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  FROM THE STONE AGE


  Look far enough back at our lovely sport of shooting on the wing and the guns we use for it, and you’ll find two of the most fundamental truths of history: Everything begins somewhere, and nothing evolves except through mutual influence with something else.


  In our case, of course, it began with the gun, with the matchlock and the wheellock, with the arquebus, caliver, musket, and all the other forms known generically as “hand gonnes.” But through the first phases of development, from early in the fifteenth century until late in the sixteenth, the sport that would later be known as the art of shooting flying remained instead the art of shooting sitting.


  The substantial lapse of time between the trigger and the bang, whether the mechanism lowered a smoldering fuse to a priming pan or set a serrated wheel spinning against a chunk of pyrite, so dimmed the chances of hitting an object flying at any angle other than straight away that few gunners even bothered to try.


  The change began about 1570 in The Netherlands, where gunmakers devised the snaphaunce lock. It combined the best features of the older systems with the new notion of igniting a powder charge through a striking action, the same concept on which firearms are still made. In the snaphaunce, it involves a chunk of flint gripped in the jaws of a cock. When the sear is tripped, a stout mainspring drives the cock forward, rotating on its axis, so that the flint strikes a steel plate variously called the hammer, steel, battery, or frizzen and showers sparks into a small pan of priming powder. The flash from this passes through a small vent in the side of the barrel and ignites the powder charge inside.


  By the time the new system reached the full extent of its evolution, it not only represented the first truly great age of the sporting gun, but also in great measure established the form of the classic gun as we know it today.


  The process took just over two hundred years, and at first, the various stages overlapped. While Spanish makers developed the Miquelet lock, English craftsmen working along similar lines devised the Jacobean or dog lock. In both, the frizzen and the flash pan cover, separate parts in the snaphaunce, are combined in one piece. These locks formed the main transitional step between the snaphaunce and the true flintlock, but both were applied almost solely to military arms. By bringing the snaphaunce to its highest level of perfection, the Italian makers of the Val Trompia were the first to turn out sporting guns quick firing enough to be effective against a flying target.


  The new sport found its way to France early in the seventeenth century, and there, during the time when France under The Sun King Louis XIV was the most influential country in Europe, both the true flintlock gun and the art of tir au vol, shooting on the wing, were established.


  Although English makers soon adopted the gunlock in its French form, wingshooting took a relatively long time to cross the English Channel and might have taken even longer but for a chain of events that began in 1642, when civil war broke out between Englishmen loyal to the monarchy and the Puritans who supported a parliamentary form of government. Under Oliver Cromwell’s leadership, the Puritans eventually gained the upper hand, beheaded King Charles I in January 1649, and established the Commonwealth of England. Two years later, when Cromwell’s army defeated the last Scottish troops loyal to Charles II, the king fled to exile in France.


  The Commonwealth lasted until 1653, at which time Cromwell established a military Protectorate and declared himself Lord Protector. He died in September 1658, succeeded by his son Richard. Public support for the Protectorate was already wearing thin, and the younger Cromwell’s incompetency proved to be the last straw. In 1660, General George Monk seized control of the government, forced the Lord Protector’s resignation, and established a new Parliament which promptly restored the monarchy and invited Charles II to come home and take the throne.


  Interest in sport does not usually flourish in times of political and social turmoil, and the Puritans weren’t noticeably fond of such pursuits anyway, so it’s easy to see why sporting guns and the uses thereof got short shrift in England through the 1640s and ‘50s. But among the things Charles and his Royalist nobles brought back from France in May 1660 were slender fowling pieces built in Italy, France, Spain, and Germany and a keen interest in shooting birds on the wing.


  This novel new approach caught on immediately and to such an extent that owning a fine gun and practicing the art of wingshooting soon became a requirement for any man who aspired to the status of a gentleman. Apparently, though, it was a time more characterized by enthusiasm than great success. As Mr. Markland wrote in his 1727 pamphlet Pteryplegia: or the Art of Shooting Flying, English shooters weren’t quite as skillful as those in France, “it being as rare for a professed Marksman of that Nation to miss a bird as for one of ours to kill.”


  Whatever the reason behind such lackluster shooting, it wasn’t for want of good guns, for the English trade had been quick to adopt the lightweight, well-balanced form of the European shotguns, and by the beginning of the eighteenth century, English makers had matched and then surpassed the quality of work turned out by their counterparts on the Continent. From the hindsight of history, it’s no exaggeration to say that the reign of Queen Anne, 1702 to 1714, marked the beginning of the greatest age of gunmaking the world has ever known, an age that culminated with the perfection of the modern shotgun almost two hundred years later.


