an understanding of technical matters, had many of his own ideas, and was a highly experienced shooter and a practical engineer. He spoke the same language as our designers, engineers, and production managers. There were any number of new products that Carlo worked on, and some came from ideas of his own. Four of the most important in which he played a direct role were the Mobilchoke®, the single trigger for the over-and-under shotguns, the Model 92 semiautomatic pistol, and our new line of automatic shotguns. On the first of these shotguns, the Model 60, Carlo played a key role as we developed the concept of gas-operation. There was a problem with the gas port, and in solving this we developed the next level of gun, the Model 300. Carlo was deeply involved in this project, and worked a great deal with the different technicians.

When we had a new model we Would do field tests out hunting, to see that everything was under control. This was something he especially enjoyed. But Carlo would also go to the test range, as I did myself, and still do from time to time.

The first project I was involved in was the BM59 semiautomatic military rifle. I followed all the tests, different solutions, in its evolution, with my uncle. The experience was part of my education as a member of the family in the business.

I remember very well the several people in charge of different projects, all of whom worked with Uncle Carlo. I started with Domenico Salza, who directed the M12 submachine gun project. Another was Vittorio Valle, who also collaborated with my uncle in different projects. Another was [Giuseppe] Mazzetti, who worked in many important projects with my uncle, among them the Model 92, the AR70, and the 70/90.

Marco Beretta, of course, was also very near to Uncle Carlo. He followed the production more, but he also worked with the new pump and automatic shotguns, the over-and-under, side-by-side, etc. He was more in the shotgun line, while Mazzetti was more in handguns and military.

Berettas: Philanthropists and Humanitarians

As a genuinely benevolent executive, Pietro established housing for the employees in Gardone, north of the factory, and in Inzino. He donated a nursery for mothers and their young children on Via Pietro Beretta, down the street from the Villa Beretta, in memory of his wife, Zina. This was amply funded, but under the terms of the endowment, was turned over to the City of Gardone in 1996. Pietro also established a vacation house for workers in the Italian Alps, and a summer camp/kindergarten in Maniva, one of the first mountain summer camps for children in the Alps. He established the charitable foundation Zina and Tina Beretta. The Albergo Beretta, originally constructed to house visitors to the factory and to Gardone, is today reserved for factory visitors and as quarters for some employees.

Pietro’s concern for his employees was passed on to the rest of the family. As Ugo Gussalli Beretta recalls, “Every New Year’s Eve my grandfather would gather together family members and repeat a ceremony in which he would explain to them all that plans had been made to guarantee the company would run for the next year, and then show them all that in his office safe was enough cash to pay all the workers—even if there wasn’t any work for them to do.”

Pietro’s sons Carlo and Pier Giuseppe learned the lesson well: they established the Beretta retirement home for elderly workers, just north of the Gardone Hospital, as a tribute and memorial to their father.
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The sequence of catalogues from 1940 through 1970. Left to right, top row, 1940, 1956, 1962, 1964, 1972 (front and back, the latter indicating sales in 103 nations).

1980, 1982 (U.S.A.), 1984, 1985 (U.S.A.), and 1985 (worldwide).

1988, 1992, 1994, 1996, and 1997. The shotgun is a Model SO in 12 gauge, no. C11620B. The memorabilia is a miscellany of pocket knives, key chains, money clips, patches, and [upper left) gold-finished embossed paper Vittoria figure symbolizing the city of Brescia, and metal plaques to attach on bottom of shotgun stocks near butt.
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Beloved in Gardone as a man of the people, Carlo Beretta’s passions were his family of employees at the factory, and the worlds of firearms, shooting, hunting, and football. His favorite SO3 live pigeon over-and-under shotgun, in 20 gauge with rare cheekpiece and tape-wrapped wrist is at center, while the SO3 prototype at top, in 12 gauge, was tested by him. The self-loader, a Model A301S, bears no. S001, and was one of his field guns. The gun at left is a Model 405 Pigeon Extra side-by-side, in 12 gauge.

Silver serving dish richly engraved, presented in recognition of his dedication to football and presidency of the Italian national football league; teams represented by enameled emblems. Medals from football, and awards from competitive shooting, at which he was both skilled and experienced. Model 70 pistol key chain at lower right made in solid gold. Model 92 key chain represents his role in development of that pistol.

