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Roy Huntington
 With thanks to 
    Bill Laughridge for      
      his technical insight.
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Hammerless model, looking a good deal 
like a “biggie-sized” 1903 pocket auto. 
He said he had seen them in the John 
Browning museum, in Ogden, Utah. 
I was stunned. Because I’m the editor 
of Handgunner, many people think 
I’m like a hard-drive chock full of info 
about “all-things” handgun. It just ain’t 
so (it’s why all those smart guys write 
for us) and I had no idea these two pis-
tols existed. I figured if I didn’t know, 
then some of you might not either. It 
was time to visit Utah.

I managed to finally connect with 
Diana Azevedo, the museum’s director. 
Diana is a delightful young woman, 

Browning
1910&
Hammerless
.45’s   Hands-On 

1911 History!

 
ew things capture the soul 
among so many gun-people 
as the mention of John M. 
Browning and the 1911 pistol 
he designed. Yes, he’s rightly 
famous for a host of other 

designs like the A5 Shotgun, Browning 
heavy and light machine guns, BAR and 
enough Winchesters to line a wall — 
but it’s the 1911 that causes conversa-
tion to suddenly get serious. 

About a year ago, a reader sent me 
a few washed-out, blurry digital photos 
of something I’d never seen before; the 
“1910” Browning pistol (the immediate 
pre-cursor to the 1911) and a strange 

the man himself, J.m. browning. it was 
remarkable to hold prototype handguns 

that browning himself had 
worked on. the definitely 

“talked” to us.



enthusiastic, interested and chock full 
of a “can-do” attitude. I explained who 
I was and what we did here at Hand-
gunner, and then popped the question: 
“Would you mind very much if we vis-
ited the museum for an article?” Diana 
was thrilled and readily agreed. Then I 
held my breath and asked: “Would it be 
possible to actually handle and photo-
graph two very unique pistols that were 
tool-room samples from Browning’s 
own shop?” “Sure, we can arrange that 
too!” she said. My heart nearly stopped.

Bill Laughridge of the Cylinder 
& Slide shop, happened to be at my 
house as we hosted a 1911 build class 
at the time the reader sent me those 
initial pictures, but before I had the 
visit arranged. I told him about seeing 
the pictures the reader sent, and said 
I was going to check into the idea of 
a museum visit. He thought I was full 
of baloney. “You’ll never be able to 
get our hands on those guns!” he said, 
laughing, as he turned back to the class.

Just you wait, I thought. A month 
or two later, I phoned Bill and dropped 
the bomb. The trip was on. Bill is one 
of the two or three most knowledge-
able 1911 guys, and all-around pistol-
smiths I know, and I wanted him to be 
there to explain to me what we were 
looking at during the visit. Also, Bill 

had only recently conceived of the idea 
of making 100 “original” 1911s (they 
are shipping to customers as you read 
this), mirroring the exact specs of the 
first 500 shipped from Colt, so he knew 
what he was doing. 

“Wait, let me get this right,” said 
Bill, very slowly on the phone. “We’re 
going to the Browning Museum, in 
Ogden, Utah — JM’s home town — 
and going to actually lay hands on the 
1910 and Hammerless prototypes?”

“But only if you’d like to go,” I said, 
smiling to myself. 

He did want to go, by the way.

The Museum
If you’re in the area, don’t allow 

yourself to escape without seeing this 
remarkable museum-within-a-museum. 
Along with a great classic car dis-
play and train museum, the Browning 
Museum, at the Union Station complex 
in Ogden, has prototype guns, produc-
tion samples, miniatures, military guns 
and even a re-creation of J.M. Brown-
ings original shop, with his original 
tools on the benches. For any gun-guy, 
it’s a 2-hour visit, at least. Send the 
ladies shopping if they’re not interested.

After shipping photo gear to the 
museum beforehand, on Sept. 26, 2011, 
Bill and I met-up in Salt Lake City 
and drove to Ogden, about 45 min-
utes away. At dinner that night, we 
talked non-stop about what to expect, 
how should we handle it, what photos 
do we need — would they let us take 
them apart? I confess I hadn’t been that 
excited about seeing a gun since … 
well, I can’t remember. 

