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The Great Trees, Mariposa Grove, California. Albert Bierstadt, oil on canvas, 118⅜” × 59¼”. Painting exhibited at The Metropolitan Museum of Art as well as at the Museum of Modern Art and elsewhere. In front of the giant sequoias, on top of nineteenth-century books on the American West, Sharps sporting rifles, both customized by acclaimed Frontier gunsmiths the Freund Brothers. At bottom, Model 1874 Sharps, engraved on the right lockplate:

                  Freund Bros. Cheyenne Wyo./U.S.A.

On right side of receiver: AMERICAN FRONTIER.

Engraved on left side of receiver: FREUND and IMPROVD. .40 caliber; engraved on upper tang: Pietre Lorillard

Engraved on the left side of the frame: AMERICAN/FRONTIER; on lockplate: WYOMING ARMORY/FREUND’S PATENT/WYO. T. U.S.A.

Indian warrior on right side of receiver. Buttplate checkered steel with scroll engraving.

At top, another Freund Model 1874 Sharps, engraved on the right lockplate, in script: Freund Bros. Cheyenne Wyo./U.S.A. On right side of receiver: AMERICAN FRONTIER.

Engraved on left side of receiver: FREUND and IMPROVD. Checkered steel buttplate, .40 caliber.

Front endpaper: The Ruger saga from the nineteenth century through the 1960s. Camp scene at left painted by Grandfather Julius Ruger, during Civil War service; beneath, sister Betty with “Bud” (Ruger’s nickname, coined by family) on outing; nearby their father on horseback; above, German heritage family heirloom pistol from matched pair. “Blue Boy” style portrait at left center painted on ivory by young Roger’s Aunt Emma. Lodge to right of Schoeverling, Daly & Gales catalogue was on father’s Long Island duck-hunting property. Drawings of technical designs from youth and into 1950s. Wife Mary Thompson Ruger in several pictures, formal portrait to left of prototype Ruger .22 pistol, and above Ruger in college dormitory at University of North Carolina. First patent next to photograph of the Rugers on their wedding day, April 26, 1938. Mother May Batterman Ruger on passport, above first yacht, the Island Waters. Coveted Shaw & Hunter trophy, at far right, awarded to Ruger by East African Professional Hunters Association, for record reedbuck taken with Ruger .44 Magnum Carbine on 1961 safari to Uganda. Family picture, to left of Queen Mary postcard, published in Life, August 11, 1947, had been taken at Fairfield County fair. Sons Billy and Tom, and daughter Molly, to right of Ruger standing in safari clothes, in Uganda bush. Original Southport, Connecticut, factory at top right center, next to Ruger with light machine gun he designed for Auto-Ordnance, during World War II.

Back endpaper: Continuing the Ruger saga from the 1950s through the mid-1990s. Old friend Bill Lett (at right) in whitetail deer-hunting scene at bottom left, next to outdoor writer (in green jacket) Larry Roller, car and shotgun specialist Lyle Patterson, and yawning cat Keto. Shooting champion Jim Clark, with favorite Ruger .22 Standard pistol, at far left. Left center, company directors in session on board yacht Titania, black-hulled vessel at top center and bottom left. Southport factory at upper left: Newport factory at far right; Prescott factory at top right. President Carter with his new Ruger Red Label shotgun, with Executive Vice President John M. Kingsley, Jr., and President Bush with his new Red Label, with then Sturm, Ruger President William B. Ruger, Jr., in Oval Office. Top left and at center, Ruger family home in Southport, purchased 1958. Beneath Ruger Sports Tourer prototype cars at left center, Stan Terhune and Lenard Brownell, instrumental in establishing Newport factory. Writer Skeeter Skelton on horseback next to Ruger on safari, with trophy zebra. Ruger daughter Molly in library of her home, Fasnacloich (listed in National Register of Historic Places) with extensive collection, primarily of children’s books. Ruger with granddaughter Victoria above Cape Buffalo trophy. Grandson Charlie with his sisters Amy, left, and Adrienne, above Ruger’s daughter Molly with niece Cameron Wesselhoft Brauns, above Charlie with Ruger great-grandsons Terry and Stephen. Ruger secretary Margaret Sheldon next to poster celebrity Kelly Glenn on brochure; above Sam and Sylvia McAllister—Sylvia was with the family from 1958-66, and again from 1993. Race car (The Ruger Special), driven by Johnny Unser, at Loudon, Indianapolis car race, September 1994. Beneath Ruger P85 pistol on Time cover, Mary in garden of Southport home, with factory employee Ken Siwy and standard poodle Sophie. Partial interior of Ruger Prescott factory to left of Blackhawk in service with U.S. Special Forces; both pictures beneath “Forge of Vulcan” ambiance photographs from Pine Tree Castings foundry. Other Prescott and Pine Tree factory photographs to left of Tom Ruger with industry advertising executive Dave Crosby; Maynard Dixon’s celebrated “Cloud World” painting beneath. Tom with exhibition shooter Joe Bowman beneath The New York Times article on Christie’s auction. Robert Delfay, Executive Director, National Shooting Sports Federation, interviewing Ruger for NSSF publication. 1950s group of gun writers, with Ruger on New Hampshire whitetail deer hunt; below antique arms dealer Herb Glass at bench with No. 1 Rifle. Reeves Callaway standing behind Ruger’s Stutz engine (turbocharged and fine-tuned by Callaway Cars). At left, Ruger longtime friend and fellow gun and car collector Hunting World founder Bob Lee, on Marco Polo sheep hunt in the Pamirs, China, 1980. Coterie of celebrated gun writers and publishers above the original advertisement for Ruger firearms, the .22 Standard pistol, from The American Rifleman issue of August 1949.


… Man is a Tool-using Animal…. Weak in himself, and of small stature, he stands on a basis, at most for the flattest-soled, of some half-square foot, insecurely enough; has to straddle out his legs, lest the very wind supplant him. Feeblest of bipeds! Three quintals are a crushing load for him; the steer of the meadow tosses him aloft, like a waste rag. Nevertheless he can use Tools, can devise Tools: with these the granite mountain melts into light dust before him; he kneads glowing iron, as if it were soft paste; seas are his smooth highway, winds and fire his unwearying steeds. Nowhere do you find him without Tools: without Tools he is nothing, with Tools he is all.

Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus

… the Ego has steadily tended to efface itself, and, for purposes of model, to become a manikin on which the toilet of education is to be draped in order to show the fit or misfit of the clothes. The object of study is the garment, not the figure. The tailor adapts the manikin as well as the clothes to his patron’s wants. The tailors object …is to fit young men, in universities or elsewhere, to be men of the world, equipped for any emergency; and the garment offered to them is meant to show the faults of the patchwork fitted on their fathers.

At the utmost, the active-minded young man should ask of his teacher only mastery of his tools. The young man himself, the subject of education, is a certain form of energy; the object to be gained is economy of his force; the training is partly the clearing away of obstacles, partly the direct application of effort. Once acquired, the tools and models may be thrown away.

The manikin, therefore, has the same value as any other geometrical figure of three or more dimensions, which is used for the study of relation. For that purpose it cannot be spared; it is the only measure of motion, of proportion, of human condition; it must have the air of reality; must be taken for real; must be treated as though it had life. Who knows? Possibly it had!

Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams,

An Autobiography



Preface


This book began as the story of William B. Ruger, Sturm, Ruger & Co., Inc., and Ruger firearms. But the project became much more than that, as it revealed the widespread dedication to firearms and their positive aspects—their art and craftsmanship, history, mechanics, performance, and romance.

In 1995, the overall impact to the U.S. economy from sport hunting alone has been estimated at about $40 billion. Add to that figure the billions collectively spent—directly and indirectly—on target, skeet and trap shooting, action pistol shooting, home gunsmithing, handloading, engraving, custom metal and stock making, collecting, historical reenactments, magazines and books about firearms, ammunition and accessories, and on the nonhunting shooting sports. Sixty million American households have firearms, and the number of guns in America now exceeds 250 million, a figure that’s rising steadily.

In Ruger’s career, one can clearly see the evolution of expertise and achievement in the history of firearms, from their inception as an invention through their engineering, tooling up, manufacturing, marketing, collecting, and use. No one has done this better, more comprehensively, more convincingly, or more successfully.
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William B. Ruger and Alexander McCormick Sturm, 1950.

At the same time, the Sturm, Ruger & Co., Inc., financial history serves as a model for any businessperson, especially a manufacturer who deals with endless details, from the smallest on up to the most complex: purchasing, marketing, cost and manufacturing analyses, distribution, product liability, planning, investing, dealing with the government, ad infinitum.

When Ruger started he was told that his gun and his company would fail. Colt, Winchester, Smith & Wesson, and Remington were the big four of American gunmaking.

Today Ruger makes more firearms in a single year than any of them. And he has had the opportunity to acquire all of these famous old firms, but has, in each instance, decided against it—as this book will reveal.

Even before meeting the founder in 1960, the author had been intrigued by Ruger guns, beginning with Ruger’s first revolver, the Single-Six, purchased in 1954. In 1970 it was the writer’s rare good fortune to have successfully hunted a lion in fair chase with a Ruger No. 1 Single Shot rifle while on safari in Zambia. That rifle rests with such prized Rugers as a .22 Standard pistol serial 203—originally bought by heavyweight boxing champion Gene Tunney, who gave it to his friend adventurer-filmmaker Peter Gimbel—and several low serial numbers of various models. As the book evolved, adding more guns to the collection became irresistible.

Researching Ruger’s career has proven to be an adventure in itself. Although “The Chief suffers from the ravages of diabetes and rheumatoid arthritis, the author found that trying to keep up with him at his Southport (Connecticut), Newport (New Hampshire), and Prescott (Arizona) factories—and wherever else he might be—was daunting and exciting at the same time.

Whenever I ventured to ask him a question, there was always an answer: straightforward, to the point, presented with piercing clarity and often with total recall. Genuinely self-effacing, more often than once Ruger remarked to the effect that “I don’t have ‘saint’ in front of my name. I’m not a saint; be as critical as you can.” Ruger’s personal photographs proved to be the key to many recollections, and proved nothing short of extraordinary. Quickly it became evident the story was so complex that only a collage-style approach for many of the illustrations could touch on the multifaceted subject’s breadth and scope. This technique also allowed a pivotal theme to come across: Ruger is the mainspring to his company, but the fulfillment of his dreams increasingly has depended on the dedicated teamwork of his employees. That team spirit was obvious from the day this project began, and was in constant evidence as the story unfolded.

Research was augmented by interviews with William B. Ruger, Sr. and Jr., the Ruger family, numerous present and past employees, friends (many of them journalists), acquaintances, and even gun enthusiasts who have never met the man himself, but know Ruger through his firearms.

This is a project which has no end. As Ruger himself has said, we should “save some of the story for future editions.” Therefore, it is a story which is not yet complete, and perhaps never will be.

Unfinished or not, the Ruger story is one that is all too rare in contemporary manufacturing in America—a story with an abundance of romance, adventure, excitement, humor, struggle, pathos, and unending fascination.

Despite the enormous publicity given Ruger and his guns over the years, few really know William B. Ruger, the legend or the man. And fewer realize that the man not only lives up to his legend; he surpasses it.

Sadly, in spite of the many fields of interest in which he is truly successful—guns, cars, art, entrepreneurial business, and manufacturing—Ruger has not been accorded the recognition he deserves. Had his major accomplishment been in any domain other than guns, he would be a darling of the media, a recipient of honorary degrees, national and international design awards, and much, much more.