  The first fifty-odd years went toward refinement rather than invention, as the gun trade concentrated solely upon achieving the highest standards of fit and finish and perfecting the details of their craft. Mechanically, the standard gunlock remained unchanged from the pattern developed in France during the previous century. To see what this involved, spend a moment on the drawings.


  The true flintlock uses a one-piece battery/pan cover usually called the frizzen, the tail of which bears against a V spring called the feather spring, fastened to the outside of the lockplate. The lockparts themselves, sear, tumbler, mainspring, and sear spring, are held to the inside of the plate by a bridle, which provides support to the moving parts and at the same time minimizes friction. The tumbler’s axis protrudes through a hole in the plate, and the cock is fastened to it with a screw. Internally, the arrangement is essentially the same as you’ll find in a modern hammerless sidelock.


  Although English gunmakers made no mechanical changes in the flintlock during the first half of the eighteenth century, they made enormous improvements in the craftsmanship by which the locks were built, improvements that serve to show how important even the smallest details of a best-quality gun really are. Screws, for instance: No matter how carefully lockparts are made and fitted, they cannot function any better than the screws that hold everything in place. If the threads are poorly cut and the screws themselves made of soft metal, they soon bend and loosen under the stresses of parts moving by spring tension and when that happens, the whole lock goes out of whack.


  Similarly, a lock only works as well as the springs that power it. If they’re poorly made or not properly tempered, they won’t last long. In a flintlock, main and feather springs must be perfectly balanced with one another. If the mainspring is too light and the feather spring too heavy, the cock can’t strike hard enough to snap the pan cover open or create an adequate spark; if both are too heavy, the flint simply shatters.


  These and other such procedural matters as case hardening lock parts and plates, using new and better steels, improving the process of tempering springs, and generally paying close attention to perfecting fit and finish were the gun trade’s main occupation through the early eighteenth century. During this time, makers began fastening barrels and stocks together with flat, tapered steel bolts rather than the round pins used earlier. Because the bolts could be drawn out without the use of a punch, this made guns easier to take apart for cleaning and lessened the chances of damage to the wood.


  Aesthetically, the taste of the day called for rather elaborate decoration and the use of silver for mounts and furniture rather than steel or brass. Side plates, which in single-barreled guns are fastened to the side opposite the lock and support the screws that hold the lock in place, were typically carved in leafy, floral patterns. Trigger guards and buttplate tangs usually ended in floral or acorn-shaped finials. Inlay and carving in both wood and steel were common.


  The names of the finest gunmakers at work in England during the reigns of Anne and the first two King Georges are not now well known, but they deserve recognition. The efforts of such men as Lewis Barbar and his son James, Henry Delany, James Paul Freeman, and Joseph Griffin paved the way for the generation of craftsmen who would bring the flintlock to its highest form.


  The gathering wave of inventive energy started to break at mid century, beginning with the “waterproof” lock. I add the quotation marks because no flintlock, with its external priming pan, can ever be completely sealed against moisture’s insidious invasion. Sheer humidity can cause misfires. Still, there’s no doubt that the English gun trade came up with some ways of making a flash pan about as water resistant as it could possibly be.


  The standard approach was to drill a drain hole at the bottom of the flash shield or fence so that raindrops sliding down the frizzen could keep on going rather than accumulate between the fence and the pan, ready to spill into the primer the instant the cock knocked the pan cover open. And the cover itself was formed oversized with a downturned lip on three sides so it fit over the pan like the lid of a box. Birmingham makers Thomas Noon, Robert Prettyman, and Emanuel Heaton took this to its ultimate conclusion after the turn of the next century by adding a leather gasket, but for the most part the drain hole and overlapping cover remained the most effective means of keeping a priming charge reasonably dry.


  More important, however, were two improvements in lockwork that appeared more or less simultaneously in the early 1770s. Both enhanced the flintlock’s mechanical efficiency by reducing friction and thereby increasing the speed at which the lock could work. One was the notion of placing a roller bearing at the contact point between the flash pan cover and the feather spring. This not only increased lock speed, but also encouraged stronger sparks off the flint, which in turn made ignition more reliable. Some lockmakers fastened the roller to the pan cover tail while others pinned it to the feather spring. Either way seemed to work equally well.


  The other change sought to minimize friction between the long arm of the mainspring and the tumbler. Perhaps someone tried a roller here, too, but the classic solution proved to be a swivel, pinned to the tumbler at one end and shaped in a T at the other. The end of the spring, filed to a double claw hook, fits over the swivel’s cross bar, linking the two parts in such a way that friction is virtually nil.


  Neither of these innovations came into wide use until the 1790s, but from then on they were standard features of all best quality guns, and they played significant roles in making the flintlock as fast and efficient as it ever got to be. The improved feather spring and frizzen arrangement naturally went obsolete when the caplock took over, but the tumbler swivel is still part of best-quality English-style sidelocks.