The next morning, we found Diana 
and her staff to be charming, wel-
coming and warm. She had the 1910 
and Hammerless guns ready in a safe 
(they had disassembled a display case 
to make them available for us), along 
with two or three other unique guns — 
a very early 1911 and a 1905. Ward, 

a museum docent, helped us get 
set-up in a nearby private office. 
The time had come.

“Ward,” asked Bill, glancing at 
me, “would you mind very much if 
we carefully disassembled the guns? 
I’m concerned they are in-the-white 
and it looks like they have a slight 
patina on them from rust. I’d like 
to oil them so they stay safe.” Bill 
glanced at me again as if saying, 
“How’d that sound?”

Ward smiled, “Well, only if you 
promise me you can get them back 
together safely?” We both nodded 
until our vision blurred. “You’ll 
never know they were ever apart, 
Ward,” I said. He grinned and left.

Bill and I looked at each other, 
stunned. We’d just been given per-
mission to disassemble two of the 
rarest-of-rare original Browning 
handmade tool-room samples — 
guns handled by J.M. himself, no 
doubt. It was a hell of a responsi-
bility and I looked at Bill. “Well, 
can we do it safely?” I asked.

“You bet,” smiled Bill. I swear, I 
watched him rub his hands together 
like a mad scientist about to pull the 
lever on his new creation. He laid 
out some small tools he’d brought 
and, as I began to photo the hammer-
less gun, Bill carefully began to dis-
assemble the 1910. We repeated the 
process for the Hammerless model, 
and to say we learned a few things is 
to sorely understate the obvious. 

The Hammerless Model
The Hammerless was actually 

a concealed hammer pistol, very 
much like the 1903 .32 ACP ham-
merless pistol Browning designed 
and sold to Colt to manufacture for 
the civilian market. The pistol was 
much larger in size than the 1903 to 
accommodate the .45 ACP cartridge, 
though. As I handled it, it did indeed 
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bill and roy were able to 
examine and actually detail-

strip the “hammerless” 
and “1910” models at the 

browning museum. both 
were tool-room 

samples, and the 
immediate precursors 
to the first production 

1911 pistols. you’re 
looking at history in 

steel and wood here. 

top: the “union station” museum complex in ogden, utah hosted us, 
and their train, auto and browning museums are a must-see if you’re in 

town. there’s a great restaurant there too!  left: bill laughridge, guru 
of the Cylinder & slide shop, was the brains of the operation, supply the 
technical know-how to understand what we were seeing. here, he holds 

the “hammerless” prototype as he figures out how to get it apart!



remind me of the 1903, but being sig-
nificantly bigger (the rough size and 
weight of a 1911) it was heavier, but 
still felt comfortable. Even with this 
early prototype, Browning had it right 
in the “heft” department.

I’m going to simply refer to Bill’s 
notes and comments much of the time 
here. Since this was a rare opportu-
nity, he took care to document the 
details precisely, and I think it’s 
important to be as specific as pos-
sible. We’ll be more technical than 

obviously a separate piece contained in 
the slide body. At the rear of the slide 
there was a round joint indicating the 
complete breech assembly could be 
removed from the slide. All of the edges 
and corners of the pistol were rounded, 
like the 1903 pocket model.

Disassembly: I noted there was no 
disassembly notch on the bottom of the 
right side of the slide. I could see there 
was a retaining lump on the slide stop 
on the inside of the magazine well, as 
per the 1911, so there was no way the 
slide stop could be removed. I brought 
this to Roy’s attention. We examined 
the pistol more closely to see if we 
could figure out the disassembly proce-
dure. I had already noted the breech in 
the slide was a separate assembly and 
could be removed from the slide, but 
I could not see any way to remove it. 
Roy and I both noted the ejector stuck 
up into a slot in the breech assembly. I 
locked the slide open and noted what 
looked to be the very edges of three 
locking lugs in the slide body, just 
peeking out from the edge of the breech 
assembly. The only problem was the 
ejector was engaged in the slot in the 
breech assembly, preventing rotation.