Photographed with friends, family, football teams, and such distinguished factory visitors as the President of Gabon (lower right). Longtime associate and driver Cesare Podestini pictured lakeside with Carlo to left of serving dish; they were friends since boyhood. Photographs at right from emotionally charged funeral, 1984, attended by 10,000 mourners.

As World War II began, the Italian government contracted with Beretta for military arms. Included were orders for the Model 1934 automatic pistol and a new Beretta automatic rifle, the MAB38A. When the Italian government collapsed in 1943, German SS troops occupied the Beretta plant to supervise production. Although Pietro and his sons Pier Giuseppe and Carlo were under constant suspicion, somehow firearms made their way into the hands of the partisans. At one point, Carlo was imprisoned for two weeks awaiting transport to an extermination camp. Only his importance to continued production at the factory saved him.

When Gardone was bombed in 1944, the factory suffered heavy damage. Fortunately, the machinery had been moved into tunnels in the mountainside and survived. At the close of the war, German troops placed Pietro Beretta under arrest. He was rescued by a determined band of partisans, who in the process captured several prisoners. As told by Cico Tempini, formerly commander of the partisans in Val Trompia:

[I] sent one squad [to the Beretta factory] and another to the school building; and I myself went to the barracks of the Black Brigades [fascist militia], and there we did some shooting to try to cover my brother in the attempt … to enter [the factory] from Via Zanardini in order to liberate old Pietro Beretta, who was being held by the Germans as a hostage. We took forty Germans and ten Black Brigades prisoner….

Pietro Beretta could well have been summarily executed by the Nazis, or hit in a crossfire. His survival allowed Pietro to spearhead the company’s postwar revival.

Following Italy’s surrender to the Allies, Beretta was able to recommence production of shotguns, beginning the long process of recovery from the ravages of war. Partly using the machinery that had been protected in the tunnels, Pietro Beretta transformed the postwar firm into a modern, streamlined manufacturing enterprise, with up-to-date equipment and administration. His death on May 1, 1957, truly marked the end of an era. A man of great vision and skill, among his many honors he was made a Cavaliere of the Crown of Italy (1903), an Ufficiale (1918), a Commendatore (1920), and a Cavaliere del Lavoro (1922).

The New Golden Age

If Pietro is remembered as an empire builder, his sons Pier Giuseppe and Carlo earned for that empire international status as arguably the leading producer of a comprehensive line of small arms of a variety of types, both civilian and military.

A number of new products joined the line, among them the BM59, a modified Garand rifle in 7.62 NATO with semi-and full-automatic capability. The revisions were achieved by Beretta in but three months, in contrast to the twelve years required for the U.S. Ordnance to develop the basically identical M14! Among other milestone firearms are the Model 1951 pistol, the PM12 submachine gun, the AR70 military rifle, and the expanded SO series of deluxe over-and-under shotguns.

In 1975, Beretta introduced its 9mm Model 92 autoloading pistol, one of the most successful firearms designs of all time. It was quickly adopted by the Brazilian Police do Esercito, and later by the Italian police and military. Over the next twenty-five years, the Model 92 became the sidearm of choice for the French Gendarmerie Nationale, the U.S. armed forces, and more than 1,600 law enforcement agencies in North America alone.

When Carlo Beretta died, on March 5, 1984, at least ten thousand mourners paid tribute. Honoring a man of the Valley, citizens lined the streets of Gardone while his coffin was borne from the family villa to his final resting place. England’s Shooting Times & Country Magazine noted: “One of the greatest technical arms experts of the century and a well-respected and popular figure in the world’s gun trade, Carlo Beretta, has died in Gardone VT at the age of seventy-six…. Carlo’s popularity was tremendous among everyone employed at his factory as well as the football fans who always regretted his retirement after twenty-five years as President of the Brescia football team. This popularity was proven when over ten thousand mourners bordered the streets of Gardone as Beretta workers carried Carlo’s coffin in procession to the family graveyard.”
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Color drawing of the Beretta factory complex, post–World War II; note soccer field, at right, along the Mella River; within a few years the field was entirely replaced by construction of added factory buildings.
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Life and times of Pier Giuseppe Beretta, credited with internationalizing the company and, like his father, recognized for entrepreneurship with the national title of Cavaliere del Lavoro (both his and his father’s medals pictured). Schoolboy photo with brother Carlo, at upper left. Thesis as chemical engineer at top center, with inscription to father expressing apology for it taking longer than planned.

