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  Foreword

  About 25 years ago, gunmaker John Wilkes remarked to me that traditional gunmaking is a 19th Century craft struggling to survive in the Space Age. Looking around his little shop at 79 Beak Street in the Soho section of London, I could not see much evidence of Space Age intrusion. It reminded me more of some image out of Dickens. The tiny front shop was stacked nearly to the ceiling with well-worn gun cases of oak and leather, with perhaps three or four newly completed guns on display. Through a doorway beyond lay an even tinier business office and a narrow stairway leading to the workshops above.

  There again, two rooms, fitted with workbenches that were mostly cluttered with hand tools. The atmosphere was redolent with the smells of gun oil, linseed and fresh walnut shavings. Wads of tow, some fluffy and some blackly soaked with oil and solvent, lay scattered about. All told, it was about as traditional a shop as one could find in London. Even then, the more high-tech makers worked in digs tidy as operating rooms. Times change.

  John Wilkes, Gun and Riflemaker, no longer occupies No. 79. Having no sons to whom they could pass the business, the Wilkes brothers, John and Tom, closed it some years ago—ending a tradition that began in 1830 and ultimately made Wilkes the oldest London gunmaker still owned by the founding family. I don’t know what the building houses now, probably some trendy boutique. And I don’t really want to know, as I prefer to remember it the way it once was.

  But as Hamlet says, “The past is prologue.” Having what I hope is a reasonably good grasp of what came before, I can’t help wondering what the future will be.

  My long-time friend Vic Venters has wondered this as well. The book you’re about to read is the result of his curiosity, his boundless enthusiasm for finely built guns, and his admiration of the craftsmen who create them. It also derives from his hard-headedly practical approach, free of the breathless gushing that too often taints the writing on this subject. Whether his topic is historical or technical, you’ll find no sappy fantasizing here, just lucid thinking expressed in clear, cleanly crafted language.

  You will find it neither dry nor pedantic. Vic’s love of fine guns comes through at every turn. A writer of long experience and great skill, he achieves the balance between thought and feeling to which all of us who ply the word trade should aspire.

  When we get it right, as Vic has done, the readers will be the prime beneficiaries. So, this is your book. I trust you’ll enjoy it as much as I have.

  


  —Michael McIntosh
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  Gun Craft & Gunmakers


  I.

  The Unknown Gunmaker: Bob Turner

  [image: Birmingham gunmaker Bob Turner in 2009. (David Grant)]

  


  Agunmaker lifts the lid of a felt-lined leather case that rests on a table in his living room. Into view comes a sidelock—a beautifully proportioned action filed up by hand with double bars and beads and wed to a stock of highly figured walnut. With barrels attached, the gun almost dances in the hands, so lively is its balance. Ejectors are perfectly timed, the shift of the safety is simultaneously crisp but buttery, and the fit of metal to metal is as flawless as human hands are capable of. On each side of the foliate-engraved action is the maker’s name: Turner Richards.

  Turner who ?

  Bob Turner may just be the finest English gunmaker you’ve never heard of. In five decades on the bench he’s built only a handful of guns under his own company’s name—the gun described perhaps his last. Turner’s craftsmanship, however, has appeared in guns and rifles bearing Britain’s best names: Boss & Co., Churchill Atkin Grant & Lang, Dickson & MacNaughton, William Evans, Holland & Holland, P.V. Nelson, William Powell and Westley Richards.

  Like legions of anonymous British craftsmen before him, the 70-year-old Birmingham native spent his entire career courting neither fame nor fortune, but rather perfecting his craft as “maker to the trade,” supplying other firms with components and actions and guns that they would stock, engrave and finish under their own names.

  Beauty, it has been said, makes presence shine. Turner’s handicraft positively gleams, whether its presence bears his name or not.

  Almost retired now, Turner met me for his first-ever interview last November at the Ewe & Lamb, a bustling pub on the outskirts of Bromsgrove, a town of 35,000 southwest of Birmingham that has been his home since 1964. Clad in a spotless white cable-knit sweater and wearing glasses, the smiling, soft-spoken craftsman might easily have passed for a retired minister.