It is the author’s fervent wish that those who read this work may come away with an understanding and appreciation of this one facet of the American dream: a career of truly heroic proportions. This is the story of one company and its products, with a unique contemporary dynamic, the telling of which could not be more timely than right now.

R. L. Wilson
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(Chapter 1 Opener) Elegant and exquisite family heirloom pistols, the first guns seen by Bill Ruger, with which he played pirates as a boy. Made in Germany by Wolff & Hinrichs, and signed in gold on top of the multi-groove rifled barrels. Snapshots from his youth and family: his grandfather Julius (at wheel of sports convertible), his parents, aunts Clara and Emma Batterman, his sister Betty, and other relatives, the Brooklyn Stuyvesant Avenue apartment building and some of the other family residences. “I first went to Sunday school at a famous old brownstone Dutch Reformed Church at the corner of Flatbush and Albemarle Terrace.” Ship model was an exhibit in one of Adolph’s trials. Although in these snapshots his riding was for pleasure, Ruger remembers that in his youth, “There were still horses used for conveyance, delivery vehicles, and so forth. Once, on my bicycle, I skidded on some horse manure!” Lower right shows Bill shooting, with his mother watching. In those days, Brooklyn was a “marvelous environment, often compared to Paris. My mother’s uncle, Henry Batterman, was on the Board of Trustees of the Brooklyn Museum of Art, and he saw to it that all of the children were life members. My mother seemed to be always going to concerts and art exhibitions, sometimes with Betty and me in tow.”



CHAPTER I


“We’ve Got to Learn Sometime”

The Education of William B. Ruger

1916–1949

World War II was over. Bill Ruger, in the vanguard of the nascent American firearms industry, had left his wartime employer, Auto-Ordnance, and set up a small machine shop in Southport, Connecticut.
It was something to do while he sorted out his future.

“Auto-Ordnance was giving up the manufacture of machine guns in favor of the consumer products which were in great demand once the war ended,” recalls Ruger. “One of their first big postwar projects was an automatic changing record player. I went in and made a bid on producing some of the components, and I got a big order from them.”

The Ruger Corporation, all 1,500 square feet of it, was off and running.

Almost.

There was the small matter of the equipment to be overcome. Ruger had outfitted his shop with a variety of used machine tools, and when he and his handful of employees were ready to begin turning out their first job, they were in for a shock.

“I started the milling machine and had to shut down immediately because the cutters were chattering and squealing terribly. We didn’t know what the hell was the matter. Everything checked out. We tried it again—more squealing.

“This shop represented all my capital. I was broke, and I was thinking, ‘I really don’t need this.’”

Bill Ruger, who was to become one of America’s foremost industrialists, needed help.

He went looking for it in Bridgeport, where an old-time mechanic named Burt Barns was living.

“He ran a beat-up looking little shop with automatic screw machines in it. He was seventy-five years old in those days, I guess, and usually needed a shave.”

Ruger persuaded Barns to stop work and come to Southport. Barns walked around the machine, pushing here and pulling there, trying a number of moves as Ruger and his staff watched anxiously.

“Finally, he took a wrench, gave a couple of twists to a nut—one nut—and said, ‘Okay, now try it,’ and it worked.

“It was going at a slow speed, so I said, All right, let’s try it a little higher,’ and the guys in the shop were sort of reluctant. They said, ‘Yeah, this is great. But why risk damaging the cutters?’ I said, ‘We’ve got to learn sometime.’”

So they cranked it up. No problem. When Ruger said to keep pushing it higher, the men thought he was nuts and told him so.

“I’ll never forget the battle those guys put up; they just didn’t want to take a chance, and I made them do it. That machine was really using some of its power by then, but it sailed right through, and we were in business.”

Burt Barns went home to Bridgeport, and Bill Ruger went on to make history.


“Solitary trees, if they grow at all, grow strong; and a boy deprived of a father’s care often develops, if he escapes the perils of youth, an independence and vigour of thought which may restore in after life the heavy loss of early days.”

—Winston Churchill, The River War



The Early Years

William Batterman Ruger was born on June 21, 1916, in the elegant Cathedral Arms apartment house on Ocean Avenue, Brooklyn, the first of two children of Adolph and May Batterman Ruger.

His father’s family was from northern Germany, and his paternal great grandfather Julius, who had been a drummer boy in von Blücher’s army at Waterloo in 1815, had immigrated to America in the 1840s. His grandfather, also named Julius, had fought in the Civil War and lived to become a portrait painter in Brooklyn, while his great uncles became worldwide clipper ship entrepreneurs known as the Ruger Brothers. His mother, May, was from a wealthy New York family of department store magnates.

Adolph Ruger was a fairly successful trial lawyer who became a heavy drinker when he started having problems in his law practice. In 1918 he moved with his family to a house in Albemarle Terrace, in the then-fashionable Flatbush section of Brooklyn. He also purchased a farm farther out on Long Island, where the family stayed off and on. Inevitably, however, his alcoholism had a terrible effect on his finances, and when the economy sagged, on the eve of the Great Depression, Adolph was unable to keep up with payments on an office building he had financed with his brother and law partner, Julius. His home was also heavily mortgaged, and the bank foreclosed. When his parents’ marriage ended, Bill and his mother moved into his grandfather Karl William Batterman’s comfortable house, also in Brooklyn, where he spent the remainder of his childhood.

Bill’s schooling during this period was as chaotic as the rest of his life. He attended two different Brooklyn elementary schools and spent several months attending a two-room country schoolhouse on Long Island.

To complicate matters further, Bill was plagued with chronic health problems. He developed severe respiratory symptoms as he was about to start seventh grade, and his mother, fearing tuberculosis, took him out of school and sent him to live with family friends who had a farm in northeastern New York.

“It was a real working farm,” he says, “and a very basic, wholesome life. I ate in the kitchen with the farmhands, and I ate like a horse, with a marvelous table set every day.”

He fell in love with the outdoors. Still recuperating, he was given few chores to do and was free to wander and explore the countryside. “I had a rifle, and there were woodchucks…. I was out all day long, climbing those Catskills hills.” It was the best possible therapy; he put on some much-needed weight, and his pleurisy and nagging cough began to diminish.

When he finally returned to Brooklyn, Bill entered Alexander Hamilton High School. He also joined Boy Scout Troop 225, which was featured in an early writing venture: Stork Patrol in the Congo. Written in the tradition of the boys’ adventure series that were popular then, it was a tale of young Bill Ruger and his Scouts friends, off on a fictional African adventure. Authored and edited primarily by Bill, the story was self-published in mimeographed form, complete with an illustration showing him saving the day by firing his .30-06 Springfield rifle, foreshadowing African adventures still many years away.

A Passion for Mechanics

One thing Bill Ruger had absorbed during his early years was a love for the outdoors, for hunting, and for the purposeful beauty of the guns he used. Adolph Ruger had owned a duck hunting lodge in Shinnecock, on Long Island, and by age six, Bill was accompanying his father on hunting trips, where he learned to shoot with a Stevens single shot .22 rimfire rifle. His father gave him a Remington Model 12 pump-action .22 rifle for his twelfth birthday, when he was recuperating from scarlet fever, and Bill went on to join the rifle team in high school, becoming an excellent shot.

Firearms became more and more of an interest. “I remember seeing them in the store windows and they looked so beautiful, particularly the Savage 99 and the Winchester lever action. The mechanics were so artistically designed—they absolutely thrilled me. I associated them with great adventure and great art.”

It was during the year spent on the farm up state that Bill encountered his first high-powered rifle. “I was out in the hills and I heard a gun go off. It was a tremendous explosion. I ran and walked for half a mile until I saw two men in a meadow. One was sighting-in for the fall hunting season and the other was down by the target, spotting. The rifles were .30-06 bolt actions, probably the Springfield sporters which were very popular in those days. When that rifle went off, I was stunned. What a racket! I thought, ‘Boy, that’s something fantastic!’ And it was.”

Back in Brooklyn, his school friend William J. Lett, who lived around the corner, was “a real gun crank.” Ruger talked Lett into ordering a Spanish-American War surplus .30-40 Krag bolt-action rifle from an ad in Popular Mechanics. When the Krag arrived, Lett wanted to take it down to his basement to fire on a range they had rigged up for their .22s. Ruger said, “Dammit, Bill, you can’t do that—it’ll make too much noise!”

Instead, they tucked the rifle into a canvas bag, taking turns carrying it, and took the Fulton Street Elevated Railroad (for a nickel) to the end of the line in Brooklyn. They built a fire in a patch of woods, fantasizing grandly about camping out, set up a target, and began shooting. “We were still way inside the city limits, but we did arrange an excellent backstop. We had an unforgettable afternoon learning what a full power .30 caliber rifle was like. Lett had bought a marvelous Krag—not the $9.75 one, but the special $15.00 version, just like new. We put it back into the canvas case and went back to his house, two of the happiest kids you’ve ever seen.”
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Toy dog and letters from childhood accompanied by sardonic print of baby (illustrating what not to do with a revolver), and two boyhood inventions. At right a semaphore, weighted at one end with a taped-on piece of lead, the other end broken off long ago. At left an engine, bearing Ruger’s own penned-on markings: “RUGER STEAM-ENGINE. MADE BY W.B. RUGERs CO. 8000 H.P. 1731 Pat applied for (AND REFUSED).” On the driveshaft is written: RUGER. On the left side, visible in the photograph, is: “RUGER & CO., INC. SHIPYARDS.” Identically positioned, on the right side, the marking: “FOR STEAMER ALEX. HAMILTON 1000 R.P.M.” On the bottom, Bill marked his initials, and drew a heart, with an arrow going through it, with the initials J.R. and W.R. and an illegible inscription; below that: “IF SHE COULD ONLY COOK.” The Ruger sense of humor was already evident at an early age. The Mannlicher rifle in the umbrella stand was a Ruger favorite, acquired in the 1950s. Photographed in the entrance hallway of Ruger’s Southport, Connecticut, home, purchased in 1958.

Not long afterward, Bill sold an old Remington shotgun of his grandfather’s for $20.00 and went to Francis Bannerman’s famous military surplus emporium in New York City.1 There he found a Sedgley-Springfield service rifle irresistible and purchased it. This was a well-constructed 1903 model, built up from surplus parts, and it shot perfectly. “I had no trouble with it at all; it didn’t blow up in my face. I’m pretty sure that it was that old type—case-hardened—frame and receiver; Reginald F. Sedgley was knowledgeable enough and conscientious enough to re-heat-treat those receivers to withstand the chamber pressures of most .30-06 cartridges.”

Once Bill Lett had his Krag and Bill Ruger had his Springfield, they set about trying to convert them into “really elegant sporters.” “Making a stock was a gargantuan undertaking for us, but we got right at it. Bill Lett made one out of a pine plank first, and once he saw it was possible, he made a better one. Our rifles slowly evolved into homemade sporters.”

His experiences with hunting, shooting, and design gave early direction to Bill Ruger’s exploding interests. In these early teen years, most of his spare time was devoted to learning about guns. While still in high school, he bought two deactivated machine guns, an 11mm Vickers and a .30-40 Model 1905 Colt “Potato Digger,”2 to take them apart and learn how they operated. He haunted the hunting and firearms section of the New York City Public Library, and by the time he was thirteen or fourteen, he had worked his way through the stacks.3 “Nobody else was reading these books. You could see that some of them hadn’t been off the shelf in fifteen or twenty years. Many of them were covered with dust.”

