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Winchester's final shot 

Steve Higgins , Register Business Editor 

NEW HAVEN — The rapid-fire patter of an auctioneer echoed through the cavernous main assembly area of the historic Winchester plant all day Wednesday as the last vestiges of U.S. Repeating Arms Co. were sold off one by one.

More than 500 bidders worldwide snapped up everything from giant industrial grinders to tiny weight gauges, all at bargain prices. The two-day auction was scheduled to resume at 9 a.m. today.

"We’re getting stronger prices than we expected," said Thomas Gagliardi Jr., president of the Guilford-based auction firm Thomas Industries Inc., at midday. "Internet bidding has been very active."

Gagliardi said several bidders are gun-barrel makers who are doing a brisk business due to orders for repair and replacement stemming from U.S. military action in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Gagliardi declined to say how much the company sold Wednesday. Thomas Industries bought out the USRAC inventory and hopes to raise $3 million selling about 3,000 lots, he said.

Thomas Industries has until October to clear out the 344 Winchester Ave. plant, built in 1992 across the street from the original plant. The Winchester plant was closed in March after 140 years of making "The Gun That Won the West," putting 186 people out of work. The plant had employed thousands at its height during World War II.

About 210 companies registered in advance to bid via an Internet simulcast, while another 300-plus registered to bid at the plant, Gagliardi said.

About 30 percent of the bidders represented gun manufacturers, he said. The rest ranged from machining and grinding shops to electronics and engineering firms.

Just after noon, Ted Marena, CEO and president of East Hartford-based Marena Industries Inc., won a bidding bout for a small grinder, paying $500 for it. Marena Industries performs precision grinding, milling and other services for manufacturers.

Marena said he attends auctions not just to find bargains, but also because he can get his hands on needed equipment right away.

"You can wait up to six months to get a product that you order," he said.

Marena and other bidders said they are attending more auctions these days as more U.S. manufacturers go out of business.

"We can’t compete on the world market," said Marena, who has operated Marena Industries since 1960. "In China, industrial workers make $7 a day. I can’t compete when I pay my workers $25 an hour. And there’s another problem — our young people don’t want to get their hands dirty anymore."

Ed Kays, owner of Kays Engineering, traveled from Marshall, Mo., to attend the auction in person. Kays makes gun barrels.

"I wanted to personally inspect the machines," said Kays, who was interested in bidding on several drilling machines. "It’s pretty sad that Winchester couldn’t remain in business."

Skip Beck of Orbital Tool Technologies flew in from Gainesville, Ga. He was looking to buy turning machines, drilling machines and grinding equipment for his company, which does field service and parts work for power plants.

"This is a very historic auction," he said. "I wanted to see what was here."

When an Internet bidder identified only as "Ed" made an opening bid of $1,000 for lot 313, a hydraulic cylindrical grinder, a man in the live audience offered $1,750. Ed came back with $2,000, and a bidding war was on. The two men duked it out until Ed made the final offer — $4,700.

While Internet bidders from as far away as Canada and India registered to bid, it turned out that Ed represented an engineering company in Newington.

Amid the nonstop bidding, scheduled to go on for 12 hours or more each day, one company was cleaning up. New Jersey-based Ron’s Catering sold hot dogs, chips and other refreshments from a small stand behind the auction area, and there was a constant stream of hungry bidders lining up for refreshments.
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