  Robert E. Turner was born October 3, 1939, a block from the Westley Richards factory in Birmingham. His passion for guns, however, came first from the country. “I was a war baby,” he said. “When the Germans began bombing Birmingham, I was put out to live with my grandparents in the country. By three or four I was going with my grandfather, a gun over his arm, when he went out for a rabbit or pigeon for the pot. I’ve had a passion for guns and shooting since.”

  Turner never formally apprenticed with another maker, something that differentiates him from almost every other working craftsman of his era. Over fish and chips and mushy peas washed down with a pint of ale, he outlined the circuitous road he took into gunmaking. “As a lad, I began hanging around the ‘old hands’ at Westley Richards,” he said. “Harry Payne was really my mentor.”

  Payne was a “stock, screw & finisher” and one of Westley’s most experienced craftsmen, the son of Harry (Henry) Payne Sr. and the firm’s works manager before the Second World War. “I was 15 and was very keen to learn about gunmaking,” Turner said, “and I pestered the life out of Harry to teach me how.”

  


  [image: Harry Payne Jr., a seasoned craftsman at Westley Richards, was Turner’s mentor in the 1950s. (Courtesy of John Payne)]

  


  The ’50s were hard times for British gunmakers. Inexpensive guns made overseas were killing domestic demand for the sort of mid-priced product Birmingham excelled at. Youngsters coming into the trade were scarce, and older craftsmen who had kept their jobs normally were loath to share their skills with interlopers. Payne, however, took the enthusiastic teenager under his wing.

  “He came to realize I could do a job after he’d given me instruction,” Turner said. “I’d go home and practice the projects he’d given me in my little shed, then bring the work back and he’d correct me.”

  When Turner was about 18, Payne showed him a Leslie B. Taylor-patent Westley selective single trigger—one of Britain’s best triggers but an intricate mechanism in which, in the words of Major Sir Gerald Burrard, “every part must be fit with absolute accuracy.” It has been likened to the Swiss watch of single triggers.

  “When you get better,” Payne told him, “you can move on to clever work like this.”

  “I blurted out, ‘Oh, I can make that,’” Turner said. “Of course, I didn’t know if I could or couldn’t . . . .”

  “Then take it away and build me one like it,” Payne replied.

  Turner went home, stripped the 31-part mechanism, made some sketches of its dimensions, got to work making components, and in time returned with a gleaming new trigger.

  “After Harry examined it, he gave me a little smile and said, ‘Hold on,’ then, clutching it, disappeared downstairs.” He returned soon after with Harry Rogers, Westley’s managing director. “Rogers handed the trigger back and said, ‘Can you make us half a dozen?’”

  A pupil so ardent and mechanically adept seemed destined for glory in the gun trade, but Turner’s father virtually forbade him to enter. “‘No future in it,’ I was told.”

  So he did the next best thing: “I went into the machine-tool trade.” Turner apprenticed with H.W. Ward & Co., then a prominent Birmingham manufacturer of capstan and turret lathes, spending five years on the floor learning to make machine tools and components, then another 14 years as a draftsman creating the engineering drawings used by machinists to transform concepts on paper into components of steel.

  In 1964 he married Barbara Westwood, moved to Bromsgrove and built a small workshop alongside his house. The want of young craftsmen coming into the gun trade had become manifest during the 1960s, and in the shortfall Turner found opportunity. In his spare time he made single triggers and began “fitting in” (or jointing) new barrels to existing guns for a number of makers. “This gave me a foothold into the trade,” he said.

  Jointing is a time-consuming process that matches the bearing surfaces of the barrel assembly to the action and, if skillfully performed, assures the longevity of the gun through time and over tens of thousands of rounds. “By 1973 I had more work than I could sensibly cope with,” Turner said. In October of that year he gave his notice at Ward’s and launched a full-time career in gunmaking.

  


  [image: A new 12-bore Turner Richards sidelock—one of a handful of guns made that bear Turner’s name. (David Grant)]

  


  Birmingham’s William Powell & Sons was at the time overhauling its gunmaking operations, with many of its craftsmen either retiring or approaching the age at which they could. “Where to find a best actioner who could complete all aspects of a new sidelock now that our best furniture and ejectorwork men had died, retired or been put out to grass?” reflected Peter Powell, who in 1973 was a new director succeeding his recently retired father, Bernard.