  Change followed hard upon change. Better manufacturing methods created more efficient powders, allowing gunmakers to shorten barrels from the 42 to 48 inches needed earlier to give the old, slow burning powder time to work up maximum thrust. After about 1760, more and more of the barrels themselves were made in England rather than imported from Spain. Joseph Griffin of Bond Street, London, recognized as the finest gunmaker of the day, was one of the first English barrelmakers, certainly the first great one, and also one of the first English makers to turn out best-quality side-by-side doubles.


  Tastes in woodwork changed as well. The older style of stocking single barrels to the muzzle began to give way to more graceful half stocks. Buttstocks grew slimmer.


  And a new generation of gunmakers began to emerge. John Fox Twigg succeeded Griffin as the most celebrated craftsman of England. Others turning out first-quality work in the latter eighteenth century included Edward Bate; the two William Jovers, father and son, who worked in partnership with Bate for a few years after about 1805; John Probin; Joseph Heylin; William Wilson; John Bennett; Durs Egg, who founded a gunmaking dynasty; and Harvey Walklate Mortimer, who did the same.


  The most important invention of the time, and one of the most important of all time, for muzzle-loading arms came from Henry Nock, who in April 1787 obtained a patent for a new and revolutionary style of breech.


  The original means of breeching was simply a flat-faced, threaded steel plug that closed off the rear end of a gun barrel. With the powder charge occupying the full diameter of the bore, ignition through a flash hole involved setting fire to a corner of it, so that a noticeable amount of time elapsed before the full charge was alight. Having succeeded in speeding up the locks, gunmakers soon saw that ignition needed some hastening as well.


  First they tried the chambered breech, which amounted to a plug with a funnel shaped cavity. Ironically, this slowed the overall process even further: The powder ignited more efficiently, but the priming flash had to travel farther to reach the tip of the funnel. Nock’s solution was to add a sort of antechamber that allowed a small quantity of powder to rest close to the flash hole. This ignited very quickly, sending a jet of flame forward through a narrow channel into the very center of the main charge.


  Nock’s breech was a seminal breakthrough in gun design. Other makers came up with some patentable variations, all based on Nock’s fundamental concept, but no one ever was able to truly improve it. By 1790, the stage was set for the flintlock’s final phase of perfection.


  Twigg died that year, and his place at the pinnacle of the English gun trade was soon occupied by his erstwhile shop foreman, John Manton, who had left Twigg’s employ in 1781 to go into business on his own at 6 Dover Street; the company remained at that address until it closed down in 1878. John Manton took on his younger brother Joseph as an apprentice about 1780. Joseph in turn went on his own in 1793, first in Davies Street, then in Hanover Square, in Oxford Street, and after his first bankruptcy in 1826 at a variety of premises occupied only briefly.


  Joseph eventually superseded his brother as the premier English maker, described by Peter Hawker as “the greatest artist in firearms that ever the world produced.” Although their personal relationship was marred by rivalry and conflict, the two Mantons influenced English gunmaking in ways impossible to overestimate. Neither contributed much by way of invention, though each obtained several patents and Joseph gets credit for being the first to install an elevated top rib to a double gun, but together they established once and for all a standard of craftsmanship in which perfection was the only acceptable level of quality. To see where this eventually led, we need only consider the names of some craftsmen who either apprenticed or worked in Joseph Manton’s shop: James Purdey, Thomas Boss, Charles Lancaster, Joseph Lang, and William Greener. In fact, the only gunmaker to earn a place at the very top of the London trade who didn’t train with the Mantons or one of their proteges was Harris Holland. The Mantons virtually defined the form of the shotgun as well as the standard of workmanship that went into it. John Twigg was mainly responsible for beginning the trend toward less flamboyant decoration, which the Mantons fostered and passed along to succeeding generations.


  Essentially, this amounted to a trend toward letting the inherent grace of the gun itself be the primary source of its beauty; of using steel rather than silver or brass for mountings and filing them to simpler shapes; of sleek, straight, checkered stocks finished without carving or inlay; of engraving lockplates in subtle, elegant designs.


  Further improvements in gunpowder made 30- or 32-inch barrels truly practical, which in turn meant that the double gun could be built with larger bores and still be lightweight and dynamic in handling.


  All in all, it’s fair to say that the style and form of the English best gun was established for all time by about 1820, just at the end of the flintlock era. Great mechanical changes lay ahead, first the caplocks and then the breechloaders, but it’s important to recognize what didn’t change. Take a best-quality sidelock gun built any time since about 1890, anywhere in the world, and look past the hammerless locks, the ejectors, the single triggers, and other such refinements. What you’ll see is an English gun as it came to be when guns were fired by flakes of stone.