Model 950 pistol at upper right a type also sold in U.S. business in which Pier Giuseppe played pioneering role, brought to fruition by nephew Ugo. Model 84 Deluxe Tercentennial pistol (right center) made under Pier Giuseppe’s term as company President, as was precisely sectionalized BM59 .308 NATO caliber rifle. Above rifle muzzle cousin Carlo Federici with wife, Fernanda Buranello, exhibiting pictures of Gabriele d’Annunzio, poet and national figure admired by Pier Giuseppe, and inspiration of Beretta three-arrows logo.

Innumerable motifs indicate devotion to family, company, the community, the theater, and to Italy. To left of standing portrait at top right, receipt of $500,000 cancer research donation to Beretta Foundation from General Motors (GM Chairman Roger Smith at right). With President George Bush and General Norman Schwarzkopf at upper center. Coveted Gold Medal as Citizen of Brescia at left center with ribbon in national colors. Note various awards and medals, including from Banca Credito Agrario Bresciano, on whose board he served for over forty years (left of magnifying glass).

Memorial to father, brother Carlo, and Pier Giuseppe, near entrance to Beretta office and factory, at bottom center. On his death in 1993, the presidency passed to Pier Giuseppe’s nephew Ugo Gussalli Beretta. Lower right: Anna Catturich Beretta, between her husband Pier Giuseppe and General Motors Chairman Roger Smith, on the occasion of the GM-Beretta settlement. From an old, aristocratic Italian family, Anna Catturich was an attorney for many years with the Beretta company. She married Pier Giuseppe on October 12, 1970.

The magazine acknowledged Carlo’s contributions to the factory’s technical developments: “Before his death he managed to supervise completion of the Beretta 680 series of over-and-under shotguns, described by Gunmark [Beretta’s United Kingdom distributor] as ‘the most advanced over-and-under production gun in the world.’”

Among numerous other tributes was a detailed article in La Notte (The Night, an evening newspaper of national importance). On March 6, 1984, Elio Barucco wrote:

Yesterday afternoon, in his house [at] Gardone, Val Trompia, Commendatore Carlo Beretta, seventy-six years of age, and co-owner with his brother, Pier Giuseppe, of the world-famous Beretta gunmakers, died.

A sportsman of a high caliber, and heir of the most ancient industry in the world, very passionate shooter of his prestigious sporting shotguns, was for many years the president of the Brescian Soccer Team, and the Commissioner of the Italian National Soccer Team.

Very deeply attached to his homeland, Carlino Beretta loved his people and his town. Gardone was his little world, and here he lived next to his factory founded many centuries ago. Very much in love with the technique of manufacture of firearms, he always worried about only one thing: that Beretta would build the best models with the most advanced techniques possible. … He was a simple man, an industrialist of the old tradition, very reserved, and he did not seek publicity. … “A gentleman of which we lost the mold,” was the observation of a journalist who came from far away to meet Carlo for the first time….
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Pier Giuseppe Beretta with Maria Luisa Carnacini, on the occasion of their marriage, in Bologna, April 4, 1934.

From 1938 to 1961 his passion for soccer, that never died, made him President of the Brescian team, and those were the best years the team ever had. That added the logo of Beretta and the charisma of “sior Carlino” [complimentary title using local dialect], the gentleman of Gardone, Val Trompia, to the prestige of the team’s own name in those difficult times.

Still very young, Carlo Beretta was a great sportsman in the field of clay pigeon shooting, becoming a true champion, and acquiring trophies and gold medals that he proudly kept and showed even after many years to his visitors.

In the 1960s, Pier Giuseppe Beretta was increasingly concerned that the pressure by activists against hunting and guns would adversely affect the firearms business. As a result, he sought to introduce more diverse industry to the valley. On a trip to England, where he attended a black-tie dinner held by the Honorable Gunmaker’s Company, he met the Lord Mayor of London and made many other acquaintances. One of these was Douglas Lees, owner of the British Cam Gears company. Lees was interested in founding a division of Cam Gears in Italy, and Giuseppe was ready to help locate a site in Gardone. The business was started, and showed potential, but at some point Lees sold his shares to TRW. Giuseppe decided to do the same, and TRW, today with over seven hundred employees in its Gardone plant, has had a positive impact on the local economy. TRW went on to develop two other factory sites in northern Italy.