One day he saw a copy of The American Rifleman in the school library. “I was thrilled to realize that there was a whole magazine on the subject of firearms and shooting.” Once again, Ruger got Bill Lett to spend some of his money, this time to join the National Rifle Association, the magazine’s publisher. “Every month I’d be there knocking on his door, asking if The Rifleman had come in yet.”

One series of Rifleman articles, published in 1932, would never be forgotten by Ruger. Major Julian S. Hatcher of U.S. Army Ordnance had written a four-installment essay on self-loading rifle and machine gun development, recounting the entire effort by Springfield Armory and other arms design centers to develop autoloading rifles and fully automatic infantry weapons.4 It was Bill’s introduction to the subject of self-operating gun mechanisms. “I started making drawings of how I would incorporate these principles. Of course, it was all very limited, because you can’t design a thing if you have no idea how it is manufactured.”
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Memorabilia and papers reflect Ruger’s early fascination with firearms and machine tools. “Guns are interesting and there’s just something about a thing like a firearm or a boat that anyone can really develop a genuine enthusiasm about or interest in. I should say that when I was a boy and when I was in my teens I just loved to shoot, and part of the reason was I liked the firearms themselves. It wasn’t just shooting to hit something, but it was to hit something with that particular firearm. And there were some I thought were better than others, for one reason or another. It should take a natural fascination for someone with some mechanical basis on a subject of this sort, and then, assuming they have some technical and background information, to attempt their own designs.” Drafting kit from boyhood proved vital in early development, and the set continued in use for many years.

Correspondence with gun writers and gunmakers reveals depth and scope of dedication. Ruger kept up such a steady stream of correspondence with shooting editors and gun factories that he worried that they wouldn’t always reply, so he occasionally wrote letters under Bill Lett’s name.

High school diploma reflects fact that New York then had the finest school system in the U.S., and his alma mater was considered the equivalent of a private school in quality of education. “Good marks there would get you into the Ivy League schools without any question.” Letters to mother source of detailed information on much of period, well into the 1940s. At Salisbury School, Ruger is the robust oarsman, second from right. Photo at desk with pipe, from University of North Carolina days. Lovely young woman, his wife-to-be Mary Thompson.

His level of understanding and expertise was evident when he wrote a letter to his mother in August 1934, describing the impression he made when he visited the Marlin Firearms Company in New Haven:


… spent all … morning at Marlin Firearms Co.—discussing machine gun with their chief engineer.

Ha! You should have seen me. I was giving him lessons in firearms design. After awhile, there were about ten of the company’s elders, standing around listening…. I never knew I knew so much about guns until then. When I was going they invited me to use their shops in which to build my model. I didn’t say much just enough to tantalize them.



Learning About Machines

Bill Lett came by the house one day and said, “Boy, I’ve just seen something that you ought to know about. It’s an amazing place. They’ve got machines in there that actually carve steel!”

He took Ruger to a machine shop in the second story of a big garage nearby. The equipment was old and crude by modern standards, but “These shapers, planers, lathes, milling machines, and drill presses were stunning…. I realized there were specialized machines to make holes, to make smooth surfaces, to cut slots—to do all kinds of things. I began to comprehend that if you used your head and understood the proper use of these machines, you could sculpt out a working mechanical component, no matter how complicated. I kept asking this old machinist, who was also named Bill, ‘If I wanted to make this piece, could I do it this way?’ He was a kindly fellow and let Bill Lett and me watch him work. His shop might not have been fancy, but the machinery he had there was typical of the commonly used machine tools. It was the most marvelous introduction for us.”

Ruger returned to the library. “I began to study engineering textbooks every afternoon, reading on all these engineering subjects. Some were grossly obsolete, but still a good grounding in the basic principles. Looking back, I realize that, even though I was self-taught, I was a well-educated engineer by the time World War II came along. The war was quite a motivation. The only thing I lacked was a strong mathematical background. I had studied algebra, and knew logarithms and a little trigonometry, but I didn’t really know higher mathematics.”

Bill went to the Salisbury School in the Connecticut Berkshires for his senior year, where the active schedule and required athletic participation further strengthened his body. Leaving Salisbury in June 1935, just short of the credits needed for a diploma, Bill returned to Alexander Hamilton High for a half year, graduating in January 1936.

College held little allure for Bill at this point. He was restless, ready for adventure, and he decided to conquer Wall Street. He sought and landed a job there. “I was a runner for a very exclusive brokerage house. They wanted kids with certain types of backgrounds. I thought that this would be my start to becoming the ‘wolf of Wall Street.’ But I was kidding myself.”

Jobs were drying up everywhere, and the young dropout found himself spending the summer doing maintenance work at a children’s camp in Connecticut. “It was hard work all summer long, but I guess it was good for me.”

It was at the camp that he met Bill Budden, a co-worker and a student and football player at the University of North Carolina. His influence, and the remembered advice of a teacher at Salisbury (“Ruger, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill is a goddamn good school!”) pushed Bill toward the college education he had rejected. In September 1936, at age twenty, he entered UNC.

Older than most of his classmates, and without a family business waiting for him upon graduation, Bill spent the usual amount of time partying, raising hell, and “worrying about getting started in a job—and what was I going to get for a job.”

His mother’s older sister, Aunt Emma, had left him a trust fund of $10,000. This helped finance his two years at UNC, plus a small set of machine tools. Bill convinced the University to let him set up an experimental machine shop in an empty room in the chemistry building, where he pursued his experiments in gun design, usually at the expense of his other studies. It’s worth stopping here to note the drive and powers of persuasion Ruger brought to bear in his pursuit of his goals, qualities that would serve him well in years to come.

One of his first serious projects was a belt-fed machine gun, one of the most sophisticated of all firearms to design. Unlike most machine guns, Ruger’s had the barrel blow forward upon firing, with a spring to return it after a new cartridge was positioned for reloading. This system permitted the use of an unlocked breech.


I made a rough prototype, a thing that would shoot and had a barrel which could slide forward. I discovered that if you had a bottlenecked cartridge, it moved maybe one eighth or three sixteenths of an inch while the pressure was still high. As a result, the cartridge case shoulder was deformed, which can cause jamming.

I quickly realized that I had to have some sort of delay mechanism. My solution was to have the barrel temporarily held in place by a toggle that was close to, but not on, dead center. This mechanism functioned exactly the same way as the famous Austrian Schwarzlose machine gun. That weapon, a true blowback with the breech going back, not the barrel going forward, proved the toggle could do a good job. The Pedersen rifle, which had been a competitor to the John Garand rifle, was based on the same principles.

I worked on this gun design for a while and put some money into it, but I never achieved good results. I was just a beginner and my mechanical design skills were still very underdeveloped. I didn’t even know proper drafting room procedure. All my drawings were still being done on crude wrapping paper.



Ruger was interested in obtaining a patent for his design. On a trip to New York City, his mother’s lawyer introduced him to Thomas Howe, a respected patent attorney. Howe prepared Ruger’s very first patent application (over seventy more would follow during the next six decades) for Bill at a reasonable cost, and introduced him to the intricacies of patent searches. Ruger discovered that he. could go to the Patent Office and read the firearms patents then in existence.

He began to make regular trips to Washington, D.C., staying at the historic Willard Hotel across the street from the old Patent Office library. He spent days reading and thinking about the patents that had been granted for gun designs. He was especially fascinated by the Gatling gun, and after a while he felt he knew more about its different feed mechanisms than anyone in the world. “I could tell you all about how to make feed systems, not only for Gatling guns, but for all of those hand-cranked guns, and even the completely automatic machine guns.”

A Job in the Industry

Near the end of his sophomore year at UNC, Bill met Mary Carolyn Thompson, the strikingly beautiful daughter of a prominent Greensboro, North Carolina, family. After a brief engagement, they were married at the Greensboro First Presbyterian Church on April 26, 1938. Bill dropped out of school at the end of the spring term and the couple spent a glorious three-month honeymoon traveling through Europe. On his return, he began looking in earnest for work in the firearms industry.

One of his first jobs was in Hartford, Connecticut, but not at Colt’s Patent Fire Arms Mfg. Co., Inc. From October 1938 to March 1939 the Rugers lived in Hartford.5 Colt’s apparently didn’t offer any prospects, for in November Bill wrote his mother, “It dawned on me that I would be a nobody at Colt’s, and I couldn’t do any of my own work…. I am with a small shop that specializes in guns, and working part of the time on my own rifle. I make just enough to pay for the groceries.”


April 17, 1939: Bill Ruger to His Mother from 302 Parkway, Greensboro, North Carolina, on His Hartford “Gunsmith-Machinist” Stationery

I haven’t got a job yet, but I seem to have a pretty definite offer from a firm out of town. It is some sort of engineering job, in response to an ad I put in the paper. There were two other responses I turned down. I put another ad in over the weekend and am going downtown now to see if it brought any responses.

This afternoon I am leaving for Washington, D.C., to see one of the best-known firearms patent attorneys in the country. I have just found out about him. However, I did prepare the patent application complete, myself, drawings and all. It was the toughest job I ever did, but I did it well, even if it did take a month. At least I tested my own ability, and it may save me a lot on the attorney’s fee. In a couple of days now, I ought to know pretty definitely what the outcome of all this will be.

Did you get my corsage for Easter?…



The rifle he was working on was one he had admired as a teenager—the Savage Model 99 lever action. He converted it into a gas-operated self-loader. Half a century later, he is critical of his early work, saying it “lacked elegance.” But this altered rifle, which is still in his gun collection, was a sign of things to come, displaying the original thinking and unique style of a true artist.
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The first machine gun patent model, design for which Ruger began at the age of 16, although he had started designing guns as early as age 15. Ruger styling is evident already, in the economy of parts, the compactness and strength, the elegant breech, the purposeful profile, handsome front sight, and the mechanical ingenuity (the front sight band and rotary feed mechanism will appear again). Father with child is his future father-in-law, James F. Thompson, holding daughter Mary. At the time the wedding photo of Bill and Mary was taken, Ruger had already been engaged for six years in the developmental designs for his machine gun. Government $.10 check result of failed Southeastern Auto Repair business; the only time Ruger received assistance from the federal government.
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Bill Ruger on his conversion of the Savage 99 (bottom) from a lever action to a self-loader:


The Savage 99 conversion is pretty crude gunsmithing done sometime during 1938 or ’39 by the hacksaw and file method, primarily. Functioning, as might be expected, was very mediocre and the gun illustrates nothing but an idea. The essential effect of these alterations is simply that the original finger-lever is discarded as the means for operating the bolt and is replaced with a reciprocating, gas-actuated rod which passes through the center of the magazine rotor. This rod forms a piston at its forward end, and is connected to the bolt at its rearward end. The strength of the action is unimpaired, and the design of the firing pin is such that it is mechanically impossible for the gun to fire unless it is properly locked. [shown with bolt slightly unlocked].



The rifle was test-fired with several hundred rounds, but Ruger regarded the extractor as needing improvement, something that time and effort would resolve. Article on rifle from The American Rifleman. Patent drawing from the Ruger 10/22 rifle, and patented Ruger rotary box magazines from the 10/22 (bottom) and the 77/22 Magnum bolt-action rifle—innovative designs inspired by the Savage 99 rotary system. Deluxe Savage Model 99 from the Ruger collection, as are all the illustrated antique and collectors’ firearms.

Savage turned down Ruger’s offer of selling them the rights to his design. “This family needs a little more luck—Savage turned down my gun. Why, I don’t know, but I think I will write them and try to find out. The way they worded their refusal was so ambiguous that they may possibly be thinking of trying to shut me out of the deal….”




With characteristic self-assurance, Ruger was certain that Savage Arms would be interested in his invention and demonstrated it to management at their office in New York City. To his amazement, they responded politely but unenthusiastically, and summarily concluded that they had no need for a self-loader.