Roy held the slide completely open 
to the rear so I could look at the under-
side of the breech assembly. Roy noted 
when the slide was completely back, 
the back of the ejector cleared the slot 
in the front of the breech, allowing the 
breech to rotate. Bingo, there it was. It 
was then Roy got a funny look on his 
face and said, “Do you really think we 
should go any farther? What if we can’t 
get it back together or some little spring 
or part flies out and we lose it? It’s my 
head on the block here.”
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usual, but I think it’s important. I’ll 
also be a bit briefer than Bill’s original 
notes, due to space limitations here. 
However, Bill has his notes on his web-
site, and we’ll put a link at the end if 
you’d care to read the whole report. 
Here it is, in Bill’s words, as he disas-
sembled the two pistols.

From Bill’s Notes
The Hammerless .45: The Hammer-

less pistol had a slide stop and thumb 
safety with a plunger tube holding the 
spring and plungers. The rear sight was 
a thin blade, slightly taller than the early 
1911-style pistol, and the front blade 
was the same style as the early 1911. 
The grip safety was the same style as the 
1903 pocket pistol in that it made up the 
entire back strap of the pistol grip and 
pivoted at the bottom of the grip frame. 
I noted at the top of the grip safety there 
was a small piece brazed onto it to com-
plete its shape. I would guess there was 
a gap there, so Browning brazed a small 
filler block on to close it. The touch of 
the master was right in our hands. There 
was no removable barrel bushing or 
recoil spring plug.

The magazine release and trigger 
were the same as the early 1911 type. 
The barrel hood did not have the small 
extension as the 1910 did, but was the 
same style. The extractor was visible at 
the breech face but not at the rear of the 
slide. The firing pin appeared to have a 
screwed-in bushing around it as it had 
a screwdriver slot above and below the 
firing pin hole. The breech face was 
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as you can see, the “hammerless” really 
isn’t — it has a hammer, it’s 
just enclosed. 

that round insert in the slide had us 
guessing how to detail strip it. it was 
the key to the hammerless — 
and we finally
figured it 
out! tiny 
sights 
were 
obviously 
handmade.

note the spring 
plunger for the slide 
release and the cut-out 
for the barrel link. 

the 
hammerless 
taken down. 

note the grip-safety like 
the one found on a 1903 model.

these were hand-made tool-room 
prototypes for the 1911. 

inserted from the rear and 
then a careful rotation 
locked the hammer-
less breech-
plug into 
place. 

the barrel hood of the hammerless 
didn’t have the stud the 1910 had, 
and we’re not sure why there is 
a center cut-out.

here it’s likely browning 
himself had brazed-in a spacer 

to fill a gap as the design morphed. 

it’s 
ingenious, 

simple and self-
contained. Vintage 
browning thinking.

the frame was obviously a handmade 
tool-room gun, showing tool-

marks and many 
changes.

bill said 
most of the

 inner-workings in 
the frame mirrored the 

1903 pocket auto a great deal, just bigger.

looking all the world like a “biggie-sized” 
Colt 1903 pocket auto, the “hammerless” 

prototype browning is actually in 
.45 aCp. note the rounded, 

double-diamond grips. 



I voted for going forward. Roy took 
a deep breath and said, “He who dares, 
wins.” But I wasn’t sure he was entirely 
convinced of it.

As Roy held the slide to the rear, I 
very carefully tapped against the breech 
assembly to start it rotating clock-wise 
when viewed from the rear of the pistol. 
It rotated easily once I got it started. 
Roy again admonished me to be very 
damn careful! I finished rotating the 
breech assembly, keeping a firm grip on 
it should it decide to fly out of the slide 
body. Then I slowly began to slide the 
breech assembly out of the slide. I would 
like to say, no two bomb-squad guys 
ever took a bomb apart with greater care 
than Roy and I showed as we removed 
the breech assembly from Browning’s 
Hammerless 45! Think about this: J.M. 
Browning held this very prototype as he 
fussed it into being, and likely was the 
last person to assemble it. We could feel 
him hovering over us — watching.

