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nited States Fire-Arms, or USFA as they are more commonly known, has been at

@ the center of an ongoing controversy for more years than I care to remember. It

seems that from the very beginning the company has been involved in one of

those “it is” or “it isn’t” arguments that once started, just does not seem to go away.

Hopefully, this article will help correct some of the misconceptions, myths, and

misunderstandings surrounding one of the finest firearms manufacturing companies in
the U.S., or anywhere for that matter.

Not unlike many of you, over the years I have heard any number of stories and accusations

about whether USFA guns are made in the U.S., are made overseas, or are a hybrid

combination of European and American made parts

assembled in the U.S. How do you go 0
about finding out the truth? o &



approached by Mr. Doug Donnelly, the very man I
wanted to talk to about his product. Now, truthfully,
at that moment I was more interested in getting USFA
to send SHOOT! MAGAZINE a Lightning rifle to test,
as well as one of the soon to be produced Omni-Potent
revolvers that are of Doug’s own design. When I told
him of my request and as he was writing down my
order I mentioned that I had recently purchased a pair
of USFA SAAs from Doug Turnbull Restorations and
planned on completing a gun-test article about them
and that 1 wouldn’t mind getting together with him
sometime and doing an interview for a possible article
on not just his firearms, but him and his company. At
the time it looked like the most probable medium for
such an interview would be the telephone, but [ wasn’t
really fond of that way of doing things. “Well, why
don’t you come on out to Connecticut and tour our
facility and see first-hand what our operation is all
about?”

My obvious response to his offer was that it was a
long way from Idaho to Hartford and not very probable

My daddy always told me to take the direct approach
and go to the horse’s mouth, so to speak. Well, the
horse with all the answers in this case would be Doug
Donnelly, owner and founder of USFA and the only
person who knows the whole story. For several years

I have wanted to see for myself what USFA was all
about, but with their manufacturing facility in
Hartford, Connecticut and SHOOT! MAGAZINE’s
home base in Boise, Idaho, I did not hold a lot of
hope in getting to the bottom of this controversy any |
time soon. Sixgunner had told me a couple of years |
ago that a close friend and gun writing associate had [
toured the USFA manufacturing plant and told John |
that he could rest assured, all the parts for a USFA [
SAA were being manufactured at their plant or, in a [
couple of cases, outsourced to other U.S.
manufacturing companies.

Well, all my doubts about ever making a first hand
visit to USFA changed during SHOT Show 2006 in
Las Vegas. While looking over the fine display of
sixguns, Lightning rifles, and 1910 pistols, I was

that 1 would soon be in his neighborhood. But, as
things often happen, the improbable became possible
then probable when Chucky and 1 discussed this
opportunity and the fact that 1 would be attending
Mule Camp in Covington, Georgia later in the year.
One thing led to another and after a couple of calls to
Gary Granger, who heads up the sales division of
USFA, my ever faithful companion, Marshal’s Lady
and I were scheduled to spend three days in Hartford
going through their plant, visiting the Colt museum,
and doing a little shooting at their local range.
History of United States Fire-Arms

For as long as I have been associated with SHOOT!
MAGAZINE and indeed, when I first was introduced
to cowboy action shooting and started to look seriously
at purchasing firearms compatible to the sport, I have
listened to the ongoing debate surrounding USFA and
the quality of their firearms, and whether their SAAs
were American made, and if not, indeed what was
going on under the Blue Dome in Hartford?

The USFA machinists standing in front of one of their CNC milling machines.
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Some of those pesky small parts that go into every SAA.

United States Fire-Arms came about due primarily w

to Doug’s love of firearms, shooting, and his natural desire
to improve on what he saw. As a young competitive trap
and skeet shooter he was exposed to the world class
manufacturing environment of the best Italian gun
makers, including Beretta and Perrazi who supplied many
of the shotguns that he competed with. Through this
exposure he was able to gain an education in firearms
manufacturing that you couldn’t buy. He saw how the
Italian work force functioned, employee environments,
work traffic flows, the latest in equipment, and exposure
to world-class production techniques, tools, and people.
He saw how the best of the best made guns and recognized
how the most modern of manufacturing equipment could
be used to build the oldest guns still in production. Doug
brought this knowledge and vision back to America along
with the dream of building the finest Western-style
firearms and in the process has become the only firearms
manufacturer in Hartford, Connecticut. He has built a

historic product in one of the most historic firearms
manufacturing districts in the U.S. For the first 11 years
of the company’s existence they produced their early SAAs
in the old Colt building under the Colt blue dome, and
prior to 1997 they were indeed made of a combination of
parts, some made in the USFA plant but also utilizing some
small parts like springs, screws, and hammers made in
Italy. From 1997 to the present, the USFA SAA was a
totally American made product. With this background in
mind, it was with a great deal of excitement that we saddled
h up and headed East.

