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Read along as we learn what made Wilson Combat one of the most 
successful f irearms businesses today, and Bill Wilson’s inf luence on 
shooting today. If you’re not careful, you just might learn a thing or two to 
make you a better shooter, too. 

I met Bill Wilson several years ago at SHOT Show shortly after he bought 
Scattergun Technologies, back when I was heavily into shotgun writing. 
Our paths crossed again a half dozen years ago when I was tasked to write 
about handguns and AR-type rifles. Known widely for his custom 1911s, 
it didn’t take long before my editors at, now defunct, Harris Publications 
assigned several reviews of various Wilson Combat firearms. One thing led 
to another and I was invited to spend some time with Bill, his wife, Joyce, 
Bill’s son, Ryan, on their Texas ranch. 

I love to hunt and I love to shoot, and I’m lucky to enjoy one or the other 
on a weekly basis. I can’t hold a candle to Bill and his passion for guns, 
shooting and hunting. The days I spent with Bill hunting on his ranch was 
a true Disneyland experience for someone like me. Naturally inquisitive, as 
most journalists are, my questions for Bill quickly turned from interview-
style queries about gun specs to having him share a few of his globe-trotting 
hunting stories. 

I couldn’t get enough of Bill’s stories, so I was delighted to get a chance to 
review his new book Gun Guy. It would give me a chance to learn more 
about the man, and how he grew his company to the most successful 
custom 1911 shop in the gun business. 

GUN GUY: 
The Rise of America’s Most Influential Custom Shop, 

Wilson Combat

By Bill Wilson with Michael Bane
386 pages, 390 photographs
ISBN: 978-0-9973739-0-5
MSRP: $34.95

As might be expected, an autobiography about the man begins its 21 
chapters chronologically with his youthful introduction to guns. He delves 
into that bygone era when all a kid needed was clear weather, land to roam, 
a brick of .22 Long Rifle ammo and a rifle to burn it up in a day, all with 
the simple parental admonition, “don’t put your eye out.”

Although Bill was self-taught when it came to firearms, his youth was also 
filled with early childhood memories of working in his dad’s Berryville, 
Arkansas, jewelry shop when he was barely tall enough to clean the glass 
countertops. Years went by and Bill made his way to jewelry school 
at Oklahoma State Tech. It wasn’t long before his love of guns and 
competitive shooting led him to tune up his own revolvers to reach their 
utmost potential in local competitive matches. Before graduation Bill put 
down his gun-builder roots in a small corner of his father’s jewelry shop, 
and traveled back home on the weekends to work on handguns. Wilson’s 
Gun Shop, Inc., dba Wilson Combat, was born. 

In the second chapter, Bill’s fine metal work of jewelry and watch repair 
training, a passion for guns and a competitive streak a mile wide created 
a “perfect storm” of sorts. He started winning local Police Pistol Combat 
(PPC) matches with his self-tuned guns and his fellow competitors kept him 
busy working on their revolvers, too. Bill learned something early on in 
his career; win matches and get more gun customizing work. The reader 
begins to get a feel for Bill’s personality as a Gun Guy in this chapter as 
his later gun-making storm begins to rotate from PPC with a revolver, to 
bowling pin match championships and the earliest days of International 
Practical Shooting Confederation (IPSC) matches. 

Sticking to his guns, so to speak, Bill quickly learns that his beloved Colt 
Python handicapped his shooting abilities when pitted against shooters 
running .45 ACP 1911s. By his third IPSC match, Bill acquired a Colt 
Gold Cup in .45 ACP, which became the eye of his gun-making hurricane. 
Through absolute determination and practice, owing to his self-professed 
lack of “natural” shooting talent, Bill began racking up a long list of 
competitive wins and f inishes in the money.

By the third chapter we find Bill struggling with the dilemma of following 
in his father’s footsteps in the jewelry and watchmaking business or 
gunsmithing. And, he was, admittedly, starving in the process. Feeding his 
shooting passion wasn’t cheap, so Bill found ways to economize. He started 
reloading, and the following tells a story in itself:

“I was casting my own bullets at the time on a Coleman stove, too. I melted 
the lead and poured it into the mold. Then, I knocked them out of the mold 
and let them cool. Next, they were placed in a little pan and wax melted 
around them. Last, I cut them out of the wax and manually pushed them 
through a sizing die to make sure they’re exactly the right diameter. Then the 
Lee Loader comes out and the loading process starts.

Literally, I spent six hours of work to load 100 rounds of ammo. When I shot 
100 rounds in a session, that was a big shooting day.”

Bill’s reloading equipment got better and faster over time. He came to the 
inevitable conclusions that would chart his future path.

“I started loading practice ammunition for local police 
departments and for anyone else who wanted a little better deal.
I had to f ind a way to make a living in guns or I was going 
to have to work on watches, which was a pretty motivating 
and a terrifying thought to me.”

Once he made a commitment to guns, Bill introduces the reader to the 
grand master gunsmiths of the 1911 craft, some of which mentored him 
along the way. We see the evolution of the 1911 parts business in the face 
of the deterioration of big companies, like Colt’s, when it came to meeting 
customer demand for quality. This created a niche, and Wilson Combat 
was poised to f ill it in a big way.

The seventh chapter and beyond delves into Wilson Combat’s expansion 
into customized Beretta Model 92s, his family, and in particular his son 
Ryan’s ascension to the Wilson Combat helm. It also chronicles the birth 
of the International Defensive Pistol Association, Bill’s passion for hunting, 
and his move to ranch life in Texas. And there’s much more, like chapters 
devoted to detailed shooting drills, handloading tips, Bill’s favorite guns, 
and a historical treatment of past 1911 master gunsmiths.

Any shooter who owns a Wilson Combat, wants one, or wants to become a 
better practical handgun shooter should treat this book as a must-read.
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