  Turner, it turned out, was that actioner. “I was introduced to Bob, and I was impressed by his skills and liked his intelligence, honesty, integrity and thirst for knowledge,” Powell said. He presented Turner with an order for a dozen sidelocks, his first large commission for complete guns (sans stocks) rather than piecework. Since then, Turner has actioned almost all of Powell’s best-quality English-made No. 1 model sidelocks (including the pair engraved by Alan Brown and pictured on the cover of Nigel Brown’s British Gunmakers, Volume Two).

  As Turner’s reputation spread, orders followed from some of Britain’s most famous makers—some for guns and actions, others for smaller projects like making “furniture” (components) for Boss single triggers and such. Turner never felt compelled, however, to make guns under his own name, except for a handful under the banner of Turner Richards (the name resulting from a short-lived business partnership, with Turner keeping the name for trading purposes once the partnership dissolved).

  If retail buyers barely know his name, Turner has earned respect from his peers. “While Bob didn’t enjoy a traditional gunmaking apprenticeship, his love of guns and rifles coupled with his talent and engineering background enabled him to work his way up to true ‘gun-maker’ status,” said Robin Brown, of Birmingham’s ultra-traditional A.A. Brown & Sons.

  Said Powell: “There have been few who have mastered almost all of the aspects of building a truly ‘best’ gun—jointing, making and fitting leverwork and ejectors and safeties, filing up action fences—ball and bead—and single- or double-bar shoulders, and fitting lockwork. Bob is one of them. I believe he could finish the stock were he given enough time to meet his standards of perfection.”

  Exquisite guns often spring from surprisingly tight confines: Turner’s workshop of 46 years measures 9' x 14'. A small lathe, a horizontal and vertical miller and a drill press comprise Turner’s conventional machinery. Neatly organized boxes of components fill drawers and shelves above and below his bench. On the wall hang stock templates, rifle barrels, big-bore single-shot actions, reloading equipment (Turner is an obsolete-caliber rifle buff), even a barreled action of a West-ley Richards-type hand-detachable he’s been working on for 40 years. “One day I’ll finish it for myself.”

  To the right of his bench is a full drilling setup salvaged from a dentist’s office. A dentist’s drill? “I use it for some of the artistic work,” Turner said. “With a cutting head, I can use it for fine sculpting, also for getting into corners and slots hard to reach with a chisel or file.”

  To the left, on shelves up high, are files and notebooks filled with engineering drawings he has drafted over his career. These drawings would go to specialist firms, such as Phillipson & Nephew, to have action bodies and forend irons machined out to his specifications.

  


  [image: Built on an assisted-opening Holland-type action, Turner’s sidelock was engraved with bold foliate scroll by John Barratt. (David Grant)]

  


  More than anything, perhaps, Turner’s engineering background distinguishes him from other artisanal gunmakers. “Craftsmen traditionally had nothing on paper to build guns from,” Turner said. “Each craftsman worked from his own set of templates, jigs and gauges copied from those of the man who taught him.

  “As far as I am aware, I am the only practical gunmaker who has actually done his own drafting. The principle behind engineering and drafting—to be extremely accurate—has seen me all the way through gunmaking.”

  This expertise led to one of Turner’s last big jobs for the trade. In 1997 he was hired by Scotland’s James MacNaughton to help the firm revive production of its Edinburgh model gun. Turner reengineered it for modern production—notably improving the MacNaughton by incorporating Southgate-type ejectors in place of the original fragile design. He also made the first new 20-gauge MacNaughton. When MacNaughton purchased John Dickson in 1999 to form Dickson & MacNaughton, Turner also worked on reengineering the former’s Round Action.

  In 2001 Turner returned to college to learn CAD (computer-aided design) programming. “I was obviously the oldest in my class . . . .”

  As one of 15 elected Guardians of the Birmingham Proof House, Turner remains engaged in the gun trade, but his career is winding down. The last gun he built—the Turner Richards sidelock—was made for a cousin, not the trade. There is the Westley-style droplock he’d like to finish and a couple of rifles—but if completed, they will be his and not sold.

  Turner’s career, in retrospect, presages the high-tech revolution that has transformed fine gunmaking in the past couple of decades. The British trade (aside from that of the Basques) remained arguably the most traditional the longest, with craftsmen regarded as distinct from engineers. By contrast, Turner has been fully in both camps his entire working life, his success predicated in part on ambidexterity in mastering metal with each set of skills.

