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The traditional lead 
lapping or polishing of 

bores prior to proof. 
Harold Scandrett at work. 

Browns also use a modern 
honing machine for this. 

IF YOU WERE not lucky enough to have inherited 
or picked one up privately for "a song", you would 
probably have to pay as much, say up to £8,000, 
for a good condition "best" gun at auction as you 
would for a reasonable car. New ones, of course, 
cost even more and we are not only paying for the 
highest quality but also for a famous name. 

To establish a "name" is not easy and, with the 
exception of competition shooting in which at the 
turn of the cer,tury names such as Churchill, 
Grant, Reilly, Boswell and Lang became well 
known because of their successes at Gun Club 
meetings, no easy way of quickly establishing a 
reputation is now available in this country. Today 
the reputation is either there and has to be 
maintained (for it can quite easily be lost) or it has 
to be acquired gradually by recommendation and 
word of mouth. 

Not all best guns were made by famous 
London, or even provincial, makers. Many come 
from places as far apart as Liege, Birmingham or 
Brescia, but all have an instantly recognisable air 
about them. 

Many best guns were built by gunmakers 
whose names are generally unknown, except in 
the gun trade itself. Sometimes, in spite of another 
name on the lockplate and top rib, the name of the 
true maker of a gun is revealed by a: few initials 
discreetly impressed into the metal. More often 
than not, since the livelihood of the gunmaker 

The top bite (or rear lump bite). The breech end of the 
barrels has been smoked to check for the essential 
correct fit. 
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depended on his anonymity the true maker of the 
gun will not be discovered, though the practice )s 
now affected by the provisions of the Trade 
Descriptions Act. 

But what is meant by the term "best" gun so far 
as the trade is concerned? The dictionary defini
tion of· best is "excelling all others in quality". 
However, almost without exception gun reference 
books do not even mention the "best" gun. It is at 
least mentioned in "Shotguns" by Pollard, but 
even he does not define the term. 

Who are the makers of "best" guns? Boss have 
always stated that they were. In their advert in 
Pollard's book they state "Builders of best guns 
only". Stephen Grant & Sons are not quite so 
dogmatic, they merely state "Makers of Best 
Quality Guns and Rifles". James Purdey comes 
close but avoids the term "best"; their statement 
being "Manufacturers of the Highest Quality 
Weapons Only". This was in 1923. Today Pur
dey's advertisements merely state "Purd8y -
London", such is the power of prestige. 

I could have gone to one of the most famous 
firms and asked for two or three days of their time 
and access to all their secrets. Two firms have 
indeed offered these facilities and I shall be taking 
advantage of their offer later in the year. To start 
with, however, I want to show you how a best gun 
is made by a firm you may not have heard of -
A.A. Brown & Sons of Alvechurch. You may not 
have heard of them but their roots go deep into 
the history of gunmaking in Birmingham. 

The first recorded member of the gunmaking 
Browns was John Joseph born in 1853. He was 
one of 11 sons, five of whom became master 
gunmakers.One of the sons, George, was an 
engraver, Sidney was a stock finisher and three 
others were action filers. John went to work for 
Webley & Scott and he met and married Maria 
Chapman who was a cartridge loader at Webley & 
Scott. They had two sons who survived, John and 
Albert Arthur, both of whom entered the gun trade. 

Albert Arthur worked for the firm of F.E. & H. 
Rogers of Loveday Street. He married Minnie 
Davis in 1911 and they had two sons, Albert 
Henry and Sidney Charles, born in 1913 and 
1916. By the 1930s we find the firm of Albert 
Arthur Brown at 27½ Whittall Street and in the 
years just before the war the firm becomes A.A. 
Brown & Sons at 35½ Whittall Street. 

Before the war the firm made gun actions for 

the trade. During the war armourers' tools and gun 
components were made and the firm was also 
bombed out. They moved to the outskirts of the 
city until the war ended when they re-established 
themselves in the heart of the old gunmaking 
quarter at 4, Sand Street. In the post-war years 
materials for building quality shotguns were diffi
cult to come by so Brown made an air pistol, the 
"Abas Major", of which some 2,000 were pro
duced from the Abas Works in Sand Street. 

With the easing of restrictions, A.A. Brown went 
back to making high-quality boxlock guns for the 
trade, and a few sidelocks as well. They bought 
the machinery and tools from the old established 
firm of J. Asbury & Sons which had closed down 
and were then able to manufacture guns complete 
from rough forging and bar steel. The firm 
specialised also in the production of top ribs for 
double shotguns and these were made for the 
trade, a very much more complicated job than one 
would at first imagine! 

A.H. Brown joined the Board of Guardians of 
the Birmingham Proof House in 1946 and during 
his membership, which lasted for 22 years, he 
was Chairman for five. 

In 1946 the next generation of gunmaking 
Browns, Robin, appeared. He is now a partner. In 
1957 Mr A.A. Brown retired and three years later 
the firm had to move once again. This was due to 
the redevelopment of the centre of Birmingham 
and, along with those of many other firms, 
Brown's premises were demolished. Well over 
half of the gun trade was affected by these 
changes and many smaller firms went out of 
business at this time. Browns moved into premis
e� which were offered by the firm of Westley 
Richards, where they were to remain for 14 years. 
In 1961 Robin Brown joined the firm to serve his 
�ive xears apprenticeship as a gunstocker, learn
ing his craft from one of the best men of his day, 
Mr Albert Thompson. Robin became a partner in
1967. 

During this period one of the foremost engrav
ers in the country, Les Jones started to work for
t�e firm full-time. Emphasis �as on high-qualitys1delock guns for the home and export trade. Ashad happened many years ago with the firm ofWebley & Scott it was decided that all the gunsmade by the firm, regardless of the purchaser, would bear the company trade mark "ABAS" amark still used today. 

