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The famous ‘Four B’s’ – G. L. Becker, John M. Browning, A. P. Bigelow and Matthew S. Browning. During the 1890’s these four Ogdenites were Utah’s premier live-bird team. Later they made national history at the traps as a squad of four.


JOHN MOSES BROWNING (1855-1926) is widely acknowledged to be one of the greatest firearms designers of all time; indeed, many would describe him as the greatest. His father, Jonathan Browning (1805-1879) was a gunsmith and designed several unusual rifles, but was simply not in the same league as his son, whose output included 128 patents and at least 80 separate designs.
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Browning’s Gun Store in Ogden, Utah.


John and his brothers lived in the tiny frontier town of Ogden, Utah which was “Old West” country and linked to the Eastern states by long and tenuous roads and trails, and from 1869 by the railroad. Despite such relative isolation and leaving school at fifteen after a typical rural education, John became a very respected businessman, first on a national scale, dealing with such well-established companies as Colt, Remington, Stevens and Winchester, and later on the international stage, regularly traveling to Europe to visit his closest business partner, Fabrique Nationale of Liége, Belgium. He also became closely involved with the United States government and with the army and navy, whose officers treated him with the greatest respect.


Browning’s designs covered the whole range of small arms, from semi-automatic pistols, through single-shot rifles and many different types of repeater rifles to machine guns. His brain was constantly active and he conducted a never-ending search for perfection. One of his greatest assets was that he was a highly enthusiastic shot and practiced his skills not only on ranges and in competitions, but also in the hills, fields and forests around Ogden, where he was able to loose off thousands of rounds from each weapon, detecting and analysing shortcomings and devising remedies which could then be implemented immediately in the workshop.


In writing about the Browning story, it is important to stress that the workshop in Ogden was not a firearms production facility. The shop sold and repaired hardware, such as farming implements and tools, and the firearms business was confined to making and refining John’s prototypes, and to selling and repairing firearms which had been produced elsewhere. Apart from weapons designed by the father, Jonathan Browning, and, as will be explained, the first 600 of John’s Single-Shot Rifles, only prototypes of Browning weapons were made there. When John sold his designs to other companies, he also gave up the right to manufacture them.


John Browning’s designs were made under license by both U.S. and foreign firearms companies, but there have also been many “clones” which are exact copies of Browning weapons, although all too often made to far less rigorous engineering standards.


John Moses Browning collapsed and died in his office at the Fabrique Nationale factory in Liége, Belgium, in 1926. He was surrounded by many of his family and by workers whom he respected, in a factory whose fortunes he had done so much to secure. It was a fitting end to the life of a truly great man.
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Salt Lake City, Utah in the 1850s was still the “Old West” when John M. Browning was growing up.




CHAPTER ONE


John Moses Browning – An American Hero


 


THE BROWNING FAMILY arrived in Virginia in the 1620s and remained there for well over one hundred years. John Moses Browning’s grandfather, Edmund Browning, was born there in 1761, but in his twenties he married and he and his bride then joined the trek westwards, settling in Brushy Fork, Tennessee, where his wife gave birth to seven children. One of those children, Jonathan, was born in October 1805, but unlike his father, his interest was in blacksmithing and tanning rather than farming. Jonathan found his first work in a local smithy and then, at age 19, he went to Nashville, Tennessee, to work for a gunsmith in order to learn the highly specialized art of making and truing barrels, a vital skill in a society where virtually every family had at least one gun and used them to shoot for the pot or for self-defense.


Jonathan Browning returned to Brushy Fork, where he established his own business and married, but the work fell away as their neighbors answered the siren call of the West. In 1833 Jonathan and his family joined them, heading westwards and eventually finding a new home in Quincy, Illinois on the banks of the Mississippi.


In 1842 Jonathan made a fundamental change to his and his family’s way of life, by converting to the Mormon religion, whereupon they moved to Nauvoo, Illinois where he once again set up a new gunmaking business. Jonathan repeatedly volunteered to join his co-religionists in their march to the West but his church authorities told him that he was needed in Nauvoo and to continue to make arms. His persistence finally triumphed, however, and in 1852 he moved with his family to Ogden in Utah, some 30 miles from Salt Lake City. There he took a second wife and then a third, having an eventual total of 22 children, the last of whom was born when he was 71 years old. Jonathan was a respected member of the community, becoming a local councilor and judge, but always retaining his gunsmithing business, although he never made a new gun after the move to Utah, concentrating instead on repair work. In his earlier years he designed a repeating rifle using a horizontally sliding, four-round magazine, which worked well, but it was designed for use with percussion caps and had the ill luck to appear just as metallic cartridges appeared. Jonathan died in 1879 at the age of 74.
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Jonathan Browning


John Moses Browning


John Moses Browning was the eldest of two sons of Jonathan Browning’s second wife and was born in Ogden, Utah, on January 23, 1855. By the age of six he was regularly helping his father in the workshop and a year later he was also working in the tannery. He made his first gun at the age of ten, creating a rifle to his own design from components he found among his father’s piles of scrap, and which he then used to shoot prairie chicken for the family table. He also repaired farm machinery, and, when driven by necessity, made moccasins and boots. When just past his thirteenth birthday he was given a broken but high-quality shotgun by one of his father’s customers and his first action was to disassemble it down to the smallest possible component. He analyzed every part, repaired or replaced those that were damaged and ended up with a thoroughly usable gun, of far higher quality than he would have been able to afford at that stage in his life.


