
Gun Shows I Have Seen and Been To
How it Really Is

 
 
I was commenting on our Kentucky gun shows recently and realized that in my travels over the United States, I had
encountered many forms of gun shows in the different parts of the country and they all take on a different personality
because people are a little different all over the United States.
 
I guess one of my favorite “Skeeter Skelton” stories is his attendance at the Horse Thief, New Mexico gun show where
he got the shaft on a faked Colt SA in .32-20.  Worth looking up and reading if you haven’t read it before and always
worth a second reading.
 
I guess my first encounter with a gun show was in High Falls, North Carolina when I was in my teens.  This wasn’t
really a gun show as we know them today but was what I’d call a “swap session”.  On every other Tuesday (by
consent of the participants), the local gun nuts would gather at this small country store and trade guns out of the backs
of their cars and pickups.  The traders were “colorful” to say the least and tobacco juice littered the ground and you’d
best stand upwind while making a trade or looking at an item.  Now, this might seem kind of back woodsy but it was
not unusual to see 15-20 thousand dollars worth of high-grade shotguns wrapped in blankets in the back of some guy’s
car or pickup.  Mostly Browning, L.C. Smiths, and Foxes with some Le Fevers and Ithacas thrown in. Sweet 16
Browning were a big thing as well as Winchester Model 42s.  Rifles were also represented as well as handguns with
the occasional Class 3 items as well.  This was back in the days before Brady and deals were concluded with a
handshake. Mostly, it was all about making the deal and the fellowship.
 
I guess the first “sure nuff” gun show I went to was when I was in college at N.C. State College (now the University of
North Carolina at Raleigh, I think) in Raleigh, N.C.  This event took place at the Student Union on campus and was
mainly milsurps, ammo and reloading stuff.  The normal guns were present but college students for the most part
didn’t have any money. It was a good show with many local dealers and a lot of military ammo and hardware was
available. With the current political views on guns, picture that happening today on a college campus.
 
My next remembrance was attending a gun show in San Diego on the ship that’s moored there and used as a
convention center.  That was the biggest show that this country boy had ever attended.  I was on temporary duty with
the Army in Los Angeles and we made the trip down one Sunday from Los Angeles.  Gun laws in California were
more liberal than today and even though I was a non-resident; I came away with a Smith and Wesson 1950 Target in
.45 ACP.  That was a great show. Several weeks later when I was scheduled to fly back to Georgia, I checked with the
airlines.  Sure, you can carry it on in a briefcase; just remove the cylinder and no ammo.  A very common sense
approach.  Try that today and see how long you get in jail.
 
Time passed and I eventually I was transferred to Fort Hood, Texas for temporary duty.  Texas has many good shows
to tempt the gun enthusiast with money in his pocket.  Many are small town shows that are surprisingly well turned out
with a good selection of firearms and ammo.  I remember attending the big shows in Austin.  Laws were pretty liberal
there as well and as I had a set of orders assigning me to a post in Texas to prove residency for a period exceeding 6
months, I was able to buy handguns.  At the first show, a M29 4” Smith and Wesson followed me home.  At the next
show, two M-18 Smith & Wessons followed me home.  No paperwork…just show residency and a handshake. Plenty
of long guns and reloading supplies were available also.
 
The next stop in my travels was in Tennessee and Fort Campbell.  Here, handgun laws were more stringent.  The local
pawnshops were full of long guns and handguns if you wanted to go to the sheriff’s office and pick up a permit.  This
involved sitting down with the sheriff for a few minutes and discussing quail hunting.  He didn’t care as long as you
were a decent citizen and not some low life.  I guess he figured that anyone that could discuss bird hunting was
sophisticated and sane enough to own a handgun.
 



The real attraction in this area was the gun show held at the Nashville fair grounds.  Now, this is the biggest I’ve ever
been to.  About 4 exhibit buildings were full and then they spread out into the livestock barns with tables being set up
in cow manure.  Didn’t bother me as I was raised on a farm.  I was just there for the action. The only problem with
these shows was that the people from Tennessee never learned that you don’t bring a knife to a gunfight and the place
was full of knives and knife traders.  Still, if you’re in the area, it’s well worth the visit.
 