When Pier Giuseppe Beretta died, at age eighty-six, The Times of London found irresistible the temptation to begin his June 18, 1993, obituary by referring to the Beretta .25 caliber pistol used by James Bond, agent 007. The remainder of the tribute was a summation of Pier Giuseppe’s role in the evolution of the ancient gunmaking company, as successor to his deceased father in 1957:
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Villa Beretta, designed on commission of Pietro Beretta by Brescian architect Egidio Dabbeni; built utilizing skills of Beretta factory craftsmen, during a slow business period in the early 1920s; completed in 1925. The document recognizing the building as an Italian National Landmark dates from 1939, issued by II Ministro per il Beni Culturali e Ambientali (Ministry of Culture and Ambiance). Translating the Italian text indicates the building “has eclectic style, of four floors … the facade enriched with … neo-Gothic and neo-Renaissance embellishments … the roof … has a strong projection or overhang with … false battlements…. The interiors are enriched with frescoes by E. Coccoli and Gaetano Cresseri … [with] an elegant staircase in marble [and] a gallery and balcony which are supported by columns [in the] Renaissance style. For these reasons the Minister states that the Villa Beretta is protected as a national landmark.” The darker marble used in the construction of the exterior came from Val Trompia, while source of the white was Botticino, a town east of Brescia, renowned internationally for the quality of its marble and work in that material.

Magnificently painted in rich colors and gilt on the ceiling of the grand staircase are medallions representing traits that have guided the family for centuries. Each is in Latin: fortitude (fortitude), spes (hope), temperantia (moderation), caritas (charity), mansetudo (mild disposition), humilitas (humility), veritas (truth), and fides (faith). Surrounding the skylight is the motto omnia vincit, ars labor, meaning art and labor conquers everything.

Beretta family members, from right bottom to top, Pietro reading newspaper with grandson Ugo, in silver frame, with Ugo’s grandmother Zina; to left, Maria Luisa Carnacini Beretta; Pietro with sister Rosa, to left, great grandson Franco with Umberta and son Carlo; to left in small frame, Ugo’s sister Maria Theresa; Ugo with father Franco Gussalli at upper right, below Mrs. Zina Moretti Beretta, Ugo with wife Monique. Far left, Carlo in hunting clothes; left center, Pier Giuseppe with grand nephew Piero; Franco Gussalli with baby Ugo in inset, and at top left, Pier Giuseppe. Bottom center, Ugo and sons. Top row left, Anna Catturich Beretta, widow of Pier Giuseppe, seated in villa (left profile) at lunch with family, company executives, and guests from General Motors, on settlement of Chevrolet-Beretta automobile suit. To her right, Giuseppina Beretta Gussalli, mother of Ugo.

As chairman of the board of Fabbrica d’Armi [Pietro] Beretta from 1957, he oversaw the evolution of a new range of handguns, and expanded production overseas with factories being established in Brazil and the United States. The Model 1951 SL, first of the postwar generation of Beretta pistols, was replaced successively by models 81 and 84 under his chairmanship.
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Gabriele d’Annunzio, II Vittoriale, and his personal logo, which inspired the Beretta trademark. Upper left, from his estate, stained glass window in hallway near museum and theater complex, adjacent to villa, depicting d’Annunzio logo. Compare with the interpretation on monument, at lower left, above photo of admirer Pier Giuseppe Beretta, with U.S. Army officer on factory tour. Inscription on d’Annunzio photo to Enrico Beretta, husband of Tina Beretta. At top right, the poet and patriot seated on running board of car with racing champion Tazio Nuvolari (whose own logo was a turtle, with TN monogram).

But the crowning glory of the Beretta sidearms arsenal … is the Beretta 92F….

A typically astute Lombard businessman, Beretta was rooted in the life of his province. Like most of his countrymen, Beretta was passionately fond of opera and also liked to relax on the golf course.