After a short three-day drive across America, we
arrived in Hartford on Wednesday evening and Thursday
morning we were going through the security entry
checkpoint of United States Fire-Arms. To say that what |
saw was not what I expected would be an understatement.
After all the talk and rumors surrounding USFA and
remembering the early advertising brochures touting the
fact that USFA guns were “made under the blue dome of
the original Colt plant,” [ was very impressed by the state-
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Lightning ries in the middle of being assembled.

of-the-art manufacturing facility that now houses USFA. The 30,000
square-foot concrete building is divided into various milling,
assembling, finishing, and testing areas by steel framed, glass walls
which allow one to see from one side of the plant floor to the other
while providing safety and security for the workers. This new facility,
which became home for USFA in 2001-2002, became a necessity when
additional CNC milling units were acquired and it was determined that
the wood beam floors of the old Colt building were not designed to
hold the additional weight. Tucked away on a two lane side street off I-
91, this unobtrusive building belies the high-tech industry that is housed
within.

Once we were inside we were greeted by USFA sales manager
Gary Granger and ushered into a modest but modern meeting room
where we were soon joined by Mr. Donnelly, a dedicated firearms and
shooting enthusiast who competed in Olympic level trap and skeet
shooting from 1987 to 1991, retiring as the number nine shooter in the
world. As an NRA Life Member and holding SASS Life member #2810,
it is obvious that he has been interested in and supportive of firearms
rights, Western-action shooting, and particularly cowboy action shooting
for a long time.

After brief reintroductions and a quick overview of what USFA
was all about and what Doug’s goals are for USFA, we were immediately
taken out onto the milling floor to begin our tour.
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like many of my visions, this is not real accurate.
What about all the little things like springs, screws,
gjector-rods, and the like? The small stuff is just as
important, or more so, than the big parts. And so it
was at this station. This huge CNC milling machine
was making the screw and two escutcheons that hold
the two grip panels to the grip frame. As I watched,
the operator, or more correctly, the milling machine,
made the three-piece escutcheon/grip screw set and
he handed all three pieces to me. I screwed them
together and put them in a small plastic bag provided
for their containment. I put the bag in my shirt pocket
and keep it as a reminder that even the smallest parts
of a sixgun are important and have to be done right.

The last parts that I saw being machined were
cylinder bolts. I mention this particular part because
a friend of mine who has had some issues with USFA
over the years, told me that he thought that the bolts
may still be coming from outside the country and
asked me to check for sure. Well, I can assure him
and you that the bolts, thousands of them, are being

The owner and president of USFA, Doug Donnelly.

Out on the manufacturing floor there are four EDM and four CNC
milling units, along with four compressor driven lathes. One of the
first units we came to was performing various milling operations on
SAA main frames moving with amazing swiftness from one function
to another, going to its tool crib to leave one cutting tool and picking
up another, usually in 10 seconds or less. While it was somewhat difficult
to see exactly what was being done due to the cutting solution that was
being sprayed on the work surface and the plexi-glass viewing window,
I could see enough to marvel at the speed and precision with which
each step was performed. The next CNC machine we viewed was
milling cylinders for SAAs and again, the speed and precision of these
computer mastered machines was nothing less than amazing to this
small-town cowboy. All steel revolver components are machined from
4140 bar stock. All parts with the exception of the raw barrel blank,
springs, and the hard rubber molded grip panels are made at USFA’s
plant. Barrels, springs, and grips are outsourced to other U.S.
manufacturers to USFA’s rigid specifications. Even the Lightning rifle
stocks, forearms, and wood pistol and revolver grip panels are made
in-house. Their one-piece SAA grips are true one piece units, not the
three-piece glued units commonly seen today.

From CNC machine to machine we walked and talked freely with
the highly skilled machinists who monitored these marvels of modern
industry. At one station I asked the technician running it what he was
making. Now, mind you, in my simplistic world I see SAA revolver
manufacturing as making a frame, grip frame, barrel, cylinder, and
putting them all together “presto-magio™ and you have a revolver. Well,

A Colt-style handgun display board.

cut from spring steel in USFA’s plant in Hartford,
Connecticut.

As my wife and I toured the facility I could not
help but mention to Gary how impressed I was with
the operation and the cleanliness of every work
station. No oil, grease, dirt, or even dust. It made
me want to take off my shoes before entering. Even
the enclosed polishing room was neat and nearly
dust free. Three skilled craftsmen polished individual
parts with precision and care, showing us what they
looked for when polishing parts to ensure that each
one was done right. At one work station we watched
a worker using a micrometer and other instruments
to measure clearances, tolerances, and overall size
of parts for SAAs. According to Doug, all parts are

A cutaway model SAA.
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