I’ve heard that the Tulsa, Oklahoma show is the biggest.  One of these days, I’ll make it but the biggest here in
Kentucky I’ve been to is the National Gun Days show in Louisville, KY.  Louisville sits at the corner of the state and
draws people from Ohio, Indiana, Tennessee, Kentucky and Missouri. It’s held at the fairgrounds and they have at
least 4 big exhibit halls with various shows going on at any given time.  One of the strangest combinations I ever
encountered was one weekend when there was a gun show, a cat show, a Jehovah’s Witness convention and a car
show all going on at the same time. That was an interesting combination of personalities. No guns allowed in the cat
show for obvious reasons.
 
As I said, this is a big show and is usually held quarterly. Needless to say, it draws a fair amount of exhibitors with a
wide variety of wares.  Plenty of guns for almost anyone, reloading components, some bullet moulds and casting
equipment, all of the big Winchester collectors in the area.  The milsurp dealers and milsurp parts dealers, even the
folks that cater to the WWII nazi paraphernalia and Russian Army paraphernalia and one guy who specializes in
Confederate battle flags which are still popular here in Kentucky as well as other parts of the south. Just never know
who will be there. Great chance to get your wife a pair of panties sporting the Confederate battle flag.
 
It also draws a good crowd of customers.  Nothing these rednecks like better than a gun show and old “bubba” will
load up the family in his pickup and come.  Has his wife along.  Her name is Sis because he’s married his sister and the
three kids are along; Billy Bob, the oldest, Little Festus who’s next in line and finally little Dolly.  The kids sometimes
kind of remind you of someone in the “Deliverance”.  Anyway, they’ll come in bubba’s pickup.  You have Sis and
Dolly riding up front and Billy Bob and Festus in back sitting on straight chairs from the kitchen because they’ve been
trained to do that without falling out since they were big enough to walk.  The chairs are sitting in among bubba’s
spare motors and transmissions and bald spare tires for the pickup and straw bales for the stables if he ever gets around
to putting it down.  They’ll park and stretch and scratch and all go in.  Now, here’s where the rub comes.  Sis will not
turn loose of Billy Bob, Festus and Dolly as she’s afraid she’ll lose them so they’re all holding hands.  She don’t trust
bubba to visit a table 6 feet away as he might meet another woman and fall in love so she holds on to him and when
he wants to look at a gun, the whole bunch congregates in front of a table.  Ties up traffic something awful.  Then
after the show, they’re all standing in front of the convention center eating ice cream while bubba’s going for the
pickup.  If it’s 10 degrees outside, rednecks still have to have ice cream when they come to town.  Bubba’s having
trouble finding the pickup in the parking lot, which is maybe 100 acres.  Don’t know a thing about them big poles with
letters on top.  “Kids down here must have a learning disability as they have the A, B, Cs on poles to help them out.” 
It gets really comical sometimes to see 100 rednecks hunting their pickups at one time. Finally, he finds it and picks up
everyone.  Sis’s in front and the boys in the back and Bubba’s put his nice clean Model 514 Remington that he traded
for in the gun rack behind the seat and is off to the Conoco to get $5 worth of gas to get home on.  His truck’s making
that pretty blue smoke that he gets from using reprocessed “Wolf’s Head” motor oil and he and Sis are the happiest
people in the world and the 2nd Amendment is alive and well in the US.
 
After an encounter with Bubba, Sis and the kids, you saunter down the aisle in your best “Skeeter Skelton” mode as
“Joe Hick from the sticks”. (I remember Skeeter’s account of the gun show in Horse Thief, New Mexico and still
chuckle when I think about it.)  Everything you are interested in is either “rare” according to the dealer or else, “the
best specimen I’ve ever seen” or some other atrocious description.  Some dealers are working the tables, some are
walking the aisles and working the crowds for “steal deals” and some are even sitting outside trying to “pin hook”
quick deals on people bringing stuff to trade before the other dealers get to it..
 
Then there’s the old Winchesters.  Used up 50 years ago with the barrel looking like a New Jersey sewer pipe and he
calls the bore “dark” and the stock looks like it been used to discipline Bubba’s whole family but it has an octagon
barrel. The metal has the nice brown patina that is otherwise known as rust.  The rear sight is a bent and filed washer,
there’s no hand guard or hardware, the stock’s been taped with electrical tape and it’s been cut to 20” with a hacksaw



and modified to a “button” magazine in a like manner.  Says, “I’ve had it a while so I’ll lower the price to $950 since
it’s a .38/55”. Makes you wonder if it belonged to Robert Service or someone really important back then.
 
Many quotes are made from the “Blue Book” as to values.  Ever notice that the Blue book only works one way. My
counterattack to the dealer’s BS line is to make a ridiculous offer and then walk away while he’s thinking of a
comeback line or else insult the condition of their piece.  Tears them up that they’ve wasted time on what apparently is
a fool. You have to get away quick though before they can jump the table on you.
 