A more detailed piece was in Corriere della Sera, one of the major papers of Milan, similar in importance to The New York Times:

Beretta, He Conquered America

Pier Giuseppe Beretta Dies, in Gardone Val Trompia

a Grand Old Man of Italian Industry

Cavalier Pier Giuseppe Closes a Dynasty that

Already Produced

Swords at the Time of Christopher Columbus

A Signature in the US Became Myth When His

Pistols Replaced the

Colt in the Holsters of G-Men16

In Brescia Thursday night in his house in Gardone died the Cavaliere Pier Giuseppe Beretta, President of the most ancient gun factory in the world. He would have been eighty-seven years old the following Wednesday. The news of his death has raised great interest in Brescia, and hundreds of people came to render homage to his memory. Today the funeral is held in the Gardone church [San Marco].
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Evolution of the Beretta three-arrows logo, inspired by design on the monument at the entrance to Gabriele d’Annunzio’s estate (flanked by Ugo Gussalli Beretta and General Norman Schwarzkopf, at left, under grip of Model 686 shotgun); composition buttplate at 686 stock wrist from Model 405 Speciale sidelock hammer shotgun of 1950. See also Model 151 pump, with early three-arrows motif on frame. Early depiction in advertising, molded in relief on composition and rubber pistol grips (also from Model 151, at left and AL391 Urika at right], stamped and engraved on firearms, and as marked on knives and on company-produced advertising giveaways of pins, key chains, and miscellaneous memorabilia. Earliest use of three-arrows dates from ca. 1950, at which time it was registered as a trademark; quickly evolved to one of the most striking and widely known logos in modern manufacturing and marketing.

Other logos of figure of Vittoria, symbol of Brescia (registered as a Beretta trademark in 1914 and used into the 1960s), and PB monogram, with some of the variations, in advertising, molded in or inlaid on pistol grips. PB in circle or oval begun on pistols ca. 1915, and continues in use today. PB with three ducks, a Beretta Sport logo, lower right, began 1989.

Catalogues from top left, 1935 (81), 1926 (76), 1939 (82), 1958, and 1971; from bottom left, 1956, a publication about Beretta of 1957, 1962, 1964, 1992, and 1997.

Last Sunday the final day of the soccer championship was the last time he appeared in public. He was sitting in his reserved seat at the Rigamonti Stadium in Mompiano, to follow “his Brescia” that played Samp-doria that day. His passion for soccer was very deep, second only to that he had for his arms and his factory.

Cavaliere Giuseppe died in his villa of Gardone, killed by a hemorrhage. In a few days he would have celebrated his eighty-seventh birthday. Married with no children, he leaves his wife, Anna Catturich. The funeral will be held this morning at 10:30 in the Church of San Marco in Gardone. He was the last [male line] descendant of the most ancient industrial dynasty in the world. When Columbus crossed the Atlantic, in Val Trompia Beretta had already forged the first swords. After that the company made weapons for the armies of the Republic of Venice, for the Napoleonic Army and for the Austrian Army. The quality jump happened during the first World War, with the doubling of the employees to arrive at the 1,030 of today. With Giuseppe Beretta a true captain of industry disappeared, and his death leaves a fracture between the past and the present. His great merit was to understand that the gun industry could not live only for military production, but had to adapt for a market that still had to be invented, tied to the sport of hunting and to the outdoors. Before everybody else, he understood that luck of industrial empire could continue only if between industry leaders and the workers, would grow a relationship of common trust—a relationship that he would actively seek, without the mediation of a workers’ director. Such a figure did not exist in his organization. In the record of union difficulties that have arisen in recent years in Val Trompia, Beretta certainly has not occupied first place. The Cavaliere always succeeded in finding a meeting point for all parties. He directly followed the meetings and he was stern and demanding, especially with himself. The difficulties found in the Italian market pushed him to look for new international markets. America became the second home of Beretta. It’s not by chance that one of the most prominent and prestigious car companies of the United States [General Motors], called “Beretta” one of their famous models, a coupe—a gesture of reverence that the automobile company paid for with a substantial contribution, that the Cavaliere decided to allocate to the Beretta Cancer Foundation. The famous Beretta car was donated to Giuseppe Beretta during a meeting in Gardone, in the presence of the Ambassador of the United States to Italy, and the chairman of [General Motors].
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Stained glass window, ca. 1960s, in partition between Beretta Museum and office of Mariagrazia Moretti, the President’s secretary since 1993, with Beretta’s own interpretation of three-arrows device.