  2


  SISTERS IN THE WOOD


  Show me a pair of best-quality guns, nestled like elegant lovers in an oak and leather case lined with felt the color of leaves or old, dark wine, and you show me the perfect artifacts of gunning’s Golden Age.


  They may be as old as grandfather tales or new as the last full moon, but in spirit they belong to a time a hundred years gone, a time when the tides of history conjoined as never before or ever since nor ever will again. It was a phenomenon of the kind historians dream about; social political, and technological currents flowing together at the one time and place where human events were destined to pause, where implications could play out in a long caesura between shocks of cataclysmic change.


  England, approaching the last quarter of the nineteenth century: Victoria, gloomy and censorious, had reigned for more than a generation over the greatest empire the world ever knew and over a social system in which the uppermost class enjoyed almost limitless wealth and privilege; the railroads had only recently opened ready access to the game-rich rural areas of an island nation somewhat smaller than Colorado; and the London gun trade owned the most skillful craftsmen on earth.


  At the center of it all stood Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, Victoria’s eldest son, heir to the throne and arbiter of fashion, born in 1841 and doomed for sixty years to have absolutely nothing to do except what pleased him.


  What pleased him most was shooting. He possessed neither the physical capacity nor the taste for hunting, an exercise performed on horseback at breakneck pace in pursuit of hounds in pursuit of a fox. He cared equally little for walk-up shooting with dogs, which had been the standard approach at the time of his birth, but in the 1860s, probably somewhere in Norfolk or Suffolk, someone hatched the idea of having birds flushed and driven toward the guns. With that, the man who would later reign as King Edward VII became the seminal figure in a phenomenon that would ever after influence the nature of shooting and the nature of gunmaking worldwide.


  Because his mother steadfastly refused to allow him even the smallest role in public affairs, the Prince was free to follow his own whims; because humorless Victoria took no interest at all in the London social scene, the class to whom the social season was life itself yearned for someone to assume social leadership; because the Prince was as energetic as the Queen was grim, he was happy to oblige; because the Prince chose to spend the autumn and winter shooting in the English countryside, now only a few hours’ trip by train from London, society went shooting, too.


  It became the great age of country estates and elaborate shooting parties; so elaborate, in fact, that shooting contributed to more than a few bankruptcies, notably those of the Sixth Lord Walsingham and the Indian Prince Victor Duleep Singh. Its heyday lasted nearly two generations, until the beginning of the Great War, and it represented something that has never existed at any other place or time in the history of the world: an entire social system organized around the sporting gun.


  And not just any gun, but rather the best gun human hands could make: superbly built, exquisitely decorated, perfect to the last detail. When the wealthiest social class of the most powerful nation on earth went shooting with its future king, nothing less would do and price was no object. That it should be a London gun went without saying, for so far as the British nobility were concerned, London was the only source for the best of anything.


  The gun trade naturally was willing to satisfy the demand. As London had always been the political, financial, and social center of the Empire, the most ambitious and highly skilled craftsmen were there already, heirs to a standard of quality established nearly a century before by the incomparable brothers Manton and fostered thereafter by James Purdey, Thomas Boss, James Woodward, Harris and Henry Holland, and others of lesser name but equal skill. From about 1870 until the beginning of the 1914 war, no country in the world could boast as many makers able to supply guns of the absolute best quality, and no city owned more of them than London. Out of it came the finest guns ever built, guns that still represent the standards by which guns everywhere are judged.


  In the days when guns were loaded from the muzzles, sportsmen found good reason for using more than one at a time. Even in walk-up shooting a man could enhance his enjoyment just by trading his empty gun for one fully charged, and leaving the task of reloading to his servant. In most cases, these simply were two guns, perhaps by the same maker or perhaps not, probably similar but not necessarily identical. You’ll find some true pairs of flintlock or percussion guns, but relatively very few compared with the number of matched breechloaders, and by far the majority of those were built during or just after the late Victorian and Edwardian periods; during the time, in other words, when the English sporting gun was the symbol of an age.


  Here, too, were practical reasons. The driven shoots were high volume affairs, several hundred birds brought to bag in a typical day by eight or ten shooters, and with the air literally full of wings, a man with only one gun found himself decidedly short on firepower, even with a stuffer standing by to drop in fresh cartridges after every two shots.


  In the early 1880s, some sought to better their armament by ordering three-barrel guns from such makers as Edwinson Green of Cheltenham and Dickson’s of Edinburgh. In London, Charles Lancaster built some four-barrel pieces and even imported a few Spencer pump guns from the United States. These oddments are the rare exceptions, though. Most Victorian shooters decided that the ideal solution was two guns combined with the services of a trained loader.