The town of Ogden was an isolated Western outpost – a small Mormon community in outback Utah. The first major change came when the trans-continental railroad was completed in 1869, with the famous “Golden Spike” episode actually taking place only 50 miles away. The second, even more crucial change came in January 1870 when the Utah Central Railroad gave Ogden a direct link to Salt Lake City and thus to the outside world.


John attended the local school which was a typical Western school with one teacher supervising a number of classes in one large room. John certainly learned to read and write and do arithmetic, but he had probably learned little more than that, and when the teacher told him that he had nothing more to pass on to his pupil they both realized that it was time for John to leave.


John’s early days in the workshop were, not surprisingly, devoted to perfecting his skills, and he worked hard at repairing guns, although his enquiring mind and detailed examination of the various mechanisms that came his way led him to devise methods of improving them. Nevertheless, he did not move on into the realm of real invention until 1878, when, at 23, he finally got down to designing a totally new gun, which was destined to become the famous Single-Shot. As would happen repeatedly over the coming years, he prepared the whole concept, both in detail and in its totality, in his mind, before preparing drawings and then starting work on the prototype, the whole process taking him about eleven months. This was an incredible achievement, firstly because it was his very first design and secondly because he achieved in just under a year what it takes most people about five to complete.


Despite living in a remote Western town and his limited knowledge of the ways of the world, John knew that he had to protect his work with a patent, but had no idea how to go about it. Undeterred, he turned to a mail-order company in the East whose goods he sold in the shop and they, very courteously, passed his query to a patent attorney. The latter treated the application with the seriousness it deserved, translated the inventor’s flowing prose into the correct dry legal terminology and duly obtained U.S. Patent Number 220,271 of 1879, the first of many which would be granted to the Western inventor.
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In 1852 Jonathan Browning and his family moved west along the Mormon trail.


Nauvoo, Illinois


O RIGINALLY NAMED COMMERCE, the Mormons renamed it Nauvoo — meaning a beautiful place of rest in Hebrew. The central building, the Temple, whose cornerstone was laid on April 6, 1841, formed the hub of the community. Within 5 years the town had been established but pressure from the Mormon’s neighbors forced them to undertake the vigil West in 1846 to find new freedom from persecution. Jonathan Browning was keen to make the trip West but Mormon leaders recognizing the need for maintaining arms for defense kept him back to repair the community’s weapons. Observers who visited the town after it had been deserted reported a place with newly built houses surrounded by well tended gardens.


The town has now been rebuilt and is an historic American Site.
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The Browning workshop in reconstructed Nauvoo. Jonathan set up shop here in 1842 after converting to the Mormon religion.
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The Browning Homestead adjoins the workshop.
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John Moses Browning’s parents.
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A detail of Jonathan Browning’s repeating percussion cap rifle.
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A revolving rifle made by Jonathan on display in his workshop in Nauvoo.
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Union Pacific locomotive Number 82 and its crew between Echo and Evanston, less than 60 miles from Ogden in 1872, two years after the railroad opened allowing the Brownings direct contact with the Eastern States.
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A small local school like the one that John attended.
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John Moses Browning aged 18.


It was during this patent process that Jonathan Browning died, leaving the shop to John, but as he had already been running it for two years the transition was smooth. Indeed, business was booming and John, together with his younger brother and stepbrothers, moved and built new premises. Their first manufactured product was the Browning Single-Shot Rifle and they sold 25 in the first week at $25 each, although they continued with the repair business and also expanded the shop to deal in hunting and sporting goods.


Browning and Winchester


By this stage Ogden, although by no means large, was expanding rapidly, mainly because of its status as a prime junction for the railroad system. The ease of travel and communication was of inestimable value to the Browning brothers’ business, which was now in direct railroad contact with the Eastern states. In 1882 John Browning took out two more patents, and by now the reputation of the Browning Single Shot was spreading, while back in Ogden production proceeded steadily. In 1883, however, came one of those lucky breaks which all inventors need, when one of the Winchester Repeating Arms Company’s salesmen chanced on a used Browning Single-Shot Rifle and, immediately recognizing its merits, bought it for $15 and sent it to the Winchester factory. It so happened that Winchester had a serious gap in its product line for such a single-shot rifle and the management board took less than a week to decide to buy the design. Accordingly, they dispatched the general manager, T.G. Bennett, to discover whatever he could about the Browning company, which was totally unknown on the East coast. That the general manager of one of the world’s greatest arms companies should personally undertake such a journey is an extraordinary compliment to both John Browning and the quality of his design. Bennett arrived unannounced and found the young brothers busy at their lathes and anvils, but the discussion was short, sharp and to the point, and ended with Bennett writing the letter of understanding on the shop counter.