He always spoke fondly of the United States of America. He thought this was an ideal market, difficult and extraordinary. Some of the company’s hunting shotguns, built in Gardone, and personally tested by him, were destined only for the U.S. market. Then the great American success, and world success, when he decided not to let go of the fight started by Smith & Wesson for the U.S. government contract for the service pistols. After many years of … difficulties to break through the barrier of protectionism built by the U.S. industrialists, he won, and in the holsters of the American servicemen the famous Colt was replaced with the semiautomatic pistol built in Gardone. He loved to receive important people to reinforce the tight relationship with the land across the ocean. And at the end of May Beretta received a visit from Schwarzkopf, the commander of the U.S. forces in the Gulf War. The American general was in Italy to have a vacation at Lake Garda, and he could not resist the possibility to visit with his friend Ugo Gussalli Beretta, nephew of the Cavaliere. Pier Giuseppe was present and he accompanied the famous guest to see the Museum of his factory. To General Schwarzkopf last year, Ugo Gussalli Beretta, who is now running his uncle’s empire, had donated a personalized SO6 shotgun that the general loved, because he is a dedicated shooter. He calls the gun “my baby.” From the windows of the Pietro Beretta Museum, on occasion of the last visit, the Cavaliere had taken two passports from the middle of the last century, and he said “At that time the world was so small, that you needed a passport to go from Brescia to Milan.”
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Factory views of machines; most of the 75,000 square meters of covered work area at the Gardone main factory is devoted to manufacture, and to the support groups required to maintain production. Logistics of mammoth operation demand the most sophisticated of long-range planning, coordination, and execution. Advanced computer technology has allowed for an environment of greater productivity per worker, with precision on a mass-produced basis that, in some instances, surpasses hand labor. The handwork of the high-grade, artisan-built shotguns and rifles, however, remains strongly within the Beretta tradition.
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Meccanica del Sarca S.r.l., a division of Beretta Holding, manufactures stocks and fore-ends for the companies of the group, as well as for third parties. The factory, located in Pietramurata di Dro (Trento), also produces steel and sheet-iron components, as well as pistol and assault rifle (STANAG) magazines for the group and for third parties.
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A view of Val Trompia, the Beretta villa at left, with spread of the factory complex across center of picture. North, up the Valley, leads to Austria.

Pier Giuseppe Beretta, a man of integrity, very strong-willed, but with a big heart, so his workers remember him. He used to commute from his house in Gardone, Val Trompia and his palazzo in the heart of Brescia. A doctor in chemistry, with his hobby soccer, he loved culture and he loved concerts, theater, and opera. He also had his own place in the Teatro Grande of Brescia.

Pier Giuseppe Beretta: the Teatro Grande and Children

Several photographs in the Beretta family archives trace Pier Giuseppe’s dedication to the Teatro Grande in Brescia, for a period of over forty years. The Teatro Grande is one of Brescia’s most beautiful, impressive, and historic monuments. The pictures show Giuseppe with performers, theater officials, writers, and friends. He was sometimes called upon to make a presentation to honored stars and musicians. And he in turn, in 1993, was awarded such a medal, for his contributions to the cultural spirit of Brescia.
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Beretta in the new world. Roman-style flintlock fowling piece of ca. 1720, with 53½-inch barrel marked GIOVAN. BERETTA. Beginning with Beretta family partnership with J. L. Galef & Sons, New York City, in the early 1950s, the first importation of products, utilizing special product names for the U.S. market, evolved into Beretta’s largest subsidiary operation. Guns, the Beretta Sport line, and other products, photographs, memorabilia, etc., suggest the complexity and development of the business at the millennium.

Pistols from top left, one of the originals of the 92S tested by the U.S. Air Force (ca. 1982–83); left, cutaway 92F prepared in Gardone for military use when Beretta was awarded the M9 U.S. government contract. Rare plastic M9 made for Rock Island Arsenal for training. The Model 92G (right center) made for French gendarmerie. Pocket pistol at left, 950BS (.25ACP); to its right, Model 21AEL (.22 longrifle); to its right, a 3032 Tomcat (.32ACP).