  Usually they were identical twins, built at the same time by the same maker to the same specifications and cased together, as Macdonald Hastings puts it, “like a bridal couple,” and accompanied by a trousseau of turn screws, cleaning rods, striker pots, extra springs, gizmos, and gadgetry. In some ways, they represent gunmaking at its ultimate reach.


  At this point, I believe a digression on terminology is in order. The language of multiple guns is sometimes confusing, because the British tend to use terms different from ours, or in some cases use the same terms to denote different things. Even then, consistency is not absolute, and there are a few words on which there seems to be no general agreement anywhere. But to be sure we’re all reading off the same page, or at least from the same chapter, here’s what I’ve learned from experience and from talking with people in the gun trade and related fields.


  The most basic term is simply “pair,” which to the British means two identical guns, built at the same time, with consecutive serial numbers and marked as No. 1 and No. 2. We commonly describe this as a “matched pair.” The English sometimes do, too, but to them a matched pair usually is what we call a “composed pair,” two identical guns built some time apart and therefore not bearing consecutive serial numbers. As a typical scenario, let’s say a gentleman orders a single gun and three or four years later has a second built exactly like it; they may or may not be marked No. 1 and No. 2. The British would call these a matched pair, or occasionally, a composed pair; we’d call them a composed pair, but never a matched pair. Now, lest this should seem too simple, you’ll sometimes hear “composed pair” used to describe similar but essentially unrelated guns that have somehow ended up together. I suspect this sort of pair more often than not begins as a double case and a single gun that just happens to fit inside it; find another single gun by the same maker that also fits, and you have a composed pair, at least of sorts.


  Add one or more guns to the equation, and the terminology changes. For the most part, three or more identical guns are collectively called a “set.” In a true set, as in a true pair, all were built at the same time, consecutively numbered, and marked Nos. 1, 2, 3 and so on. Composed sets are also possible. My friend Geoffrey Boothroyd, the dean of British gun writers, told me of a certain set of Dicksons that started as a pair, No. 1 and No. 2. No. 3 was added later and No. 4 built later still to match 1, 2, and 3, altogether a composed set of four.


  I’ve also run across the words “garniture” and “leash” denoting a set of three, but these are not widely used. Sotheby’s auction house uses garniture to describe three-item sets of porcelain and silver, but not guns. Geoffrey Boothroyd, on the other hand, says, “I have always felt ‘garniture’ meant guns one, two or three in a fitted case with all matching tools, a term taken from furniture, I think.”


  “Leash” originally referred to three hounds, a brace and a half of dogs, tied together on one leash. It eventually came to denote anything tied together in threes, and while it does sometimes refer to guns, it seems to be the least used of alternative terms.


  So now we have that cleared up… assuming you haven’t flung away your book and run shrieking to the liquor cabinet for a mind straightener.


  Actually using a pair or set of guns is complicated in itself, although it’s a snap compared with talking about them. Learning to pass guns back and forth without dropping them, bashing them together, or accidentally shooting someone takes a bit of practice, but anyone with enough coordination to blink and belch at the same time can soon get the hang of it. As for results, Lord Ripon summed it up nicely in 1911: “A quick shooter will fire his two guns and four barrels almost as if they were on one stock.”


  Ripon would have known, for he was by universal acclaim the finest shot in England throughout the years when shooting was at its peak. With his set of three Purdey hammer guns and two loaders, he could time and again have six pheasants dead in the air at once. On one occasion at Sandringham, the royal estate, he killed twenty-eight in a minute. (He liked to lend the impression that his brilliant skill came naturally, as he once wrote, “Quickness in letting off the second or even the third gun is no doubt to a great extent a matter of practice.” But the wife of Lord Balfour noted in her journal that Ripon “was not too pleased at being discovered” in an estate house library practicing changing guns with his loaders in the middle of the night.)


  As the great age of shooting blossomed, the gun trade continued to refine its products with an eye toward reaching the pinnacle of efficiency. Beginning with Joseph Needham’s patent of 1874, ejectors of one design or another became standard fare, followed by self-opening actions and single triggers. Inevitably, a great many inventions and so-called improvements were frivolous or downright silly, but the truly important innovations like the Purdey bolt and the Scott spindle, nitro powders and various self-cocking hammerless actions brought the sporting gun to the point of perfection by the turn of the twentieth century.


  Although the most famous shots of the day, the royal family, Lord Ripon, and Lord Walsingham, to name only a few, tended to buy their guns at Purdey’s and Holland’s, all of the best London makers enjoyed the vigorous custom of the times. And wherever he got them, anyone who ordered guns in pairs or sets paid a premium.