“So there I was, married and nearly busted. I’d used up most of my inheritance, and we were now living on money borrowed from Mary’s family. I was really quite baffled about how to find employment…. How the hell do you find a decent way to make a living? I was way out on a cliff, teetering!”


The doctor had thought it would be a girl, or at least he got me ready to expect one, so you can imagine how pleased I was when it turned out to be a boy. He weighed almost eight pounds and is perfect in every way. He looks beautiful and healthy and cool and seems head and shoulders above all the other squalling brats in the nursery. He sleeps most of the time, and when he is awake he just lays there and looks around, and seldom cries, as far as I can make out. His jaw sticks out like a battleship, his mouth is an exaggerated Cupid’s bow, and his head [is] round and full. His ears are perfect and lay right up against his head and he has a real high forehead. His chest sticks out like Walter Budden’s…. We named him William B. Ruger Jr., but everyone calls him ‘Little Bunnie.’ I sure am proud of him….

—June 12, 1939, in Greensboro, writing his mother



Mary was pregnant with their first child, and the Rugers decided to move back to Mary’s family home in North Carolina. Bill was still hoping for some recognition of his invention, and on the way they stopped at the Army Ordnance office in Washington, where he met some of the engineers. One was Lt. Colonel Sidney P. Spalding. Ruger showed him the gas-operated Savage conversion, and they discussed the pros and cons of the concept, but he left without any sort of formal offer from the Army. Bill and Mary drove on to Greensboro, where their son, William Batterman Ruger, Jr., was born on June 4, 1939.

A telegram from the War Department soon arrived. It read, “Would you be interested in a position designing machine guns with Springfield Armory?” Ruger remembers it well. “I was stunned, and flattered.” His immediate one-word answer was, “Yes.” The job, as a laboratory assistant, paid $32.50 a week. It was a civil service position, and the service rules had been bent to get Ruger qualified.

Leaving his family in Greensboro, Bill went to Springfield, Massachusetts, to work at the Armory. There he gained more insight into the American firearms industry by spending as much time as possible studying the Armory museum which, then as now, housed the most extensive collection of military small arms in America. The custodian, after recognizing Ruger’s fascination and learning of his mechanical abilities, would point out a complex gun and challenge him: “I’ll bet you can’t take that one apart.” But Ruger always could, and, when time allowed, always did. Among these astonishingly complex mechanisms was the original, hand-built model of the first M1 Garand rifle, in .276 caliber.

The Army was looking for a new light machine gun at this time, and had just published its requirements. Bill began thinking about how to achieve their esoteric design goals. At the same time, he knew he’d never be satisfied with what the government was willing to pay a civil service employee. In the spring of 1940 he boldly quit the Armory to return to North Carolina and work on his own light machine gun for the Army. Reflecting on the decision years later, he says, “I could have stayed with the government and had a career like that of John Garand. Garand lived through thirty years of designing guns at the Armory, was paid a very mediocre salary, and was always treated like some sort of an in-house genius mechanical toy. I thought I could do much better than that.”

Working at his in-laws’ house, he drew a complete concept for an extremely compact light machine gun. The Thompsons’ dining room was his work center, and an old bread board served as his drafting table. He labored over the details for the Ruger Machine Gun, first as rough sketches, then as finished mechanical drawings. He even undertook the difficult task of building a functioning prototype, traveling to New York to have the major working components fabricated by Fred Goat and Company of Brooklyn.6 This “old-time, super quality, fine type of experimental machine shop” made packaging machinery (like that used to make the Chiclets gum box) and engineering prototype models for clients such as the makers of the famous Norden bomb sight.
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The Auto-Ordnance years; the gun was designated by the company as “The Ruger Machine Gun.” Photograph beneath Ruger’s adjustable cyclic rate trigger mechanism shows the young inventor (right) with his friend Bill Lett, and with pioneer stop-motion photographer, Harold Edgerton—some of the high-speed pictures at right. Bottom center shows Ruger and his sophisticated computing aircraft machine gun sighting device, a project undertaken in the latter months of his work in Bridgeport. Candid shot of the Rugers in New York City taken by a sidewalk photographer.

Working at Auto-Ordnance “was really, at that point for me, a great triumph. I was in complete charge of my whole program and I was doing exactly what 1 wanted to do. It was just fascinating and a challenge and the possibilities were unlimited.”

Ruger showed the finished components to his contacts at the Ordnance Department, but got a predictably cool reception from the officials there, who felt he should have stayed at Springfield and done his prototype engineering directly for the government. Unfazed, he returned to North Carolina, finished the machine gun by himself, and started looking for a company to produce his invention.

Ruger went from one gun company to another through the New England-based firearms industry. Several firms offered him respectable engineering positions on the strength of his prototype. At Smith & Wesson’s old Springfield plant he talked to two of the owners.


I remember going there on a cold fall night and meeting Victor Wesson and his older brother…. They were just amazed at my machine gun. “How did you do this? Who are you?” Arms engineering in the late thirties was at a very low state, and to find someone who could undertake the conception and execution of a whole new design was rare. Victor said, “Bill, we don’t want this gun; we can’t do anything with it. But we’d like to have you in the company here. We’d be willing to pay you $75 a week.” That was just about double what I’d been making the year before and was unusually generous at the time. I went out to the car where Mary was waiting and told her about the offer.



History might have been very different if Bill Ruger had embarked upon his firearms design career at Smith & Wesson, a firm later to become one of his most serious competitors. Instead, he decided to try a few more firms. He went next to a small company called High Standard, in Hamden, Connecticut, where he met the founder, A. W. (“Gus”) Swebilius.7 Swebilius looked over Ruger’s machine gun and commented, “Well, this is pretty good, but we don’t want it. We’ve got our hands full with our current line of products.” Another rejection, but this one concluded with some helpful suggestions, including a recommendation that Ruger talk to the Auto-Ordnance Corporation, a company with big military contracts. “They’ve got tons of cash from selling all those tommy guns. Go down there and show them your design, and if they like it, remind them that you don’t work for nothing. Demand a lot. Demand $100 a week.” Ruger said, “You think I could get that?” Swebilius insisted, “Demand it!”

Ruger took his advice and met with Auto-Ordnance Vice President Ray Koontz.8 The interview went well. Ruger showed the prototype and Koontz asked him about the type of business arrangement he had in mind. Ruger said that he would sell his patent rights in exchange for a royalty on sales of production machine guns, plus a regular salary while employed by Auto-Ordnance in perfecting the weapon. “What sort of a salary do you want?” asked Koontz. Ruger answered, “I want $100 a week.”

The interview ended with a noncommittal “All right, we’ll talk this over among ourselves and be in touch with you.” Somewhat perplexed, Ruger asked, “Well, what will I do?”

“Call us back in a couple of days.”

“How about Wednesday?”

“Okay.”

On Wednesday, the Rugers were in an uptown Manhattan hotel. When they woke, at about 9:00 A.M., Bill picked up the telephone, looked at his wife, and said, “Well, here goes.” When Koontz came on the line he got right to the point.

“We’re ready to talk business. When can you come down here?”

Auto-Ordnance and the Thompson

The Auto-Ordnance Corporation that Bill Ruger joined in 1940 was a bustling firm, flush with recent orders. Contracts with the French and British governments for .45 caliber Thompson submachine guns had created a positive cash flow. It was an excellent place for a young gun designer to learn volume manufacturing techniques.

The company was established in 1916 by the gun’s designer, General John T. Thompson, and financed by a man named Thomas Fortune Ryan, with production carried out by Colt. Approximately 2,000 finished guns had been produced by the early 1930s, and orders were small and infrequent. The Federal Firearms Act of 1936 imposed a heavy fee on the sale of submachine guns, virtually destroying the market. Colt, the first major Thompson producer, had already decided to bow out of the Thompson business for two reasons: the weapon’s association with gangsters in the public mind, and Colt’s preoccupation with contracts for large quantities of Browning machine guns.

Ruger recalls, “This all took place just before the Germans invaded Norway. During that exercise, the Germans taught the world that submachine guns had a very real tactical role in warfare. Up to that time they had only been considered a weapon for prison guard use or police.”

Russell Maguire, a Wall Street broker and investor, bought the firm in 1939, and shortly thereafter he negotiated a contract with the French government for 3,000 Thompson submachine guns. With a substantial British order pending, Auto-Ordnance approached Savage Arms Corporation to manufacture 10,000 of the Model 1928 Thompsons. Savage agreed, but their terms were breathtaking. They demanded that Auto-Ordnance pay for all the manufacturing equipment, all the raw materials, and all the necessary quality assurance costs. Furthermore, they insisted that Auto-Ordnance deposit in escrow a percentage of all expected costs before they would even begin work. Finally, Auto-Ordnance was to pay Savage the equivalent of the full contract price from the final customer as each gun came off the assembly line. This meant that Savage would get their full payment by the time only half the order had been built.
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From the Ruger, Batterman, and Thompson family scrapbooks: Most of the pictures of girls and of young women are of Mary and her younger sister, Fran. Bill’s parents on their honeymoon in Palm Beach (lower left). Some shots from Bill and Mary’s honeymoon tour to Europe; they sailed aboard the Bremen. Other pictures show the Ruger children growing up; at far right the family at the Fairfield Fair, published in Life magazine. Some of these shots also include relatives and friends. Picture of Bill and Mary on their wedding day (above Springfield Armory visitor’s pass) includes Fran and her husband, Carl Wesselhoft. At left center, Betty dancing with her husband, then-U.S. Air Force officer and pilot George Hamilton. Both Wesselhoft and Hamilton were destined to be associated with their brother-in-law, in the firearms business, for many years.

It was a daunting prospect, but Maguire, a risk taker with limited capital to risk, agreed to these road-agent terms. He signed the production contract with Savage on December 15, 1939.

Maguire had Colt send their mothballed Thompson tooling to Savage’s factory in Utica, New York. Most of it was in good shape, and after a quick refurbishing program, Savage got into production. The first Thompsons were delivered in April 1940.

By this time, the European military scene had worsened dramatically; Germany had overrun Norway, Denmark, and Poland, and France and Britain had declared war. The French military had ordered 3,000 more guns in March, and the U.S. Army contracted for 20,450 Model 1928s in December of 1940, with formal U.S. standardization of the Thompson on February 6, 1941.

As one writer noted, “For almost twenty years the Tommygun [sic] had scandalized its inventors and distressed its investors. Then, almost over-night, it turned into a vital, highly profitable piece of military ordnance.”9

Ruger Joins Auto-Ordnance

Even before Savage began production in April 1940, Maguire had decided to open up a new factory in Bridgeport, Connecticut. In August, Auto-Ordnance purchased and occupied an entire block on Railroad Avenue.10 It was here that Bill Ruger, all of twenty-four, came to pursue his career as a firearms designer.

The site needed major rehabilitation before production could begin: new flooring, new electric utilities, and a complete plumbing overhaul. By January 1941, the plant was ready for the engineering department, and manufacturing moved in a short time later. Ruger watched the factory evolve, and filed away what he’d learned for future reference.

As manufacture of the Thompson got underway, the Bridgeport factory concentrated on fabricating the larger and more complex components, while jobbing or subcontracting out most of the smaller parts. Initially, final assembly was performed outside the Railroad Avenue plant, and the first “tommy” guns were completed in this fashion in August 1941. By mid-1942, however, most key components, like the barrel, were made totally at Railroad Avenue.