  That such an integrated approach dominates contemporary gun-making was shot home a couple of days after my visit with Turner, when my tour of Purdey’s London factory revealed engineers in the firm’s sophisticated machine shop having appropriated many of the tasks once reserved for bench-trained artisans. For example, the goal of old-fashioned actioning—in essence, ensuring the mechanical integrity and function of the gun—nowadays can be written into CAD/CAM programs and substantially achieved through CNC machining, with the craft of actioning increasingly an adjunct of assembly work and fine finishing.

  Dual skills for tomorrow’s artisan gunmaker will not be an exception, as was the case with Turner, but a necessity. “Any youngster coming into the trade today not only will need gunmaking skills but also will have to be computer literate and definitely have knowledge of CNC machining,” Turner said.

  That an unknown gunmaker helped blaze the way should be better known.


  II.

  Jointing & The Circle

  Man has for a long time recognized that the number “three” possesses special properties. Pythagoras considered it the perfect number, the embodiment of harmony and masculine strength. Classical mythology held that three gods ruled the world: Jupiter (heaven), Neptune (sea) and Pluto (Hades). Christianity’s God has a triune nature—Father, Son and Holy Ghost—and the Old Testament, New Testament and Apocrypha comprise the Bible. All stories have a beginning, middle and end, and any carpenter worth the steel in his saw knows that a three-legged stool is more stable than a comparable one made with four.

  


  [image: In traditional craft gunmaking little has changed in the past century in jointing a gun: a W.W. Greener actioner at work in the early 20th Century, and Richard Tandy performing same today. (Courtesy Richard Tandy/W.W. Greener)]

  


  Gunmaking has its own rules of three, starting with what are traditionally a gun’s elemental components: its lock, stock and barrel. Another application concerns “jointing,” the process of fitting the barrel assembly into the action so that the bearing surfaces of each mate in ways that make the gun durable, safe and easy to operate. To accomplish these three goals in a shotgun, an actioner brings surfaces to bear at three critical locations: at the hinge pin, on the action face and at the bolt.

  Allied with sound design and high-quality steel, a triadic joint is the front-line defense against a gun shooting loose—that is, coming “off the face” at the barrel breeches and action face. A gun severely off the face will show daylight between the breech surfaces, and there invariably will be play at the hinge.

  Every time a gun is fired, a slew of violent physical forces generated by the combustion of powder and the ejection of the payload work to batter, bash, bend or otherwise sunder a gun’s stress-bearing components. Radial forces resulting from gas pressure will be mostly contained by the strength of the barrels, while the bolt tames those acting to pry open a breechloading gun around its hinge.

  In a conventional side-by-side shotgun, the most popular bolting mechanism is nowadays James Purdey’s underbolt (or “double bolt”) of 1863—a spring-loaded, flat rectangular bolt that travels in slots in the action bar to engage the bites in each of the lumps of the barrels, thus locking the latter into the bar until a lever-operated cam withdraws it.

  The rotational forces working to force the barrels up and open in a shotgun are actually relatively weak. In fact, in the 19th Century various gunmakers demonstrated that a gun with its bolt removed, if properly jointed, would remain closed during firing by simply holding the barrels down to the action with the hand or a tie of string.

  If the Purdey design enjoys enormous reserves of strength in bolting down the barrels, it alone does little to master the destructive thrusts running along the axis of the tubes. These axial forces hammer the action face at every shot, driving the entire frame back and slamming the hinge pin into the hook upon which the barrels hinge.

  Unless some form of supplemental buttressing guards the hinge, consequent wear and tear between pin and hook over time can force the two surfaces apart—leaving the shooter with a gun with “the shakes.” A double gone loose will almost invariably shoot looser the more it’s fired, as the gaps between hook and hinge pin and between breech and action face generate increased kinetic energy between the colliding components—which can spiral into an ever-accelerating cycle of damage. (Over time, frictional wear from repeated opening and closing also can loosen a break-action gun, but in this discussion I will focus entirely on the consequences resulting from shooting.)