The breech assembly stayed together 
as I set it aside and helped Roy care-
fully allow the slide to go forward off 
of the frame. The slide easily slid off, 
exposing the barrel and recoil spring 
system. With the slide off we simply 
removed the slide stop, and the barrel 
lifted off of the frame. Interestingly, the 
barrel had the traditional 1911 link and 
pin. The locking lugs on the barrel com-
pletely encircled the barrel, as it did on 
the 1910. Once we had the pistol disas-
sembled both of us had to stop and calm 
down. I’ll bet Browning was having a 
good laugh to see how relieved we were.

“You can get it back together, right?” 

Roy said, looking just a bit uncon-
vinced. “No sweat,” I said. And I 

meant it. This was design-elegance, 
and I was one of the few who had ever 
seen it in the flesh.

The slide assembly had a bushing 
and recoil spring plug brazed into the 
slide so they could not be removed. The 
back of the slide body had the locking 
lug cuts made into it exactly the same 
size as the barrel locking lug cuts. These 
cuts were from about 12 to 3 o’clock 
when looking from the rear. What an 
ingenious way to manufacture a con-
cealed hammer .45!

The breech assembly had the 
extractor pinned into a slot milled on 
the right side. The extractor was made 
from one piece, and it was obvious to 
me the rear of the extractor behind the 
retaining pin was thinned to become 
the spring part of the extractor. I did not 
want to chance breaking such a rare, 
irreplaceable part so left it alone.

The firing pin hole was drilled from 
the breech face, as I suspected. The 
firing-pin and firing-pin spring were 
retained by the screw-in bushing and 
the bushing was pinned into the breech 
block to keep it from turning out. I did 
not attempt to disassemble these parts 
either. The simplicity of the design of 
the breech block assembly only served to 
confirm the design genius of Browning.

The Frame: I noted the frame 
assembly was basically a larger copy 
of the 1903 pocket model. I have disas-
sembled many 1903 frames, and can say 
the 1903 frame is not easily taken apart, 
even when you know how and have all 
of the proper tools at your disposal. Roy 
concurred whole-heartedly we should 
not continue the disassembly, and I’ll Continued on page 80
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go on record here saying the relief on 
Roy’s face was obvious! 

I marveled at how easily it went 
back together. With a few snicks, 
presto, the pistol was in functioning 
condition again, Roy was smiling, and 
we both relaxed — finally.

The 1910
According to Bill, “To be quite 

honest, I really didn’t know much about 
the 1910 prototype pistol when Roy 
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looking “almost” like a 1911, the 1910 had the 
same general shape but differed in key areas. 
note there is no external thumb safety or 
plunger tube on the frame. key edges 
were neatly rounded, even in this 
prototype, another 
browning touch.

the 1910 
looked 
pretty 
close to 
a 1911 
from 
this 
angle. 

the barrel was very close 
to a modern 1911 
design, except 
for the stud 
on the 
hood. 

having no external 
safety meant 
browning had 
to use this 
side-plate to 
hold the pins in 
place for the 
firing control 
system on 
the 1910. 

the chamber area on 
the 1910 was 

cut-out to 
accommodate 

the stud 
on the 
barrel 
hood.

remarkably, the rifling on both tool-
room guns was shiny and of obvious 

good quality, probably due to 
browning’s 
experience 

making rifles. 

an interesting touch was 
this channel milled into 

the top of the slide 
on the 1910. 

the front bushing could not be turned until 
the recoil spring was taken out. it took 
bill a bit of time to figure out 
how to remove the 
slide assembly 
to get 
to 
it. 

the trigger showed evidence 
of having been made 
thicker by brazing 
shims onto it. 

the 
ramp, link 

and cam and 
lugs are all present, 

although the lugs 
completely encircled the barrel.

bill 
assumed 
the barrel 
lock-up caused 
the muzzle to be 
lower, necessitating the 
cut-out to expose more of the front sight. 

note 
the practical 
chamfering 

on the edges.
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