Maguire and Koontz knew that the Bridgeport factory would never get into production quickly if they had to stand in line waiting for new machine tools. All the big companies were clamoring for everything on the market and pulling every string to get it.

Auto-Ordnance went to the secondhard market instead. Approximately 75 percent of the company’s equipment was purchased used—either “rebuilt and guaranteed” or “as is” to be rebuilt in their own in-house machine repair department.

On the lookout for skilled machinists and tool-makers, Maguire had snapped up one of the best tool rooms in the Bridgeport area, the Willard Tool Company. The famous old firm employed some one hundred first-rate craftsmen, and Maguire set them up in a tool room and repair facility on the top floor at Railroad Avenue. In this beautifully lit work area, with new floors, new benches, and new everything else, the dirty and often heavily rusted old machines were overhauled. They went in looking more like museum artifacts than equipment for making modern weaponry, and emerged gleaming.

Auto-Ordnance also used the former Willard staff to make all of its own tools, fixtures, jigs, cutters, and gauges. As a result, with the exception of easy-to-acquire standard items, the Bridgeport facility was self-sufficient; a vital management decision that enabled the firm’s quick entry into full-scale production, and another lesson that was not lost on Bill Ruger.

The four years Ruger spent at Auto-Ordnance, where innovation in production processes was the rule rather than the exception, proved to be an on-the-job tutorial in firearms manufacture as well as design. When he later began his own firm, he applied many of the lessons learned there, such as the economic wisdom of making do at first with rehabilitated machinery. He had also observed that staying on the cutting edge of new production technologies could give him an advantage over competitors who let their processes grow obsolete.

Compared to the dingy workshops and confined working environment at Springfield Armory, the newly rehabilitated Auto-Ordnance facility was an exceptionally exciting place to work for Ruger, and he enjoyed the sense of entrepreneurial adventure. He liked working in the company of men who possessed vision, enthusiasm, and competence.

Although the factory’s first priority was filling the Thompson contracts, the company was also supporting an active research and development program. Designer and engineer Grant Hammond was assigned to direct the development of prototypes to compete in the Army Ordnance “Light Rifle” program—the search for what would eventually be the M1 Carbine—in 1942. One of these .30 caliber rifles was designed by a man named Bergmann; the other was the work of Doug Hammond, best known for his design of self-loading pistols earlier in the century.
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Book which played a key role, along with his practical work experience under trained eyes, in the education of Ruger as a draftsman and designer; published 1942. Record player arm and part was sent to the fledgling Ruger Corporation for quoting on a high-quantity production run, in late 1946.

Hammond also had responsibility for developing a simplified .45 caliber submachine gun, to which the Army assigned the experimental designation T2. That program, which led to the M3 submachine gun, plus the M1 Carbine project, would ultimately end the demand for the Thompsons.

Although neither of these projects was continued beyond mid-1942, their existence demonstrated Auto-Ordnance’s interest in putting profits back into projects that supported the nation’s war effort.

Bill Ruger was given a substantial workspace, alongside other experimenters, to set up his own design and prototype studio. There, again with the help of Bill Lett, he began preparing the .30 caliber light machine gun he’d conceived in North Carolina to compete successfully in government trials scheduled for October 1941. He had only nine months, and they were filled with twelve- and fourteen-hour days as he sought to eliminate some design shortcomings and directed the manufacture of a second prototype.

In September 1941, the Light Machine Gun Subcommittee of the Army Ordnance Committee held a series of planning meetings in Washington. Six competing teams from Auto-Ordnance, Colt, Rock Island Arsenal, Schirgun Corporation, R. F. Sedgley, Inc., and Springfield Armory were called to show their weapons and answer questions for the assembled board of officers.

Bill Ruger and Lawrence E. de S. Hoover, representing Auto-Ordnance, attended a meeting held at the Social Security Building on October 10th. Lieutenant Colonel Rene R. Studler, the most influential member of the Subcommittee, aimed most of his questions at Ruger, who stated that the first prototype had successfully fired between 4,000 and 5,000 rounds, and that several design improvements had been made in developing the new prototype.


Minutes from the meeting put it this way:

The gun is a very clean looking weapon with a welded receiver, connected to the trunnion by seamless tubing. Locking members are welded to the receiver. Mr. Ruger did not have a tool for removing the barrel but one could be easily adapted. It was easily removed by a threaded collar. No gas fouling has been noted to date.

The gun was stripped before the committee and the operation seemed very simple. A special tool is required at present but modifications can be made so that all components can be removed or replaced with a cartridge point. The gun will require a special adapter so that it may be mounted on the standard Caliber .30 tripod mount. The gun is considered ready for test at Aberdeen although Mr. Ruger needs a little more time to reduce the rate of fire. Mr. Ruger has studied the manufacturing costs quite carefully and apparently the production costs would be relatively low.



After the presentations were completed, tests were scheduled. Springfield Armory and Rock Island Arsenal were slated for October 13th, Colt and Sedgley for the 20th and 27th, and Auto-Ordnance and Schirgun for November 3rd and 10th respectively. The competitors would be told how their own gun performed, but none would know how they compared with the other entrants.

Ruger arrived at Aberdeen for the test of the “Auto-Ordnance Cal. .30 Light Machine Gun,” as it was officially designated. It was a gas-operated, belt-fed, air-cooled weapon in which the operational gas was taken from a barrel port located seven inches from the muzzle. The gun had a total of just seventy-four parts (including ten coiled and six flat springs and excluding the standard M1918A2 BAR rear sight)—about fifty fewer than the Colt, Rock Island, and Springfield lightweight versions of the standard Browning LMG.

The heart of the Ruger/Auto-Ordnance LMG was a beautifully designed heavy block of steel upon which all of the complicated machining operations for the receiver were performed. The rear portion of the gun’s receiver housing was made of pressed sheet steel that was welded to the forward block. The hand grip was attached to the receiver housing by means of threaded dowel pins. A threaded collar was employed in fastening the barrel and for adjusting headspace. The gun’s barrel was relatively easy to remove, but the testing officers noted that “no protection against a hot dismounting collar has been provided.” The gun alone weighed 19.46 pounds, or 20.75 pounds with the special pintle mount required to attach and shoot it from the standard M2 machine gun tripod—considerably less than the then-standard 33-pound M1919 Browning machine guns.

After five days of tests, the board noted that Ruger’s design had a cleverly simple mechanism, though its general functioning was not yet acceptable. Its basic cyclic rate of firing needed to be reduced to improve reliability of performance and to extend parts life expectancy. Nevertheless, “this gun is considered to offer excellent possibilities, but it will require considerable further development.”

The results of the tests of all six guns were summarized by Colonel Studler at a meeting on November 27, 1941. He stated that none of the guns tested had shown “sufficient promise to justify service test.” The committee concurred. However, since a new LMG was still needed, they decided to give “moderate encouragement” to further development of the Auto-Ordnance gun. They noted that the Schirgun entry was still in the design stage, and that of the three modified Brownings, Rock Island’s was the best, although it did not offer anything new except for weight reduction.

Major John Claybrook, the Cavalry member of the Subcommittee, was concerned that the specifications had been developed nearly five years earlier and significant tactical changes had occurred in Europe and Asia since then. He thought the Army should reevaluate its requirements. They agreed and sent out requests for ideas, to be submitted by January 1, 1942.

Ten days after the Subcommittee adjourned, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, catapulting the United States into World War II. The search for improved military small arms became urgent. Ruger was to fight on the home front, where his abilities as a designer were critical to the war effort.

Back in Bridgeport, Ruger continued to improve his design. In June 1942, he again submitted his LMG for shooting tests at Aberdeen. Unfortunately, the gun still didn’t perform well enough, and when twenty-three malfunctions occurred in the first five hundred shots attempted, the rest of the test was suspended. Auto-Ordnance was advised that the weapon should be made easier to load, disassemble, and reassemble.

For the next twelve months, Ruger conducted a major rework of the gun’s design. While he kept the basic operating principles (locking mechanism and feed system), his third version featured a redesigned exterior housing to accommodate a quick change barrel latch, and a completely modified trigger mechanism, incorporating an ingenious rate-reducing mechanism which engaged the hammer through notches in a hammer extension and a cog wheel. He hoped this would satisfy the government’s requirement for a high and slow rate of fire (500–600 and 250–300 shots per minute). Ruger also added a simple and easily detached tubular buttstock assembly, and he adapted a BAR bipod so it could be mounted on the exterior of the gas piston housing.


When I first learned the principles under which machine guns functioned, I was just fascinated. It was almost like a little kid finding out how a steam engine or internal combustion works. I almost immediately started making drawings of how I would incorporate these principles; and, of course, it was all very limited because you can’t design a thing if you have no idea how things are manufactured. I could remember even that at one point I was just astonished to learn that there were such things as machine tools, that there was a thing called a lathe that could turn steel, that I could drill steel with drill presses and mill steel, and shape it with old-fashioned shapers and planers. I mean, to me this was, “That’s how these hard steel parts are formed.” To some child that’s been used to making things with a hammer and a saw, it was a revelation. You put a little insight of that sort together with some other little insight, like Julian Hatcher’s Rifleman article about World War I machine guns; then you see if you’ve got any inspiration to try to put this very form of know-how together.

I must say that guns weren’t the only things I tried to design at first, but they have always been a thing that I came back to most strongly and urgently. I just loved guns, loved the outdoors, and hunting experiences. I always wanted to be an explorer, and the source of all the irony of my life has been that there is nothing much left to explore. People can talk about exploring space and exploring with a microscope and all these sublimations, but that’s not tramping through the jungle and seeing a river for the first time in recorded history, and that is what I would have loved to have done.
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Selection of Ruger Corporation tools, with photographs of the factory, the work force and managers, the founder at left. Notes on card are in his left-handed penmanship. Sheet metal halves for drill grips were supplied in stamped form by Worcester Pressed Steel, of Worcester, Massachusetts, and were then welded at the Ruger Corporation factory. Prototype pistol of later date, shown for comparison with pistol grip drill handles. The founder remembers: “Every so often a collector will show the early Ruger tools to me. The little spiral ratchet screwdriver [top center] is very nearly a well-made tool; some of the manufacturing equipment to produce those spiral ratchet shafts was absolutely beautiful. As I look back on it, they worked like a charm. The machines made six pieces at once.

“The business that we then formed was just to get some sort of manufacturing business for subcontracting started, and get it well established. Perhaps then we felt we would be able to consider making a firearm. We were profitable at one point, but then made some general misjudgments on certain programs and some things we tried to do proved to be profitless. I can’t help but say that when 1949 rolled around, Sturm, Ruger was poised to become the next successful company. We were better qualified than we realized.”


When at Alexander Hamilton High School, there was a teacher who took a particular interest in his students. He would ask me about how my plans were coming at being an explorer; had I made any contact with one of my boyhood heroes, Roy Chapman Andrews; and asked about my dreams of going on an expedition to the Gobi Desert. I told this teacher how I’d gone over to Andrews’ office at the American Museum of Natural History, but no one was there, and the door was locked. This teacher encouraged me to go back again. He said: “Do you want to be known as ‘Ruger, the explorer of the Gobi Desert,’ or ‘Ruger, the pants manufacturer?’”



As Ruger worked on the gun, major changes were taking place at Auto-Ordnance. In addition to contracting for work on the Springfield/Colt T10 light machine gun, Auto-Ordnance became one of IBM’s major subcontractors for M1 Carbine bolts and slides. In 1943, the demand for carbines increased and contracts for the Thompson submachine gun, which had been replaced by the M3 “grease gun,” ceased. Auto-Ordnance struggled with fabrication of carbine components, finally solving their problems by the end of October.