  


  [image: 3rd Angle Projection Barrel in Contact with the Joint Pin at All Times With the Barrels Locked in the Action Body, the Forces Involved During the Firing Process Are Resisted by the Three Bearing Contacts Thus Gun Closed, Underbolt Engaged Clearance Between Circle of Barrel and Action 0.0005/0.0015 FIG. 1 Clearance Between the Flats of Barrel and Action Body 0.002/0.004 at This Point Diagrams Showing the Bolting of a Shotgun Using the Purdey System unless otherwi se stated , all dimensions in inches + 0.005 +- Gunmakers use the principle of jointing on three bearing surfaces (in red) to resist the forces generated when a gun is fired. In a double shotgun with Purdey underbolts, careful jointing on the circle (in blue) provides a critical supplementary bolster when the gun is fired. British gunmaker/engineer Bob Turner created these drawings to accurately illustrate the principles and tolerances craftsmen work to. (Copyright Turner Richards Gunmakers)]

  


  Although a common enough problem, a gun that has gone off the face is deemed to have a serious enough defect in the UK that it will not pass proof. It cannot, in fact, even be submitted to a proof house until rectified. Shooting loose is also the most common cause of failure during the proofing process. “Ideally there should be no gap at the breech face either before or after proof,” said Robin Brown, of A.A. Brown & Sons, who is the Vice Chairman of the Guardians of the Birmingham Proof House. “This might be measured by our inspectors by viewing [visual inspection] or by inserting a feeler gauge. Perceptible play when the gun is bolted is also not acceptable.”

  Many early breechloading designs of the 1850s quickly shot themselves into rattletraps until gunmakers developed effective bolsters that reduced stress load at the hinge. One of the first answers was the top extension, which when properly designed and fitted nullifies the worst consequences of axial thrust at the action face and load-up on the hinge. But talk of top extensions will have to wait; that is the subject for the next chapter.

  An action can, of course, be made so large that its sheer size and strength suffice to subdue any destructive forces of firing. But in Britain, where a gun’s lightness and handling qualities are prized, the answer—with a Purdey-bolted gun, anyhow—is jointing the gun “on the circle.”

  The “circle” is a term that can be applied to both a general principle of jointing as well as to the specific bearing surfaces of a component. In the latter case it normally describes a circle as measured from the center of the hinge pin to a corresponding concave surface on the front of the barrel’s rear lump. As the gun is closed, the circle on the rear lump mates with the “draw,” which is the convex-shaped bridge in the frame located between the slots in the action flat. Conceptually, the circle also can describe similar bearing surfaces on other components—on a doll’s-head top extension, for example, or on the bifurcated lumps of some over/unders.

  Careful jointing on the circle fulfills three purposes: 1) It helps distribute pressure-generated stress over a greater mating-surface area of the action and barrel interface when the gun is fired; 2) it helps cam in a barrel lump for a secure fit when the bolt goes home; and 3) through the strength it lends, it allows an action to be made compact and light enough to handle nicely and exhibit grace and beauty.

  It’s hard to overstate how important a proper joint is to the longevity of a gun. In response to a question about which design was more durable, E.J. Churchill’s Don Masters once noted: “I would not be prepared to estimate the life expectancy of either a best sidelock or a best boxlock; I can only emphasize that a gun is no better than the quality of the joint.”

  


  [image: 3rd Angle Projection FIG. 1 Gun Open, Locking Underbolt Withdrawn Note in Fig. 1 the Circle, or Wedge, Is Well Clear of Its Mating Part in the Action Body Toughened Insert Dovetailed into the Action Body With the Barrels Locked in the Action Body, the Forces Involved During the Firing Process Are Resisted by the Three Bearing Contacts Thus Gun Closed, Underbolt Engaged FIG. 2 Clearance Between Flats of Barrel and Action at This Point 0.006/0.008 Diagrams Showing the Bolting of a Double Rifle Using the Purdey Underbolt unless otherwi se stated , all dimensions in inches + 0.005 Because of the high pressures generated when firing double rifles, gunmakers alter the bearing surfaces when jointing them. Importantly, the circle often is made wedge-shaped and becomes a primary stressbearing surface, along with the bolt and action face (in red). (Courtesy Turner Richards Gunmakers)]

  


  In traditional craft gunmaking—especially best-quality gunmaking—jointing demands the highest skills of its practitioners. A craftsman must work to close tolerances in multiple planes—horizontal, vertical, lateral and radial—bringing appropriate surfaces to bear simultaneously as the gun bolts shut.