  This is still true today. Every gun trade, whether in London, Birmingham, Eibar, St. Etienne, or the Val Trompia, charges more for pairs than for simply making two individual guns. The additional lug, which the London trade calls “pairing money,” may run from five to twenty percent; part is kept by the company and part is passed along to the men who do the work.


  To understand the extra charge, consider the factors that make a true pair something more than just two guns. First of all, everything about them must be as nearly identical as possible. This is simple enough for materials until you get to the wood. Every piece of wood, no matter what species the tree, is unique in grain structure, figure, and density. The more elaborate the figure, the more difficult it is to find two pieces that are even similar, much less a match. Truly matching stock blanks must be cut side by side from the same block, and you can sort through a hell of a lot of lumber to find a block that will yield two blanks two inches thick, both with exactly the right grain structure for gunstocks, aesthetically pleasing figure, and no major flaws in either one.


  The monetary rule of thumb for these is “two for the price of three,” two truly matching chunks of wood for the same price as three of equal quality that don’t match. In England at the moment, matching blanks of best-quality French walnut sell for about £3000 per pair or roughly $5000, depending upon exchange rates.


  On appearance alone, matching stocks probably do more to define a pair of guns than any other element. Or as one of my gunning partners puts it, quoting a phrase from the Lutheran hymnal, a true pair are sisters in the wood.


  But of course there’s more to it, quite a lot more, in fact. A true pair aren’t just look-alikes. They are the same in every detail, from trigger pulls to ejector timing to a finished weight that shouldn’t vary a fraction of an ounce from one to the other. Creating this demands craftsmanship of the highest level, and that’s where the price premium really goes.


  In their turn, the craftsmen sometimes refer to pairing money as “PITA money,” an acronym of which the first letter stands for “pain.” And it’s painstaking work. The only way to build two or more truly identical guns is to build them simultaneously, not one after the other, and they’re built that way from beginning to end. The barrelmaker starts with four tubes. Switching from one to the other at every step, he makes two sets of barrels at the same time, identical to the thousandth parts of inches and ounces. The action filer does the same with two forgings.


  So does the stockmaker; when one blank is headed up, he heads up the other, fits one trigger plate and then the second, hangs one set of triggers and then the other, shapes one and then the other, step by step, checking both against the same gauges. In the end, they will be exactly the same in every external dimension, not just the gross dimensions of pull and bend and cast, but in every way, from the diameter of the hand to the length of the thumb hole to the radius of the butt.


  Because the two blanks may differ slightly in density, balancing can be a special problem. The stocker may have to bore four ounces out of one and only an ounce out of the other in order that both guns weigh the same and balance at precisely the same point. Then he has to checker them with not one line or diamond’s difference between the two.


  The engraver eventually will do the same thing, creating duplicate designs and patterns that should be no more different than images in a mirror. Or at least he did years ago. Nowadays, when game scenes and portraiture are popular decoration, pairs often feature different birds or dogs.


  If it’s all done properly, the only way anyone should be able to tell which gun is which is to look at the serial number or the gun number, inlaid in gold or simply engraved on the top lever, on the rib at the breech, and on the forend tip. And then, for a shooter whose technique is consistent, they will truly fit Lord Ripon’s image of four barrels on a single stock.


  Although the terrible carnage of World War I and the economic hardships of its aftermath brought the great age of shooting to a close, the best part of its spirit has never died. Driven shooting no longer involves seven-course dinners and costume balls, but such frippery is no great loss. The quality of the sport and sportsmanship is still there, in England and on the Continent as well, and so are the opportunities for shooting a pair of guns.


  In fact, such opportunities are more widely available now than they ever were in Prince Edward’s time. Political changes have opened doors to shooting in eastern Europe that were closed for most of the century, and only now are the riches of South American game growing fully appreciated. The shooting in Argentina and Uruguay and Colombia hasn’t anything like the formalities of Old World sport, but no matter. One chap I know does his South American dove shooting with a lovely pair of Spanish sidelocks, spends a half hour at the beginning of each trip showing his bird boy the trick of changing guns, and has a whale of a good time.


  Even if you never use them both at once, a pair of guns has a special appeal to anyone who appreciates tradition and the sort of craftsmanship that serves to define what best quality really is. Perhaps that’s why people still order new pairs built and why we covet the old ones. There’s something about them that adds up to more than just the sum of two guns.


  Part of it lies simply in finding a pair that’s managed to stay together all these years. As the fortunes of the British upper class declined in the 1920s and ‘30s, a great many pairs and sets of guns were sold off and ultimately broken up, separated from their mates. You can find them now by the dozen, single guns whose numbers show that somewhere in the world are others just like them.