At the end of June 1943, Ruger made his third and, as it turned out, last trip to Aberdeen with his machine gun. The testing officer noted with approval the bipod-mounting and the metal shoulder rest. They reported that the firing pin was activated by a spring and a hammer controlled by a double sear, and the new rate-reducing selector allowed the gun to be shot at a fast or slow automatic rate, in addition to permitting the user to fire single shots.

The board had criticized Ruger’s earlier model for firing too fast (630-750 shots per minute). They now decided that the newer model’s fast rate of 400 shots per minute was too slow! The test results were still less than satisfactory, and First Lieutenant W. C. Forcey, the testing officer, ultimately recommended that “no further consideration be given this gun in its present form.”

Ruger and Auto-Ordnance were disappointed. But the war was winding down and the need for a new light machine gun was rapidly diminishing. Bill was assigned to work on the top secret design of an elaborate computing sighting mechanism for use by airplane machine gunners, intended to compensate for rapidly moving enemy fighter aircraft. He recalls:


In the last year or so of my time with Auto-Ordnance I was working on a variety of other programs. I did some of their production planning for electronic components and .30 caliber carbine components, and so on. Then I began to find my position in the company was more ambiguous than it should be. I began to feel I would be more successful working privately.



The Ruger Corporation

With the Allied victory in 1945, Bill Ruger left Auto-Ordnance. He had five years of design and manufacturing experience under his belt, and wanted a company of his own. In 1946, he and a partner named Clements set up a small factory in Southport, Connecticut; later, he bought Clements out. The company’s letterhead stated that their intent was to supply small parts to industry, develop a hardware tool line, and introduce a “.22 Automatic Pistol.”

The Ruger Corporation, as it was called, produced two parts needed by Auto-Ordnance, now heavily involved in meeting postwar consumer product demand. With Ruger’s experience, resources, and skill, this part of the venture was profitable. Not so profitable was a government hardware contract his partner brought in. Running short on money, the firm had to borrow heavily to make ends meet.

[image: images]

Guns of this quality and style help explain Ruger’s fascination with fine firearms. In his youth, and into the 1950s, rifles of this extraordinary condition were not uncommon, and were likely to come through New York dealers like Griffin & Howe, on their way to collectors and museums. The Model 99 in .303 Savage caliber, the Model 1876 Winchester in .45 caliber, cased, sighted, and regulated by Holland & Holland, and with 22” round barrel.

The final blow came with production of a set of carpentry tools Bill had designed. A major hardware jobber in New York, one of the largest in the country, had assured Ruger that this would be a good, solid business. Bill tooled up and began manufacture, but the well-made line proved too expensive for the public. “The harder we worked, the poorer we got, until finally the company went bankrupt and into receivership and that was the end of it,” he says now.

An ironic footnote to the tale is that the dozen or so marked drills and other hand tools he made are now collectors’ items and fetch prices higher than many of the firearms he later produced.

The Ruger Corporation closed, but it was far from the end for Bill Ruger. By now he was an experienced first-class gun designer, machinist, and modern manufacturer. He knew how to organize a plant, knew something about cost accounting, and had learned some hard lessons in sound financial management.


Our young son develops into a bigger prize package every day. He weights 15½ lbs., and is 1½” taller than the usual baby his age. You can see by his expression that he has his father’s genius….

—September 14, 1939, writing his mother



He also had an ace up his sleeve which would change the game completely: a .22 caliber pistol. He had originally hoped to produce it through his corporation, and it even shared some basic components, such as the grip, with his hand drills. However, his partner had resisted taking the chance, and the design was not complete. But in 1949 a crucial collaboration with the singular Alexander Sturm would bring Bill Ruger to the forefront of firearms manufacturing.

He was ready.
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(Chapter 2 Opener) Earlier years of the Southport factories: the “red barn” complex, and the main plant. Polaroid at upper left a rare depiction of the founder in office he used for a few years in the red barn. At far right, Ruger, Sr., watching as trademark sign lowered into position. Sturm, Ruger staff c. 1970, at top center: front row left to right, Chris Cashavelly, Imre Kohut, comptroller Walter Berger, and Robert E. Dearden; back row left to right, John Polonetz, Matthew De Mezzo, Larry Larson, Randle Gillespie, William B. Ruger, shop superintendent Michael Horelik, assembly department foreman Walt Sych, and master toolmaker Rex King. Hunting knives short-lived program in 1960s; made from castings. Bill, Jr., with his father at far left, discussing a Farquharson single shot rifle; picture above of Pete Kuhlhoff and Ruger, Sr., sitting on Bentley running board. Engineer Harry Sefried on phone to right of nineteenth-century picture of “red barn.” Export manager Steve Vogel to left of “Ruger Team” recruiting advertisement, Walter Howe (with glasses) sitting in front of pinwheel of Rugers. Jack Behn and Ed Nolan by early NRA Show display, to left of Little League team.



CHAPTER II


“A Clean Sheet of Paper”

Ruger Creates a New Pistol, Single-Action Revolvers, and Two Factories

1949–1959

Bill Ruger is addressing the Carl Eller School of Business, University of Arizona, in the late 1980s, giving his grandson Kurt’s classmates the benefit of a firsthand account of Sturm, Ruger & Company, Inc. In an age of junk bonds and astronomical business debt, Ruger’s company has an unbroken history of no long-term debt whatsoever. The class has already studied the company’s casebook, prepared by the Harvard Business School. The graduate students are transfixed by the stentorian voice and the distinctive Ruger-speak; extemporaneous, simple, straightforward, and no-nonsense—just like the founder-inventor-entrepreneur’s guns:


1. 1949

.22 Standard Pistol

2. 1953

Single-Six (“Old Model”) Revolver

3. 1955

Blackhawk (“Old Model”) Revolver

4. 1958

Bearcat (“Old Model”) Revolver

5. 1959

Super Blackhawk (“Old Model”) Revolver



Our strategy was to carve out a niche, combining quality with low cost. Our company would be strong on expertise, service, uniqueness, simplicity, and strength of design; our marketing based on gut instinct and keeping in touch with the consumer and the distributor/jobber/dealer. Our advertising would be relatively minimal, there would be virtually no sales staff, and, a top-thin management.

Our advertising would emphasize safety and the responsible use of firearms, support the concepts of wildlife and habitat conservation, and training of new gun owners. We would counter the environmental issue with a head-on campaign rightfully equating the hunter with conservation. Our advertising and marketing goal would be to take more and more of the market share.

A dedication and interest in your product is critical: It is a genuine interest in the product that counts. In this company, I feel like an artist, not merely a businessman. Business is the art of the possible, or let us say, avoiding the impossible. A basic law of business: When you borrow money, you have to pay it back. The best technique of manufacturing: Make the product the best you can, in every way.

On the subject of quality, our products have to be made to a standard so I would want them even if they were made by our competitors. In our case, product engineering is the fundamental factor in our success.

Business is a creative, patriotic process, and I am offended by the “if it wasn’t for the regulatory agencies, we’d all steal from the public” attitude.
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Partners Bill Ruger and Alex Sturm in 1950, giving a tour of the factory to the Ambassador from Brazil. The Bridgeport Telegram quoted the Ambassador as saying the factory “represented the American spirit of free enterprise…. It is in the small manufacturing shops like this that I see the greatness of your country.”

Sturm was a cartoonist with the flair of a James Thurber, and his work was published by Saturday Review, as well as Scribner’s. Poem written by Mary Ruger, in tribute to Sturm.


“Not failure, but low aim, is the crime.”

—James Russell Lowell, Under the Willows



The Founding of Sturm, Ruger and Company

By 1949, when The Ruger Corporation went into receivership, Bill Ruger had developed a friendship with Alexander McCormick Sturm, a graduate of Yale University. An accomplished writer, artist, amateur film maker, actor, and a keen firearms enthusiast, Sturm was also a potential investor with the wherewithal to back a viable idea.

Friend and Yale classmate Norwick R. G. Goodspeed remembers Alex Sturm:


The Sturms were very prominent people in West-port, and Alex’s father, a football star from his Yale days, was friendly with VIPs, including the likes of boxing champion Gene Tunney.

Alex’s lifestyle was truly bizarre. When we were undergraduates at Yale, he would dine at the best hotel in town (while the rest of the students would eat at the school dining room). He would go to New York regularly on weekends, his clothes were all custom-tailored, and he was a Renaissance type, with all kinds of talent. An artistic sense, a true brilliance, were in his genes. Alex was a voracious collector: guns, canes, swords, heraldry. But Alex was not a hunter; in fact, he didn’t really like to go outdoors, and when indoors, he liked to have the shades pulled, so that the ambiance was always after hours. He was, however, accomplished at polo, and I used to go over to the Fairfield Hunt Club to watch him play.

Definitely a car enthusiast, after the war Alex had the first Mercedes ever in Fairfield County, a four-door open touring car, though it was of prewar date. Both Bill and Alex had highly refined senses of humor, and they got along superbly.



Sturm’s investment opportunity came in the form of a strikingly handsome .22 caliber pistol Ruger had designed in his spare time and completed after the machine shop business had closed down. It had a profile somewhat like the popular German Luger, which appealed immensely to Sturm’s aesthetic philosophy. Ruger was convinced that the pistol could be manufactured with high enough quality and a reasonable enough price to provide a strong challenge to both the popular Colt Woodsman and its close competitor, the High Standard .22. Ruger’s description of Sturm hints at his future partner’s complexity:


We started off with tremendous enthusiasm. At that time, Alex was about twenty-eight. His background was essentially artistic. At Yale he had majored in art and had many literary interests. He had published a highly acclaimed book, had been published in the Saturday Review, was a very accomplished easel painter, and a student of history. His house was handsomely decorated, mostly with his own paintings. During World War II he had been an OSS officer stationed in Washington, D.C. He had a top secret assignment as a liaison with the ex-Hitler associate, Baron Hafstengel, trying to predict Hitler’s wartime behavior.

While in Washington, Alex met and later married socialite Paulina Longworth, “The Valentine Baby.” Paulina’s mother, Alice Roosevelt Long-worth, was the eldest child of Theodore Roosevelt, and the grande dame of Washington society. Alice married Nicholas Longworth, who had been a Congressman for twenty years and was Speaker of the House of Representatives [1925-31]. Alex’s own mother was from the McCormick mercantile family, so he had a distinguished pedigree of his own.



Bill Ruger says of his initial talks with Alex Sturm:


Our meeting was one of people having some common interests. At that time, I had developed the entire concept for the new company and had a product in mind, but I had no capital. Alex was willing to invest. Frankly, this company was a kind of last-ditch effort; I was beginning to wonder if I had some kind of seeds of failure built into me. I said, Okay, we’re starting with a clean sheet of paper, and this time there will be no borrowing—makes it harder to go bankrupt that way. Sturm agreed with me. I said, “I want to run this thing. It’s your money, but I want to run it so that we can put a key in the door and walk away anytime we want.” By that time I was better trained than I could ever have been if I’d gone to some business school. I had the actual experience, and that’s really the final test.

The entire Sturm, Ruger and Company plant operation was conceived on the basis of a $50,000 investment, which sounds like a ridiculously small amount now. Today, we spend more than that on a single machine tool. Back in those days it wasn’t such a small amount of money, but the businessmen I talked to still said, in effect, “You can’t do it.” That included Gus Swebilius, president of High Standard. John H. Graham, head of the foremost hardware distribution company in New York, said that I was “a damned fool.” Colt scoffed at us. Now, maybe it’s true that a normal business couldn’t have done it. But we had a way of doing things very economically.