This first contract between John and the Winchester company granted the latter the sole manufacturing and sales rights and was for $8,000, making the Brownings fairly rich by the general standard of the times and fantastically rich by local Utah standards. In today’s terms the contract would be for between half and one million dollars, depending on the conversion factor used, but by any standard it was a huge amount of money for a tiny company based in remote Ogden.
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The Winchester dynasty: Thomas Gray Bennett, husband of Oliver Winchester’s daughter, with his son Winchester Bennett and grandson T.G. Bennett. Thomas was the Vice President of the company responsible for initiating the link with Browning.


For Winchester the rifle was a godsend and sales started in 1885. Browning’s design was so inherently robust, reliable and adaptable that it was capable of adjustment to take a wide range of cartridges from .50 Winchester Express down to .22 Short. A small problem arose when Bennett discovered that, in all innocence, the brothers were continuing to produce Single-Shots in their own workshop to meet existing orders and he courteously explained that they had transferred all production rights to him. As with all their contracts with the Brownings, Winchester’s policy was to purchase exclusive rights to patents; they never agreed to pay royalties. This may appear one-sided at first glance, but it also had some advantages for John Browning in that on many occasions the company purchased patents which they knew they would not put into production for one reason or another.


With his next design, a lever-action rifle, John Browning decided that this time he would take the prototype rifle to Winchester himself, even though the farthest he and his brother Matt had ever traveled before was 35 miles to Salt Lake City. Now, however, they traveled by trans-continental train to New York City and, after a night seeing the sights, on to New Haven, Connecticut – a journey which in those days took six days. Winchester took one look at the rifle, realized that it was way ahead of anything anywhere else in the world and bought it immediately, as always with a lump sum rather than royalties, believed in this case to be $50,000.


[image: image]


John M. Browning’s workbench at the gunshop in Ogden, Utah.
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John M in 1890 when he was beginning his experiments with self-loading firearms.


Having bought the production rights for five guns, now, for the first time, Winchester asked Browning to design a weapon, in this case a lever-action, repeating shotgun. Browning agreed that it was possible but said that he would prefer to produce a slide-action weapon. Browning delivered the prototype in June 1885, Winchester was delighted, tooled-up and entered the weapon in their catalog as the Model 1887. Thus in just three years, John Browning had produced three outstanding designs – the Models 1885, 1886 and 1887 Winchesters.
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Marcellus Hartley, Remington’s President, whose death, while Browning was waiting to see him, caused John to offer his automatic shotgun to FN in Belgium.


Set apart


John Browning was a Mormon all his life and when his Church called him in 1887 to undertake two years’ missionary work he did not hesitate, despite the fact that he was just starting to make his reputation as a gun designer. In obedience to the call he became a full-time missionary in Georgia, working there from March 1887 to March 1889.


Return to Winchester


John Browning’s return to Ogden was followed by a period of exceptional productivity. Sometimes he produced a new design on his own and sometimes he responded to suggestions from Winchester – for example, the Winchester Model 92 was the result of a request from Bennett for an entirely new design built around the .40-40 cartridge, to replace the Model 73. During one of John’s visits to New Haven, Bennett offered him $10,000 if a prototype could be ready in three months time, but John delivered it at New Haven within one month, which included both his trip back to Ogden and sending the rifle to Connecticut, two five-day train journeys. John Browning was paid $20,000 for his efforts, but, even so, that was a tremendous bargain for Winchester who eventually sold over one million copies.


This was a time of accelerating development in the armaments business, and the appearance of smokeless powder in 1894 revolutionized the gunmaking and ammunition fraternities alike. There was some initial resistance but the advantages of the new powder and the rounds it fired were so obvious that weapons were quickly developed to take full advantage of them. Winchester found that all of their production weapons designed by John Browning were easily adapted to accommodate the higher pressures, the first on the scene being the Winchester Model 94 firing the smokeless .30-30 round. Next came the big-game Winchester Model 95, a lever-action box magazine rifle, firing a variety of rounds from .30-02 up to .405. Over the years between 1883 and 1900 Winchester bought 44 rifle and shotgun designs from Browning; not all of them were put into production, but those that were sold phenomenally well. During this period the Winchester patent department dealt with all Browning’s patent claims, although he also produced designs which he sold to other companies on a royalty basis.
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