  One English company, Matched Pairs Ltd., specializes in bringing pairs and sets back together, but it’s seldom an easy task and not always economical. A gun dealer friend of mine in Somerset once told me that reuniting pairs is the bane of his existence. “Even if I’m lucky enough to find the bloody things, it usually comes down to a stand-off,” he said. “Each owner wants to buy the other gun, nobody wants to sell, and I end up without a shilling for my trouble.”


  Being a freelancer myself, I can sympathize with Jonathan’s plight, but on the other hand, I also understand how the desire to buy can hold the upper hand. My own favorite fowling piece is the No. 1 gun of a pair built in 1916. Where the other one is I haven’t a clue, and that’s probably just as well. So long as it’s out there in the unknown I don’t have to deal with the problem of how to afford it, nor do I have to tell some kindred soul that I’m unwilling to satisfy his dream by selling mine.


  But I hope he gets the same feeling from his that mine gives me, the same sense that here, in this lovely old gun, is the image of a world that can never come again but is at the same time a world that will never completely disappear.
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  A CENTURY OF GUNS


  Call the twentieth century the Space Age, the Age of Information, or what you will, but talk of guns and, damn, it was a time.


  It was shaped by the rifle, from the 1914–1918 affair that was supposed to be the be-all and end-all of war, to the even more destructive one that lasted from 1939 to 1945, to the subsequent thermonuclear tensions that threatened to be the end-all of everything. Toss in a couple of dustups in Korea and Viet Nam, and it was, by anyone’s definition, a century defined by firepower.


  For the shotgun, it was both the best and the worst of times. It ended much as it began–and did so to nearly everyone’s surprise.


  The classic game gun, as defined by the British, was perfect before the twentieth century began. By 1900, the breechloader was as highly evolved as it will ever be, an elegant, graceful instrument combining beauty and usefulness to an extent that no item of human manufacture will ever surpass. All its refinements were well in place. Rebounding locks, hammerless locks, safety sears, ejectors, choke boring, self-opening actions, single triggers–everything that is “modern” about the classic side-by-side gun is more than a hundred years old.


  Even the over/under took shape early on, its future charted by Boss in 1909, by Woodward in 1912, and by Browning in 1926.


  So, the double gun met the twentieth century in full flower, but the full flower of the twentieth century was not long in meeting the double gun. Our infatuation with the machine was nothing new in 1900, but its application to guns was only just beginning. John Browning invented both the Winchester Model 1897 pump gun and the Browning Auto-5, first manufactured in 1902; both were seminal to the guns the twentieth century would embrace.


  World War I, till then the most highly mechanized war in history, was the first turning point, sweeping away in one brief cataclysm the old, graceful age in which the double gun had flourished. Tradition struggled to maintain its balance, but in England and Europe, virtually an entire generation of future craftsmen were gone.


  In the United States, hand craftsmanship was already on the wane, subsumed by the economics of machine manufacture. World War I brought a truly great age of American gunmaking virtually to a close. With few exceptions, the finest of all Parkers, Foxes, L.C. Smiths, and others were built before we became actively involved in the European conflict. They show a level of fit and finish and sheer attention to detail that most later guns do not.


  The passing of the Golden Age became even more apparent in the late 1920s. The overall quality of American guns was noticeably diminished even before the stock market crash of 1929. Manufacturing costs climbed steadily as the gun market’s purchasing power declined or was diluted by a growing interest in repeaters.


  That the double gun survived the 1930s at all is a wonder. The Great Depression shook the entire world. Literally dozens of once-great English makers struggled, amalgamated, or closed down altogether. As only one example of a phenomenon widespread in the English trade, Stephen Grant & Sons purchased Joseph Lang & Son in 1925; by 1939, the amalgamation included Harrison & Hussey, Charles Lancaster, Watson Bros., and Frederick Beesley. By 1976, Henry Atkin, Charles Hellis, E.J. Churchill, and Webley &. Scott were part of the group as well. In all, ten gunmakers that once were viable, independent businesses ended up huddled together in a desperate attempt at survival.


  World War II was the last nail in an already virtually airtight coffin. The sheer destruction of it extinguished the market for sporting guns across most of Europe and Asia; the terrible toll of human life erased much of yet another generation of gunmaking craftsmen; and the awesome capacity for firepower spawned by the war left the remaining market utterly devoted to repeating guns. When American GIs returned home to resume their lives as hunters, they had no interest in two-shot guns. They wanted pumps and, especially, autoloaders–both of which the arms industry was well prepared to provide at very low cost. Firepower had won the war, and it won the subsequent peace as well.


  By 1950, all but one of the great American double guns were gone, and not even the Winchester Model 21 would have survived had John Olin not insisted that it remain in production regardless of its inability to generate a profit.