The Mato bolt-action rifle is a .375 H & H Magnum, standard model with elegant walnut stock. Beneath its trigger guard, snapshot showing Beretta family members with Executive Vice President, Beretta U.S.A., Robert Bonaventure, and wife, Yuki; next to Bonaventure (at center), Leo Goldsmith Jr. and at right, Marco Folchi-Vici, a director of Beretta U.S.A. in the early days. Cavaliere del Merito, medal of Italian government, awarded to Bonaventure for his role at Beretta.

Sheath knives at left center, first production and instrumental in launching Beretta’s knife program. Beneath Mato barrel, pictures taken at opening of Beretta Gallery, Dallas, 1997, including Larry Flagman and Steve Kennelly of Dallas. Lock for pistols and self-loading shotguns (lower right) introduced in 1998.

When the American television program 60 Minutes profiled the Beretta family, the first sequence showed Pier Giuseppe in the theater, with his wife, Anna, attending a performance of the opera. The enthusiasm of the family for the opera was a central topic.

Music was a tonic that Pier Giuseppe felt should be shared with the factory employees, as well. He enjoyed organizing concerts, some of which were held on the factory grounds or at the Beretta cinema. For his eightieth birthday, there was such an event at the Teatro Grande. One that he may well have organized is recorded in a panoramic photograph taken in 1939, showing several hundred people at a “Concerto di Fabbrica nella Stabilimento Beretta in Gardone V.T.—1939….” (see collage). Carlo sits in the front row, near two empty chairs, one of which was likely for brother Pier Giuseppe. A third empty chair sits between Pietro’s wife, Zina, and niece Dorina Cadeo; directly above Dorina is a nephew of Pietro, Carlo Federici. Since neither Giuseppe nor his father can be seen in the photograph, this empty chair was likely for Pietro. Also visible in the foreground of the picture are the sisters Caterina and Giuseppina Federici (nieces of Pietro), their cousin Tina Beretta, and Giulio Levi, whose wife Irma was a sister of Zina Beretta.

Young people loved Giuseppe; it was said this was because he was younger than they. The family holiday retreat in Lago d’Iseo, San Paolo Island, was often visited by children. Throughout his life he read prodigiously, and was always up-to-date. He and his grandnephew Franco had an informal competition about characteristics of automobiles that were new on the market. Franco was astonished that his uncle knew so much—mechanics, construction, design, performance.

Pier Giuseppe invited his young relatives to visit San Paolo. On these holidays, he was informally dressed. They were comfortable with him, and he with them. He founded a “pater familias” society, in which he owned shares of apartments at the seaside. In time, he gave the shares of these apartments to cousins who had sons. His thought was that at moments of relaxation father and son get to know each other better. He felt they should develop a friendship, not only because they were related.

Pier Giuseppe also looked for other ways of forging relationships. Going to football matches in Brescia on Sunday was one way to do this, another was the theater in Brescia, where there were customarily extra seats available for Beretta employees.

Gabriele d’Annunzio, Writer, War Hero, and Bon Vivant

Flamboyant, heroic, and captivating, Gabriele d’Annunzio (March 12, 1863–March 1, 1938) came from a family of wealth, political connection, and social position, but his reknown was quite in contrast to his origins. Rapidly ascending to become a prominent intellectual of the late nineteenth century and the first four decades of the twentieth, d’Annunzio had legions of avant-garde friends and a nation of admirers. Among them were Sarah Bernhardt, the Duke of Aosta, Claude Debussy, Arturo Toscanini, printer-publisher Arnoldo Mondadori, and Anatole France and his circle. Even racing driver Tazio Nuvolari, another Italian national hero, was counted among the popular author’s devotees. Mussolini appointed d’Annunzio Prince of Monte Nevoso in 1924 and Brigadier in 1925. In 1937, he was nominated President of the Royal Academy of Italy.

D’Annunzio’s writings, chiefly poetry, captured the attention of the public, while his reputation was partly fueled by his skills at self-promotion. “O Giovinezza!” by d’Annunzio is a poem taught to every Italian student, much as English children learn passages from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. D’Annunzio led an avant-garde, bon vivant lifestyle, one that attracted public attention and the adulation of numerous beautiful women. His World War I escapades airborne and at sea added “war hero” to his credits; in 1916 he was blinded in one eye as the result of a plane crash. Counted among d’Annunzio’s daring adventures was risking his life to drop propaganda leaflets over Vienna from his SVA biplane, in 1918.
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