A move was made to Alvechurch, a pleasant 
village some 14 miles south of Birmingham, in 
1974. Premises at 1 Snake Lane were purchased 
and altered to suit gun manufacture. 

With that move Browns decided to concentrate 
on the manufacture of guns for private customers 
(with a few exceptions). This represented a 
distinct change' in marketing policy and 'it was to 
be tollowed by another important dec1s1on - to 
manufacture one quality of gun only, the best. 

The Brown family has a tradition of well over a 
century of gunmaking behind it and the knowledge 
and the skills are certainly there. In modern 
premises over 90% of the work is carried out "in 
house". 

The locks, which formerly were made by spe
cialist lockmakers, as was the practice in the 
trade, are now made "in house". The change was 
made when their lock supplier went into liquida
tion. Many of the internal parts of the gun are 
gold-plated - not because this looks nice -
indeed most of the plated work can't be seen, but 
because gold-plated components are less liable 
to corrode and this reduces the cost of servicing. 
But gold- and copper-plating are done in house. It 
is bett'er to have control over these processes and 
it also saves a lot of time since jobbing platers can 
lose the small lock components without realising 
how much work is needed to replace one which is 
not stamped out by the thousand on a press. 

Bought-in items include the tubes, bar or 
chopper-lump for the barrels, and special forgings 
for the action body. One forging is used for 28-, 
20- 16- and 12-bore guns but a special forging is
us�d for the .410. Bar stock is also bought in, the 
fore-end iron is now made from case-hardened 
steel and, of course, the high-grade timber for the 
stock is purchased from specialist suppliers. 

Machining of the forgings and bar stock is all 
carried out in the workshop by Harold Scandrett 
who has been with the firm for 33 years. Some of 
the operations, such as chequering and barrel 
blacking, are done by outside specialists. Case
hardening, on the other hand, is done in the 
traditional manner in animal charcoal on the 
premises. Known also as "bone meal" to the old 
time gunsmith, today this comes from Scotland 
where it is used in the making of whisky! 

Emphasis is on traditional methods of man_ufac
ture, not for their own sake but for the simple 
reason that these techniques suit the present 
volume of production and the fact that each gun is 
an individual creation. The term "custom gun" has 
become somewhat debased and, and as an alterna
tive to "best gun", one can use the term "bespoke 
gun". This means "made to the c�stomer's_ exact
requirements" and it is an alternative to having on 
the range several grades of gun none of which suit 
your precise needs. 

The standard specification is for the "best" gun 
and the options available, in general, are to 
provide a lower cost alternative. . . These guns ·are sidelocks and can be built in
12, 16, 20, 28 or .41 O bores. Barrels are ''sid�-by
side" and can be made in lengths from 241n to 
30in. There is a choice of chamber length, choke, 
gun, weight, balance and stocking. Chopper-lump 
tubes are standard but dovetailed tubes can be 
provided at lower cost. The Brown gun is a 
self-opener but this unit can be removed or the 
gun can b� made as an e�sy-opener with the 
option to have no self-opening device at lower 
cost. Locks have intercepting safety sears and 
can be hand-detachable if required. Trigger-pull 
weight is to suit the customer's requirements, with 
the option of a single trigger, and the guar� has a 
single bead on the finger side of the bow. EJectors 
are Southgate and the fore-end is se�ured by th_e 
Anson push-rod fastening. The safey 1_s a�tomat1c 
and has a gold inlaid "SAFE". The action 1s bolt�d 
by a top-lever operating a hardene� steel bolt _ with 
double bites on the barrel lump. Disc-set strikers 
are fitted and the action has beaded fences with 
fluted sides and douljle bars on the underside. On 
lightweight guns the action body can be rounded. 
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The underside of the head of sidelock stocks showing 
the differing amounts of relief cutting needed for double
and single-trigger guns. 

Stocks are made from specially selected 
French walnut and customers have a choice as to 
figure and colour. The finish is hand-rubbed oil 
and a gold oval is fitted which can be engraved 
with initials or a crest. The grip is straight with a 
slight diamond shape and drop points but a pistol 
grip can be made if required. 

Engraving is to the customer's requirements 
and can vary from standard fine English scroll to 
any type of special engraving. The action can be 
colour hardened or "brushed silver" and the 
barrels, guard, top-lever etc are finished in deep 
black. 

Measurements for the stock can be taken from 
an existing gun, from details provided by a 
shooting school or measurements taken at 
Alvechurch. Guns can be made as matched pairs, 
triples or sets and any type of guncase can be 
provided. Cases can be provided with outer 
covers and accessories, and guns are proof
tested at the Birmingham Proof House. 

This is not merely the specification of the A.A. 

Pair of lightweight A.A. Brown 
guns No's 79735/6. 
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Here we can see the difference between barrels with 
dovetail lumps and chopper lumps (the latter right) 
Also shown are the ribs. 

Brown & Sons "best" gun. It indicates in fairly 
precise terms the extent to which guns of this 
quality can be made to suit the customer's exact 
requirements. For this reason, although it is 
possible to order a gun or guns from a gunmaker 
by post or telephone, nothing serves as well as a 
visit in person. 

One of the pleasures of buying a gun of this 
quality is the discussion with the gunsmith. This 
means that you are more likely to get exactly what 
you want and, of possibly even greater import
ance, you feel that you have had a hand in the 
building of the gun, as indeed you have if your 
ideas and wishes have been incorporated irt the 
final product. 

Now we know something about the history of a 
typical "best" gunmaker and the people who run 
it. We also know something about the raw 
materials, "philosophy" of manufacture and 
something about the product. In the n�xt article 
we will delve into the actual processes involved in 
a "best" gun. 