  The situation in Europe was little better. Only a handful of English makers remained, struggling desperately to stay afloat. Had they known at the time that their plight would continue for more than thirty years, I suspect they all would have thrown in the towel.


  Mercifully, they didn’t. They hung on as best they could while the gun market continued to pass them by. Who, after all, wanted a double gun?


  Some of us did. At first, in the 1960s, we represented no great numbers, a trickle here and there, just some guys who felt inexplicably drawn to the traditions of our grandfathers in ways that our fathers’ pump guns and autoloaders couldn’t quite satisfy. By the 70s it was clear that the quantity of game we knew in the 50s was disappearing under the machinery and chemicals of modern agriculture, and firepower began to lose its lustre in an awakening sense of quality experience.


  Not, of course, that the gun solely defines the quality of a hunt, nor that two or three or a half-dozen birds are any more meaningful shot with a double than with a pump when the man behind the gun owns a genuine love for grouse or pheasants, quail or ducks. But when numbers are no longer the guiding principle we tend to take a broader view of quality, and what’s more appropriate to a beautiful bird than a truly beautiful gun?


  The double gun’s momentum began to regather in the mid-1980s, from trickles to streams. Order books in London gradually swelled. Gunmakers in Italy and Spain who’d played for years to local audiences found themselves entering the spotlight of international recognition. Tom Skeuse’s Parker Reproduction proved that the technology that once spelled the demise of the American double could now be the instrument of its resurrection.


  Even so, none of us was really prepared for what the 1990s would bring. Who’da thunk that the last year of the century would once again see the double gun reign supreme, or that the gun world would be more vibrant than it’s been at any time since World War I?


  It was by any definition a remarkable decade. In 1989, only about a dozen English gunmakers remained in business, several of whom were surviving on repair work alone. Now there are more than two dozen, all turning out new guns, some on a very limited basis but others booked up with orders that will take three or four years to fill. In 1989, fewer than a handful of top-quality Italian makers were widely known outside Europe, or even outside Italy; now, if you want to place an order with Fratelli Rizzini, Piotti, Fabbri, Bosis, Ferlib, Bertuzzi, or any of a dozen others, you’ll have to take a place in line.


  If you’d mentioned Spanish guns to an American shooter ten years ago you’d have been greeted with sneering comments about the cheap, crudely built boxlocks that earned such an awful reputation here in the 60s and 70s. Mention them now and you’ll hear nothing but fond praise for the sidelock Arrietas, AyAs, Garbis, Grullas, Ugartecheas, and Arrizabalagas that represent the best values available anywhere in the world. The guns were there all along, but it wasn’t till the 1990s that they finally gained the recognition they deserve.


  And American guns–oh, my. The Parker Reproduction was the first step, of course, a fine demonstration of what cutting-edge technology could do by way of cloning an American classic. But the notion of actually manufacturing high-quality double guns in this country seemed out of the question even when the Parker Repro was in its heyday. Even so, A.H. Fox and the Winchester Model 21 are back in production, both built entirely in the United States; the grand old Ithaca NID came back, too, built partly in Italy and partly here–which is also true of the new Dakota Arms side-by-side; and Lefevers probably will be with us again as well in a few years. In the magnificent A. Galazan sidelock over/under, made wholly in the U.S. by Connecticut Shotgun Manufacturing Company, we have what is unquestionably the finest gun ever built in America, a gun made to levels of quality equal to anything you can get from Italy or England. And it all happened in the 90s.


  In 1999 alone, the venerable firm of Auguste Francotte found a new lease on life through a merger with the brilliant Dutch maker Tom Derksen, and the two most famous Scottish names of all time–Dickson and MacNaughton–were reorganized and financed to become active gunmakers once again.


  What caused all this? There’s no question that a thriving global economy contributed the environment, but an environment is only a means wherein a phenomenon can take place. If disposable income alone were the key, the double-gun renaissance should have happened in the 50s. The real cause, I believe, lies closer to the working of the human spirit. Technology, especially electronics, opened a whole new world in 1945, and we went on a forty-year orgy of exploring its possibilities, created and embraced every application, no matter how frivolous, from the transistor radio to MTV to video games. Only when it was almost too late did we realize that the real value of technology might lie in preserving what once was the product of our hands guided by our hearts.


  George Santayana speculated that those who fail to understand history are doomed to repeat it. This is true, but it’s also true that those who fail to appreciate history are doomed to lose it–and thereby lose not only our best achievements but, even worse, lose sight of why we set out to accomplish them in the first place. The renascence of the double gun has something to do with a widespread ability to pay the price but more to do with a widespread recognition of its value.


  The Parker Reproduction proved beyond question that computer-driven machinery can replicate the body, if not quite the soul, of
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