The former Ruger Corporation was now in receivership. With Alex Sturm’s investment, which entitled him to preferred stock ownership in the new Sturm, Ruger & Company, Sturm bought out the few assets of the old company and moved into its premises in the “red barn” complex on Station Street, in Southport, Connecticut. Ruger continues:


At first there was no administrative staff. I was working on the drawing board, designing the parts and so on. I was actually making the tooling drawings, and was talking every day with the chief toolmaker. We had this small shop which we rented at a low cost, and had one or two toolmakers. Every day there would be another drawing peeled off the drawing board, and the toolmakers would be building that certain fixture.

We got to the factory early in the morning, and the usual routine was to come back after dinner to see if we could complete yet another drawing. This kept us up until about 11:00 at night. Then I’d often go back to Sturm’s house and have a drink or two, and make some plans for the next day.

In the course of confirming all our plans and so forth, I recall saying to Alex, “What we’ve got to have is a trademark, something that can be rolled onto the firearms, something we can have on our letterhead and in our advertising, something that ties together all our products so the identity is there.” And he is the one who then designed the eagle, which we’ve used all these years, and I think it has been very appropriate.



The Sturm, Ruger “Red Eagle” has become one of the most instantly recognized business trademarks in the world today. Sturm’s lifelong interest in heraldry is clearly evident in the stylized rampant bird. At first a brilliant red, the device as marked on the firearms was changed to black upon his untimely death, by order of his partner. Ruger continues:


The way in which we approached the tooling for the automatic pistol was to run a sample of 2,500 parts through each operation as the tooling was completed. The result was that by the fall of 1949 we had run every operation and had something like 2,500 sets of parts. We could see that we were coming to the stage where we could actually begin assembling and shipping, and we had a little assembly area set up. By this time we had hired a couple more people and were ready to go. We even had orders, from a small advertisement in The American Rifleman magazine.

Julian Hatcher [the former head of U.S. Army Ordnance] had given us a very good write-up in the “Dope Bag” [a regular feature of The American Rifleman which highlights new developments in the firearms field; also the term for an old-time shooter’s equipment pouch], and we got a tremendous bunch of letters, each with a money order or check enclosed.

Alex Sturm came around for lunch one day in late 1949 as I was writing out the check to cover our payroll. I said to him, “Alex, this is the last of that $50,000.” But fortunately, that day we had a hundred pistols ready to ship and Alex took a hundred $37.50 money orders to the bank. Now we were really in business.

It was a little tight for a few months more, but then the picture began to brighten. Our bank balance began to grow and we were able to stop selling to individuals. The retailers and wholesalers were sending us substantial orders that demanded all our production. It was great! For a year or two, we were living the good life: Alex was happy and I was happy.

I remember Sturm and I going to New York. We invited Warren Page of Field & Stream magazine to join us for lunch so we could tell him about the pistol. Page was looking forward to meeting Alex; he expected an impressive person, which Alex was, but not in the way Page expected him to be. Alex was an odd fish in those days. He had a beard, wore green suits with all sorts of bells and whistles on them—cuffed sleeves and so on—and he had a marvelous manner. He gave you the general impression of being a prewar German baronial type. He was actually a very artistic and sensitive person, but he also looked like a bull in the woods and was quite strong.

Then, in the fall of 1951, I went off on a hunting trip to Quebec with Warren Page, then down to the King and Bartlett hunting camp in Maine. When I got back, Alex was in the hospital with hepatitis and the situation was very bad. He died about ten days later. That changed everything.



Paulina Sturm

Alex’s wife Paulina had personally helped launch Sturm, Ruger & Co., stuffing envelopes with Alex on Sunday afternoons, and giving moral support to the two partners. She had faith in Bill Ruger’s vision, and was wary of the attempt by Alex’s father, Justin, to take control of the company after his son’s death. Alex and Paulina, with their infant daughter Joanna, had been living in a house on the estate of Justin and Katherine Sturm in Westport. The elder Sturm, a Yale graduate, former football star, and a would-be playwright and novelist, proved aggressive and combative. He even threatened Ruger: “If I ever catch you seeing Paulina, I’ll kill you!” It was apparent that a management crisis was inevitable.
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Faux “Gothic” panel painting of twelfth-century style, by Alex Sturm, for the town clerk of Fairfield, Connecticut. Discovered by the present owner in a flea market. Style, draftsmanship, colors, perspective, heraldry, humor, and the car among the clues to Sturm’s artistry. The party comfortably seated, at left, may be Sturm, possibly enduring a tax assessment or simply registration of his new automobile by the town clerk. Letters at the lower left and right have yet to be deciphered. Tempera on board. 8⅝” x 10¾”.

The crisis came to a head at a meeting between Paulina, Nick Goodspeed (her lawyer), Justin and Katherine Sturm, and Bill Ruger. As the talk progressed, Ruger began to realize that Justin Sturm didn’t know that the $50,000 startup money for Sturm, Ruger had actually come from his wife. The Sturms left the meeting for a discussion, and Katherine gingerly broke the news to Justin, adding that she, too, wanted Ruger to have control of the company. Justin’s hostility toward the young gun designer began to soften, and he never again attempted to dominate the company.
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The first prototype .22 Ruger pistol at left, with 1949 production prototype, the latter with wooden grips. Flat sheet of steel was press-formed to make one half of the grip, which was welded to a mirror-image stamping to form the pistol’s grip frame. Partially finished bolt at bottom right. Ruger remembers the euphoria he felt on completion of the design of the .22 Standard pistol:


After finishing the engineering drawings of the .22 pistol, there was an enormous pleasure and satisfaction of knowing that I had created an object which was handsome, functional, and practical; and that this pistol would have a ready market, and its creation was something that I wanted to do. I was bursting with pleasure and delighted in every way. The future looked promising, and I was ready to tackle any challenge. How wonderfully satisfying, the prospect of being able to make a living at something one thoroughly and genuinely enjoyed. Hardware distributor John H. Graham had advised



Ruger that he should talk to the Mossbergs, Connecticut gunmakers, about making the .22 Automatic pistol. He did so, and was advised that it was something that couldn’t be done at the $50,000 figure. Ruger had been told to expect failure by such experienced hands as Swebilius (“You can’t do it”), one of the Mossbergs, and others. Their chorus was, “It can’t be done for a capitalization of only $50,000.” Today that kind of investment wouldn’t even cover the tooling costs for the pistol’s magazine.

Paulina agreed to retire her shares of preferred stock, and—recognizing that the company would succeed only if Bill Ruger was at the helm—assigned management control to him. For a $75,000 fee, paid out over the next few years, and other considerations, Bill Ruger emerged as the controlling stockholder. Paulina, victim of an unfortunate childhood, dominated by strong-willed parents, depressed and in weakened health, would die on January 27, 1953, of a sleeping pill overdose. She was thirty-one.

Advertising and Marketing

Ruger knew from his years of experience that a small company could easily go under from any number of costly errors. He was determined that, this time, everything would work. When in doubt, he sought out expert advice. One person he went to, late in 1949, was John Orr Young, a friend of Alexander Sturm’s family and a founder of the highly respected and successful Young and Rubicam advertising agency.


Alex and I had a long luncheon with John Young, and he answered a lot of specific questions, such as, “Considering the size of our company, would you say that small advertisements were useful, or should we have big ones?” He said that if these small ads were properly done and designed, they could be just as effective as a big one. Our first ad was designed by A1 Bury, who was with Sturm, Ruger and Company until approximately 1958. Sturm wrote the copy, and I may have changed a word or two in consultation with him. But the woodcut and proportion had a little professional touch that suggests Bury was involved in it. He had a little office in New York that he set up for himself. He had been with the firm that represented The Ruger Corporation, and had then been advertising manager with another company.

After a succession of small agencies, we established Hawkeye Communications, our own in-house agency, to facilitate our program and to place our ads directly. I wanted to call it “Tom Tom” but that name was too raffish for everybody. The agency was a success. People used to say, “Bill, I like your ads. There’s no B.S.!”

Stationery

It was Alex Sturm who designed our stationery, and when he first designed it, that eagle took up about the top third of the page. Warren Page said, “Who the hell designed that stationery? It looks like something from the German embassy!” I said, “That’s Sturm. The design is part German heraldry, and part Japanese.” Page said, “I’ll say one thing for it; you know where the letter comes from!”

As with the eagle logo, we tried to develop a design sense that would last, and it has carried us through to today. There’s a very distinctive style to our advertising and our use of artwork. There’s always been that artistic element. I’ve always been interested in the advertising side of it, and at that lunch with John Orr Young, we got some of our theories. I used to be a regular reader of Printer’s Ink magazine, a marvelous publication in those days for the ad industry, and I learned a little bit about how advertising is remembered. There were ten rules published in the magazine on the characteristics of an ad that gets high ratings. I tried to follow them. Our ads were dignified, truthful, important, and also tended towards the technical. We assumed that people wanted to know the facts. With a product like a gun, it was important to speak technically.

Aesthetics and Functionality

I still don’t necessarily assume that anybody sees it the way I do, but to me, guns have great lines or no lines. I used to think Winchesters were not especially good-looking rifles, but even so, one of my favorites, one I wanted badly, was the Model 1894 carbine. I always thought the Savage 99 was marvelous, and of course, the Luger was a handsome pistol.

The [Colt] Woodsman was the first influence on our .22 pistol, and also the Luger. What I did was to conceive our .22 as a low-cost equivalent to the Woodsman, which is exactly what High Standard had done previously. But there was something about the High Standard that wasn’t as neat as the Colt; they didn’t get it right. It looked too much like a product of the ’50s, with plastics and things. We really murdered High Standard with our guns. The world probably isn’t fully conscious of that. It was High Standard, high, wide, and handsome after the war and up through the very early ’50s. Then all of a sudden this pistol of ours took command, and in about six months the only .22 anyone was interested in was the Ruger.

Another reason people buy a particular gun is its mechanism. Understand the mechanism, understand the product. You see this in anyone who loves machines. It’s a mixture of art and mechanics. It is an aesthetic for guns. Some think the only thing that makes a gun handsome is the engraving; that is simply not true. A gun has to be beautiful on its own; the engraving can only add surface beauty to what’s already artistic.

Design Consciousness

Everything I look at is an example of product design, a mixture of the technical and the functional. One day, around 1953, I was killing an afternoon in New York before going somewhere on a company mission—to Detroit or Chicago—to see a casting company about working for us. I was kicking around the Museum of Modern Art and began talking to a distinguished-looking man, well groomed and beautifully dressed, who was also by himself. He was a designer or some kind of professional man, and we talked about “design consciousness.” In fact, that’s where I picked up that concept and phraseology. This man admired the sculpture of Alexander Calder, and we continued talking about design matters at the Stork Club over dinner. I forget now who that was, but this design consciousness has been an integral part of every gun we’ve made.



Materials

In the early 1950s, the federal government required allocations for materials, particularly steel, classified as “strategic.” As a gunmaker, Sturm, Ruger was subject to these restrictions:


During the Korean War we found it necessary to go to Washington three or four times. The bureaucracy was pathetic; you couldn’t find anyone who could give you any straight answers. We were just a start-up company and hadn’t even reached a targeted or intended level of output, so criteria like “last year’s consumption” (which they invariably used when calculating how much steel you’d be allowed) had hardly any bearing on our situation. I had to continually try to get around all those factors that didn’t apply to us, and somehow or other I finally got an allocation.

Someone noted that these allocations were just like hunting licenses: Next thing you had to do was go find somebody who liked you that would sell you the steel. One way or the other, we got it, but it was really a struggle!

