
GOFFSTOWN, New Hampshire: Tony Hook flipped
through cell phone pictures of finished work by his New
Hampshire shop, explaining how one customer wanted
mementos of major life events: A gun to mark each of his
children’s births. Smaller gun makers like him are boom-
ing in the United States, thanks to ravenous and some-
times specialized demand for pricey limited-production
pistols and custom rifles, engraved with bible passages
or the American flag.

“He had us build a gun for every newborn he had,”
explained Hook, the owner of RTD Arms & Sport. “So
this is his son’s name and his date of birth,” he said,
showing the engraving on a rifle. The millions of guns
produced annually in the United States are primarily
made by the nation’s biggest manufacturers, yet smaller
operators have poured into a market that saw produc-
tion nearly triple from 2000 to 2020. The smaller makers
can churn out parts destined for major firms like Sig
Sauer or Smith & Wesson and for enthusiasts and gun
shops, or they can be manufacturers themselves of spe-
cialized or customized weapons. “It’s just like maybe
stitching your name onto your baseball glove or having
custom pinstriping put on your car,” said Hook. “People
do the same with their guns. It’s a piece of them.”

$1,700 guns
The United States has a deep culture of gun owner-

ship centered around a constitutional guarantee for
Americans to keep and bear arms, and as a result has a
sprawling market of weapons, gear and accessories.
America also sees roughly 40,000 gun deaths a year,
about half of which are suicides, though homicides
increased at historic rates during the pandemic.

In this context, the gun and ammunition industry
added an estimated $70 billion to the US economy in
2021 according to industry group NSSF - perhaps not
surprising when a single rifle from a smaller workshop
like Hook’s can sell between $1,295-$1,695. “Seeing that
the gun doesn’t have to look so generic, it’s attracting
people in that never considered it before,” he added.

The boom in gun making is illuminated in US federal
firearms license statistics, with the number of so-called
“type 7” permits that allow production as well as sales
increasing by over 694 percent from 2000 to 2020.
Getting one of those permits requires paperwork from
applicants that includes their photo, fingerprints and
other information, while the government also does a
background check and in-person interview.

Big states like Texas and Florida each had hundreds
of manufacturers of all sizes that reported, as required

by law, their production to federal authorities for 2020,
the most recent figures available. Matrix Arms in New
Hampshire is one of those makers and its CEO and own-
er Allen Farris said so many manufacturers have joined
the industry that the market has been saturated for at
least the past six years now.

‘People are the problem’
Yet his company appeared to be staying busy, with a

row of machines the size of shipping containers churning
out gun parts on a recent weekday. He noted that each
week they produce 4,300-5,300 rifle receivers - key
central components to making a gun. “Our state motto in
New Hampshire is ‘Live free or die’ and I think the
firearm industry kind of goes hand in hand with that,” he
added. Hook and Farris emphasized they did not want
their guns to be used in crime or mass murder and said
they followed the law - with Hook also citing his own
instinct, if a would-be buyer sets off alarm bells - to try
to prevent that.

Inevitably, as the gun making industry has grown,
more people face the risk the firearms they produce
could be used in a crime, mass shooting or suicide. “We
don’t look at it as guns are the problem. People are the
problem. Whether it’s a gun, a knife or a rock - Cain did-
n’t kill Abel with a gun. He killed him with a rock,” Hook
said. Farris added: “If somebody has the motivation to go
out and try to kill people, first of all they could choose a
million different ways.” “Obviously I don’t want my guns
being used in that way, but there’s nothing I can do to
prevent it at that point.” — AFP 
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Small gun makers boom
as demand soars in US

Gun and ammunition industry added an estimated $70bn to US economy

GOFFSTOWN, New Hampshire: A customer browses guns
at RTD Arms & Sport on June 2, 2022. — AFP 

               EKWE      NJU161ONENDEDK N     2022NE     

A

(9

a

a
er

a

     