  In the case of the circle these tolerances are literally as thin as smoke. In Britain a smoke lamp is used to coat metal surfaces with soot to reveal hard bearings (or “high spots”) where opposing surfaces touch. On the Continent engineering ink (Prussian blue) is often employed to same effect.

  


  [image: Another variant of a hardened insert at Holland & Holland—this one pinned in to the draw rather than dovetailed. These inserts increase bearing at the circle and also facilitate jointing and rejointing. (Courtesy of Mike Birch)]

  


  “Taking smoke” is the term British gunmakers use to describe how much soot is scraped away when surfaces bear. A jointer then will carefully remove visible high spots with his files—or with emery paper when the going gets delicate—and the smoking-and-filing process will be repeated until the surfaces are accurately fitted.

  How close the draw and the circle bear on one another depends to some extent on the craftsman’s skill but more importantly on the type of firearm being jointed. “When jointing a shotgun, I always ensure that the circle ‘just takes the smoke,’” said W.W. Greener’s Richard Tandy, who is considered one of the finest jointers in the British trade.

  Likewise, Birmingham gunmaker/engineer Bob Turner (also a Guardian of the Birmingham Proof House) described the desired tolerances between a shotgun’s circle and draw as “licking the smoke”—with just enough clearance to leave an ultra-thin gray residue on each.

  “This means that tolerances are so close that any flex in the action upon firing immediately brings the draw to bear on the circle,” Tandy said. “But the bearing isn’t so hard that it impedes the opening or closing of the gun.”

  If the mating surfaces at the circle and draw were close enough to reveal high spots, the gun literally could bind up after shooting—or at least be difficult to open or close.

  


  [image: Another variant of a hardened insert at Holland & Holland—this one pinned in to the draw rather than dovetailed. These inserts increase bearing at the circle and also facilitate jointing and rejointing. (Courtesy of Mike Birch)]

  


  Actioners therefore toe a fine line between strength and ease of use, particularly with best-quality guns built with the quick-firing demands of driven shooting in mind. “If you make a shotgun where the joint is too firm on the circle,” Brown said, “it will not feel good when you open and close it. Just touching the circle is fine, but hard on the circle and it will not feel good. And what do you do with a best gun but open and close it all day long? You want everything to work smoothly.”

  When jointing a double rifle, however, the equation changes dramatically. Here strength becomes paramount: The breech pressures generated by a .375 H&H Magnum average 62,000 psi; the typical service pressures in a 12-bore game gun, by contrast, are only around 9,000 psi (and often lower). “To allow the hinge pin to bear the stresses delivered by big-bore rifle ammunition is to court disaster,” said Turner. “The hinge pin can actually be pushed forward, bulging the knuckle. Or, the rear lump can bend or crack, or the locking bolt can shear. Sometimes it’s a combination. When a poorly jointed rifle goes, it goes . . .”

  The jointer’s solution is to remove virtually all load-up from the hinge pin when the rifle is fired (relegating the pin to solely a hinge for opening the barrels). The circle instead becomes a primary stress-bearing surface, rather than a supplemental one. “When jointing rifles, it is essential that the draw has full bearing on the circle,” Tandy said.

  Some gunmakers change the shape of the circle to a wedge and also dovetail a toughened insert into the bottom of the draw, which increases the wedge effect and augments the bearing as the rifle closes. This insert is replaceable, and larger sizes can be fitted in to account for wear.

  London’s Boss & Co. used the circle-and-draw concept with its seminal over/under of 1909. Its inventors dropped the full-width hinge pin and underlumps that theretofore had made O/U actions tall and visually ungainly. Instead they built hinges into each action wall and split (or “bifurcated”) the lumps, moving them to the sides of the breech assembly and action and giving the Boss gun an exceptionally sleek, low profile.

  The key to this is retaining the principle of jointing on the circle: The barrel lumps are mounted on either side of the lower tube just in front of the breech, and the lumps’ concave surfaces mate with the replaceable convex draws on the lumps on the action walls.