The Competition

In the early days I really didn’t think of myself as a competitor of most of the gun companies. We didn’t make rifles, and my only close friend among other handgun firms was Dan Wesson at Smith & Wesson. We had plenty to talk about without anything that could ever be criticized as conspiratorial or anything of that sort. Single-actions of the type we made really were not competitors of Smith’s police-type double-actions in any event. It was the same way with Savage, but again, Savage wasn’t in the handgun business. Only after quite a while, when we’d begun producing our .44 Magnum carbine, did Remington and Winchester begin to see us as a growing company in the arms industry and possible competition.

Of course, Colt and High Standard knew we were around very early on, because I can tell you that within a year of offering our pistol, their sales had fallen off drastically. Bill Donovan, sales manager for High Standard, became a pretty good friend of mine. He used to try to needle me a little: “If you amateurs are all through, we can teach you something about guns.” But the truth was, one day (and I got this story straight from someone who was there) Donovan was talking to the purchasing agent at E. K. Tryon in Philadelphia; they were the biggest gun jobber in America, and Donovan was asking why High Standard wasn’t getting more business. The buyer had no reason to pull any punches. “People aren’t buying your guns now; they’re buying Rugers.” Donovan tried to argue that it couldn’t be true. So this man opened the file drawer in his desk, brought out a big stack of orders, all for Rugers, put them on his desk and said, “Listen, when High Standard produces a volume of business like this, we’ll be ordering at that volume.”

Then High Standard produced an automatic shotgun which was engineered and made all wrong. The story was that Sears, Roebuck got interested in High Standard and placed huge orders for what they thought would be their “J. C. Higgins” shotguns. A carload of guns was shipped to Sears in Chicago. The guns worked just fine if you kept them horizontal, but when you pointed them up-ward, they didn’t work at all! The whole carload had to come back, and High Standard effectively disappeared not long after.




Norwick Goodspeed on Alex Sturm

Although they had much in common, I’m sure that, sometimes, Bill wondered what to do with Alex.

I believe Alex would have lived much longer if he had only taken vitamins, and eaten from time to time. You wouldn’t see him eat anything. He used to say that he never expected to live to the age of forty, and he was right. I know that if something happened to him, his intention was that Bill should carry on the business, and have controlling interest in it.

Quite a few of us attended the memorial service for Alex, at the Congregational Church in Southport, near the factory. Among others, the entire factory work force was there.
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Julian S. Hatcher’s favorable American Rifleman review of the “.22 Ruger Pistol,” an endorsement that helped significantly in recognizing the new product, which came to be known in firearms circles as representing “real value.”
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Blued pistols are prototypes, the earliest at top left (outside marked only RUGER on the tubular receiver; with profile like Colt Woodsman, and used its magazine; Franzite grips; overall length 8½”), followed by the first .22 Standard with the conventional profile, and two preproduction run-through pistols at right. The chrome-plated pistol, number 15886, was built for display purposes, and is a Mark I Target Model. Ruger’s penciled notes an estimate of production costs. Patents issued to Ruger apply to the .22 pistol. Brochure prepared by Sturm, assisted by Ruger. Magazines based on High Standard designs, known for reliable functioning.

Executives and Guns

Early on, Ruger recognized that a knowledge of and love for guns was a distinct advantage, and a vital element in realizing success in the firearms field:


I think Remington or Winchester or both had a member or two that went to Camp Fire [a historic private club in Chappaqua, New York]. But their top management, I don’t remember a single one of them at the time ever had the slightest interest in going on a long pack trip or something. The man I knew there quite well was the president. He had been sales manager when I first met him and induced him to listen to my plan for selling the Ruger pistols.

I knew a little bit about how hardware and sporting goods were sold and distributed because I’d had that experience in the tool business earlier, but I had figured out some variations on it. I wasn’t going to be strictly a jobber-oriented manufacturer. I was going to offer the jobber’s price only to qualified jobbers, and I was going to offer a higher price directly to established dealers. A jobber price, a dealer price, and a retail price, all rigidly adhered to according to what type of firm you actually were. Of course, in those days you also had this fair trade law, and it was really beneficial to us because it prohibited the kind of discounting you see today, which you now can’t do a thing about.

Another industry executive I got quite friendly with put out this dictum that his management team would be expected to quit playing golf every time they did any business entertaining, and go out to do some shooting instead. Remington had this marvelous shotgun shooting installation near Bridgeport, a little place called Lordship, on a peninsula sticking out into Long Island Sound. Quite a few Remington managers did get out to the trap or skeet fields there. I always felt that, if nothing else, you should be using your own company’s products—not hitting around a golf ball. Remington, in those days, was a well-managed company, no question about it. They did everything right. In that postwar period I was expecting to see prewar firearms reintroduced with a slide action model and the semiautomatic rifle, but instead they brought up a new 700 series that’s marked their style ever since. It was a really well-engineered, integrated line of different products. They invented the first really good-looking, low-cost bolt-action rifle with a tubular receiver.

Product engineering, marketing—both were models; nobody did it better. I think you could say much the same about Winchester, although Winchester was not as decisive and creative in bringing a product line forward. It took them a long while. They spent a lot of money, talked about it a lot, and when the products did appear, they were not unqualified successes like Remington’s. Winchester postwar lever-action and semiautomatic rifles, the Models 88 and 100, were pretty good but not quite as good as they could have been, and they never really caught on. You hardly ever see them anymore.

I always thought that shooting fast with some of their lever actions was a hard thing anyway, because that iron loop, the lever, could take off the thin skin on the back of your fingers. Of course, the Model 70 rifle and the old 94 carbines were unbeatable, so they had some really strong products. But they couldn’t seem to improve on those.




Norwick Goodspeed on the Ruger Pistol and on Bill Ruger

There was a third original director of Sturm, Ruger & Co., Norwick R. G. Goodspeed, whose involvement with the firm ceased soon after Alex Sturm’s death. Goodspeed had been asked by Sturm to check out the business potential of the .22 Standard pistol. Accordingly, for several weeks he showed the prototype to competent gunsmiths, machinists, and others whom he felt would have real insight into the pistol’s potential, among them Griffin & Howe, Folsom Arms, and Stoeger’s:


After Alex and Bill had met, Alex approached me as a friend and lawyer. He had the prototype of the Ruger .22 pistol, and he gave it to me: “Is this something I could put my mother’s money into?” His parents wanted desperately to have something Alex could do. I reported back to Alex that everyone I showed the pistol to felt it had merit, found it intriguing, liked the looks, and thought it would sell. However, what I did had a further importance as to whether or not the gun would fly: Every bit as important was my own impression of Bill Ruger. If I had gone back to Alex and said I had no confidence in Ruger, I am sure Alex would have said “so be it,” and that would have been the end of it.

But I was impressed by Bill as a human being, he was very straightforward, honorable, conscientious, and an obviously creative talent. There was a dedication to what he wanted to achieve. You could see that intensity, and how focused he was. Ruger sufficiently impressed me, despite his recent emergence from a failed business, that I encouraged Alex to get the funds and go ahead. It was Bill Ruger’s character, intellect, and talent, as much as the merit of the pistol, that made me say that this is something worthwhile, and something that Alex should be a part of.

In the course of my experience as a lawyer, and later as a banker, there have been many times in which I had the opportunity to put people together, and there were many times that I advised not to do something. I had no doubts whatsoever about this business venture.



After Alex’s death, Goodspeed was replaced by Norman Parsells, representing Paulina Sturm’s interests on the board of directors. Goodspeed eventually became the chairman of People’s Bank of Connecticut, which grew under his stewardship from a half dozen branches in 1967, to sixty at the time of his retirement in 1987.



The Ruger .22 Standard Pistol

[image: images]

First production .22 Standard Pistol, number 0012; left grip removed to show “red eagle” trademark medallion.

[image: images]

Number 13-40371 Mark I Target Pistol.

[image: images]

Number 0012 .22 Standard Pistol, with its original “salt cod” box, and Ruger cardboard carton of somewhat later vintage, circa 1954–1960.

Introduced: 1949. “The first overall improvement in automatic pistol design since the Browning patent of 1905.”

Production of original series completed December 31, 1981; succeeded by the Mark II Standard Model.

Serial Numbers: Began with four-digit numbers, customarily preceded by zeros. Numbers 0661 to 1999 not produced. Standard .22 range from 1 to 301500; Mark I Target Pistol from 300000 to 337962.

Prefix first used c. 1969 (began with 10-00000 to -99999), and the following employed sequentially thereafter 11-, 12-, 13-, 14-, 15-, 16-, 17-. Last serial number before introduction of New Model Mark II Automatic: 17-80344. D prefix or suffix marking was to avoid duplication of serial numbers. S or U see tables.

Total Made Through 1981 (including Target): In excess of 1,250,000.

Caliber: .22 Long Rifle.

Magazine Capacity: 9 in spring-fed detachable box.

Barrel Lengths: 4¾” and 6”. Crowned muzzle changed to flat configuration at approximately serial range 9101 to 9124. 6⅞” barrels introduced with Target Model pistols at serial range 15000.

Rifling: Six grooves, right-hand twist, one turn in 14 to 16”.

Markings: See Table of Markings

Receiver maker marking changed on some specimens by addition of, INC. at approximately serial number 286360; by the number 430841, the new marking was standard.

Serial number die size was of small configuration ([image: images]” high) from 1 to 259200, with some production marked with large size dies (⅛” high) from number 255478, and standard after 259201.

Die struck metal red eagle trademark inlaid on left grip, changed in 1951 to black.

Warning marking on left side of receiver, from serial number 14-84935 (approximately January 12, 1978).

BEFORE USING GUN—READ WARNINGS IN INSTRUCTION MANUAL AVAILABLE FREE FROM—STURM, RUGER & CO., INC, SOUTHPORT, CONN. USA—

Sights: Square notch rear sight measuring ¼” thick, dovetailed onto breech of receiver; at approximately serial 10793 to 10850 range a ½” thick contoured sight adopted. Front sight of Patridge style, wide blade, precision machined. Sight radius of first model: 7½”.

Overall Length and Weight: 9”, 36 ounces (4¾” barrel). 10”, 38 ounces (6” barrel).

Grips: Black hard rubber with red trademark (often termed “red eagle”) medallion inlay. At serial 34369 the trademark changed to black, honoring the memory of Alexander Sturm (a few specimens with red trademarks have been observed with higher serial numbers). Checkered walnut grips introduced on some specimens midway in 1963. Grip variations as follows: red trademark with screw escutcheons, same without escutcheons, black trademark hard rubber, black trademark with walnut thumbrest, black trademark walnut with escutcheons located on lower panel, silver trademark walnut, silver trademark plastic, and walnut with high polish silver trademark.

Finish: Blued, with chrome-plated trigger. A very few with full chrome finish, an available option from late 1950 (extremely rare in “Red Eagle” model).

Materials, Construction, and Innovations: Two-piece stamped steel frame; welded. Machined steel barrel, tubular steel receiver. Broad, grooved trigger.

Simplicity of design and construction, built-in strength, handsome form and line, superb balance. Rear sight mounted on receiver, and thus remains stationary. Cylindrical bolt cycles within tubular receiver. All barrel and receiver assemblies utilize same grip frame, permitting ready manufacture of both standard and target models. Steel cross pin in receiver walls arrests rearward motion of bolt. Unbreakable steel music wire springs (no flat springs) throughout. Positive safety catch. Two-stage trigger pull. Solid, non-moving sights. Dismantling achieved in five seconds; only screws in construction used for securing grips.
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