.alli, Beirut St, Hawwoat T wAl-Saf

22 675 140965) 22 

er

anomp-cestment-invatl-saf

estmentatinv

any

omc.est
lsaf

atinvch@alsafar nvese

oc.estatinvlsaf om

                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Forlorn fight to
stop America’s
gun factories
NEWINGTON, New Hampshire: Clai Lasher-
Sommers alternates between tears and fury over the
flow of guns from the factories in her home state of
New Hampshire, a top producer in America’s multi-
billion dollar firearms industry. Speaking just miles
from the house where an abusive stepfather shot her
with a hunting rifle when she was 13, the survivor-
turned-activist said she thinks about moving - just to
get away from the gun makers.

“I don’t want to be anywhere near them, and the
damage that they perpetuate every day,” she said. “I
want them to close, but that’s not going to happen.”
The American state that produced and shipped out
the most firearms since 2015, New Hampshire has
funneled millions of weapons into the already-flood-
ed domestic market of a nation beset by a gun death
epidemic.

Recent tragedies were unlikely to disrupt the flow
from the small northeastern state, where a lawmaker
can walk the legislature’s halls with his pistol, guns
aren’t necessarily blamed in deadly shootings and
firearms firms provide thousands of jobs. “It’s defi-
nitely a David vs. Goliath situation,” Melissa Rigazio,
another state anti-gun violence activist, says of
efforts to confront the industry. “It simply equals
more death by guns... The gun manufacturers are
very responsible for what’s going on.”

One of the biggest producers is Sig Sauer, which
operates a factory surrounded by a green lawn,
flapping American flag and “no trespassing” signs
in the town of Newington. The other local heavy-
weight is Ruger, about two hours’ drive away in
Newport. Neither company granted AFP requests
for an interview or a factory visit. Between them,
the two firms produced over 1.7 million rifles and
handguns in New Hampshire in 2020, a year that
saw firearms purchases explode in a nation rattled
by the pandemic, a bruising election and mass
social justice protests.

Lack of gun restrictions
Just over eight million handguns and rifles for

domestic sale were produced in the state from 2015-
2020 or about 17 percent of the national total,
according to the most recent government figures.
While giants like Texas have more gun-linked busi-
ness - with constellations of suppliers for firearms,
parts and ammunition - New Hampshire dominates
in per capita number of gun industry jobs, economic
output and federal excise taxes, according to indus-
try group NSSF.

The state with a motto of “Live free or die” has
long been home to gun makers, as have other manu-
facturing hubs on America’s eastern seaboard. A key
factor that sets New Hampshire apart from neigh-
bors New York or Massachusetts is a lack of gun
restrictions. It’s among half of America’s 50 states
with rules that generally allow people legally able to
buy guns to also carry them in many public places
without a special license.

States that have tightened gun rules have in turn
seen gun makers take their operations - and jobs - to
friendlier places. Mike Hammond, legislative counsel
for hardline advocacy group Gun Owners of
America, pointed to events after the mass shooting
at Sandy Hook elementary school in the eastern state
of Connecticut that killed 20 children in 2012.
“Connecticut, after Newtown, basically outlawed
certain types of firearms that were made in
Connecticut. Guess what?” he asked. “The firearms
manufacturer left Connecticut.”

Advocates like Hammond note that although New
Hampshire has made millions of guns, firearm vio-
lence mostly happens elsewhere in America. But
homicides take lives in the state too - one of them
was Amy Innarelli’s 22-year-old son Chandler, who
was shot dead in 2020 while waiting for his girlfriend
and young child.

Innarelli wore an orange t-shirt with her son’s
smiling picture for an anti-gun violence vigil in
New Hampshire’s largest city Manchester. She sees
the problem as complex, and requiring a multi-
fronted response to tackle broader social ills - a
sentiment echoed by others at the rally. “The gun
didn’t murder my son, a person did,” she said after-
wards. “We have systematically broken down family
dynamics, they are missing humanity in a lot of
these kids.”—AFP