  The Boss is particularly sophisticated in that the arc of its circle is eccentric to the hinge. “A Boss O/U depends heavily on the fit of the draws,” Tandy said. “Its hinged trunnions are nowhere strong enough to take the stress of repeated firings. To help ensure a good fit, Boss drops the center of the circle that describes the arc of the draw, making it eccentric to the hinge. This means you get a really hard bearing when the gun is closed, but the draw moves away when the gun starts to open.”

  The circle is likewise critical to properly jointing many guns fitted with top extensions, and next chapter we visit actioner Keith Thomas, foreman at the Westley Richards factory, to learn more about the doll’s-head extension—still in production a century and a half after its introduction and as effective as ever.


  III.

  Jointing & The Doll’s-Head

  [image: Westley Richards foreman Keith D. Thomas jointing a hand-detachable double rifle.]

  


  Guns and gunmakers are as subject to the comings and goings of fashion as are oceans to the pull of tides.

  And tides of fashion pull in mysterious ways. Consider Birmingham’s Westley Richards, today England’s largest English-owned gun and riflemaker. The company’s success sprouted from the ruins of its bankruptcy after the Second World War and has flourished in the past couple of decades—without a fashionable London address, without corporate backing and without gun designs deemed trendy by the herd.

  Owner and Managing Director Simon Clode has coupled his unstinting dedication to craftsmanship with the firm’s historic technical innovations for success that in many respects defies contemporary gunmaking trends.

  


  [image: Gun No. 9779, a “best”-quality Westley Richards Hand-Detachable “Droplock” built in pigeon configuration in 1924, featuring the doll’shead top extension that the firm invented and made famous. (Richard Rogers)]

  


  Components are made by sister company Westley Engineering Ltd., a high-tech manufacturer of press tools. Nowadays the fashion in fine gunmaking is to make components with the latest technology to dimensions as close to finished as possible. Clode has, to the contrary, constrained the capabilities of the technology at his disposal—it takes no more than a glance at Westley’s unfinished components in the white to show that its guns remain very much hand-crafted, not simply hand-finished.

  There is also no mistaking a Westley gun for any other. A defining feature on the firm’s traditional double guns and rifles is the doll’s-head top extension. Patented by the firm in 1862 (patent No. 2506) and modified several times thereafter (in 1864 and 1871), it is an ingenious design that combines bolting for the barrels with structural support to the breech area and action.

  


  [image: As this vintage Westley Richards catalog illustration shows, the doll’s-head is jointed on the circle. In most Westley guns and rifles, the doll’s-head not only is the primary bolt for locking the gun but it also absorbs much of the pressure generated in firing. The Purdey-type underbolt provides supplementary support and also serves to hold open the toplever.]

  


  The 1862 patent is one of those designs that inextricably altered the course of gunmaking. It describes a “snap action”—that is, a gun with a spring-loaded locking bolt that “snaps” home as the gun is closed, locking the barrels down. It was not the world’s first snap action, but it was arguably the first to achieve great commercial success.

  So named for the bulbous, circular-shaped head at the extension’s tip, the doll’s-head makes full use of proven engineering principles. By locking the barrels at the top of the action, the bolt and bite are located as far as possible from the hinge pin, which maximizes its gripping power.

  A well-fitted doll’s-head is also jointed “on the circle,” and the extension’s bearing surfaces behind the breech retard the tendency of this area to spring back under axial pressure when the gun is fired. This dampens the flexing of the action bar at its junction with the action face, which in worst cases can exceed the elastic limits of the metal and crack it, or more often help work the barrels off the face. Because of its strength, the doll’s-head is particularly well suited to double rifles as well as big-bore shotguns or those intended for powerful cartridges.

  The principles of the doll’s-head inspired a host of competing top-extension designs in the decades following its introduction. Because of their mechanical advantages, top extensions became popular in the US, where stout loads are the norm. They feature prominently in bolting most classic American double guns: Parkers, L.C. Smiths, Ithacas, Foxes and Lefevers, among others.

  Top extensions never caught on with gunmakers in London, however, and 19th Century pundits in the latters’ orbit often complained that in general they were ugly, clumsy to use and mechanically super-fluous. The most pointed criticisms came from driven-game-shooting quarters, where it was argued that extensions impeded rapid reloading. (The latter criticism never gained much truck in America, where driven shooting never was and never has been fashionable.)

  Criticisms noted, the mechanical attributes of the doll’s-head still outweigh any of its shortcomings, real or imagined. Clode has in fact used the design and Westley’s other distinctive patents to carve out a unique footprint in today’s “best”-gun market. “London may have a better name,” Clode said. “I think I’ve got the better gun.”

  Guns incorporating the doll’s-head in today’s Westley lineup are hand-detachable “droplocks” in rifles and shotguns, fixed-lock Anson & Deeley boxlock rifles, and new sidelock double rifles introduced in 2008. (In recent years Westley’s also has begun offering London-pattern sidelock shotguns sans the doll’s-head. “People want them,” Clode said, “so we make them.”)

  In 2008 Westley Richards moved out of its historic Bournbrook factory, occupied since 1898, and into a dedicated 20,000-square-foot, £4.5 million factory and showroom on Pritchett Street, near the heart of the Birmingham gun quarter. Built in the bones of an old enameling plant, its showroom combines an inviting contemporary design with walls festooned with African trophies and memorabilia from two centuries of gunmaking. Upstairs is the factory floor, where 14 craftsmen work along well-lit benches that radiate around a hub room where guns in process and their components are stored.

  On an overcast day in November 2009, Production Manager Chris Soyza provided a tour. Scion of a Malaysian plantation owner, Soyza has an education in mechanical engineering and a long background in big-bore riflemaking—and an incurable passion for hunting elephants. He oversees the production of 30 to 40 guns and rifles each year, the majority of the doubles made with the doll’s-head.

  At a bench overlooking Pritchett Street, I was surprised to meet Keith Thomas, an actioner by training and now Westley’s shop foreman. When our paths had last crossed he’d been in Purdey’s Hammersmith factory.

  Thomas, a 36-year-old Rhodesian, learned his craft at Rigby’s, served a short stint at Watson Bros., and then had eight years under his apron making bolt rifles and Beesley-type sidelocks at Purdey’s. Clode recruited Thomas four years ago, soon after he’d left Purdey’s to work in the trade, and under the tutelage of long-time foreman Ken Halbert, Thomas learned the intricacies of jointing Westley guns and rifles. When Halbert (semi) retired, Clode made Thomas foreman.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg
Birmingham gunmaker Bob Turner in 2009. (David Grant)
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Gunmakers use the principle of jointing on three bearing surfaces
(in red) to resist the forces generated when a gun is fired. In a double
shotgun with Purdey underbolts, careful jointing on the circle (in blue)
provides a critical supplementary bolster when the gun is fired. British
gunmakerfengineer Bob Turner created these drawings to accurately
illustrate the principles and tolerances craftsmen work to.
(Copyright Turner Richards Gunmakers)
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Another variant of a hardened
insert at Holland & Holland—
this one pinned in to the draw
rather than dovetailed. These
inserts increase bearing at the
circle and also facilitate
Jjointing and rejointing.
(Courtesy of Mike Birch)
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Built on an assisted-opening Holland-type action, Turner sidelock
was engraved with bold foliate scroll by John Barratt. (David Grant)
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As this vintage Westley Richards catalog illustration shows,
the doll’s-head is jointed on the circle. In most Westley guns and
rifles, the doll’-head not only is the primary bolt for locking the gun
but it also absorbs much of the pressure generated in firing.
The Purdey-type underbolt provides supplementary support and
also serves to hold open the toplever.
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Some gunmakers now use a hardened insert that is dovetailed into
the “draw” to increase the bearing at the circle. This example is from
recent production at Holland & Holland. For illustrative purposes it
is shown attached to the circle where it bears when the gun is closed.

(Courtesy of Mike Birch)
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Harry Payne Jr, a seasoned craftsman at Westley Richards,
was Turners mentor in the 1950s. (Courtesy of John Payne)
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A new 12-bore Turner Richards sidelock—one of a handful
of guns made that bear Turners name. (David Grant)
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Because of the high pressures generated when firing double rifles, gun-
makers alter the bearing surfaces when jointing them. Importantly,
the circle often is made wedge-shaped and becomes a primary stress-
bearing surface, along with the bolt and action face (in red)

(Courtesy Turner Richards Gunmakers)
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