There are the dealers that bring their good stuff and put it right up front on the table.  Great stuff that makes you drool. 
When you ask the price, it’s not for sale.  They just brought it along as “bait” and would sell if the price was right
which it never is.
 
Then there are several dealers that bring their “interest arouser” along.  Several bring their wife, girlfriend, or mistress
dressed in the skimpiest of costumes and she’ll sit back in a provocative pose that brings attention to his or her wares. 
Nice to look at but not what I came for.
 
Then we have the little dealer who’s there working the show.  One old fellow works the show that specializes in nice
Colt autos.  Gold Cups, Woodsman Match Targets and Gold Cup Midranges and ACEs.  He works out of a brief case
full of guns and roams.  Once my son was negotiating with him on a Government Model .38 Super when he fold up his
case real quick and says, “Come on” and starts walking.  To make a long story short, he had traded for a Luger and
stopped to look at something and laid it down on a dealer’s table somewhere.  Several tables later, one of the dealers
that knew him started laughing when we walked up and pulled his Luger out from under the table and ridiculed him
mightily for being forgetful. The dealers will skin you in a deal but are basically honest.
 
Then there’s the dealing on the side.  These are the deals in the concession area when you’re drinking that sorry $1.50
a cup coffee.  I’ve even made a deal in the men’s room on a M29 Smith and Wesson when nature called and I
encountered a fellow with one.
 
My wife was with me at the bank once when I cashed a check in preparation to head to a gun show.  I requested all
$50 bills and she asked why.  Dealers want cash.  They’ll sometimes take plastic but don’t even think about a check
unless he knows you from previous dealings. Hundreds are less bulky but fifties are just right when it comes time to
“show” the money.  If you have a hundred, sometimes, he knows you have it and the price stays up $25 or more.  So
fifties are just right.
 
Then there are the concession stands.  Reminds me of buying lunch in the most expensive restaurant in town and then
getting something that McDonald’s wouldn’t serve.  There are exceptions.  We once attended a show in a American
Legion hall is a small town in Kentucky.  I went with a dealer as his partner had backed out on him.  The ladies
auxiliary served a pancake, ham and egg breakfast and coffee all day for $3.75. It was home made and good.  Yep! I
gave them a nice tip because their food was good and it was such a change from the usual rip offs.
 
Now, I have a bad foot and gun shows are a lot of walking.  I carry my rucksack in and park it behind some friendly
dealer’s table in case I’m buying primers in bulk or a lot of powder.  Then, it’s one pass through the show, back to buy
what I spotted that I want and then hobble back to the truck (yeah, I parked next to D, I’m a redneck but I know my
ABCs) and manage to drive home.  Just can’t hang and look anymore like I once could.
 
So, the National Gun Days shows here are the best.  Not to be confused with Bill Goodman’s “Knife and Camouflage”
shows which draw darn few gun dealers.
 
The next gathering I’ll talk about is unique only to Kentucky.  It happens once a year and is full of tradition.
 
It’s Court Days at Mount Sterling, Kentucky.  It has derived from the old custom from back when they had a circuit
judge that came to town once a year to hear all of the pending court cases.  Normally, it’s held about the 2nd week in
October every year.  I don’t think they hold court now, as the whole town is a wall-to-wall flea market and antique



dealers.  Anything you want is there and if you happen to be in the area, stop in and bring the wife but don’t let her
have too much money as she’ll go home broke with your vehicle full of crafts and antiques.  It’s blue grass music,
home cooked food, politicians speaking and just a general carnival atmosphere. 
 
At one time, maybe 10 years ago, livestock was traded in town but one year, several dealers showed up with dogs
they’d picked up and what they didn’t sell or trade, they turned them loose on the town when court days was over. 
Now, they’ve moved the livestock out a ways.
 
Anyway, bring your wife, give her an allowance and take your roll and ease on down to the “bridge”.  Although guns
are sold on tables throughout the town, the main gun trading is on the bridge as the street is closed off for the
festivities.
 
Here’s where the hillbillies really come out of the woodwork.  There are the regular dealers who set up on tables and
there are the locals.  He’ll be dealing off a red wagon, off a newspaper or blanket and I’ve even seen one with his
wares on a wheelchair.  Some of the strangest guns you ever saw from way back when.  Most of these old guys know
what they have so don’t expect any steals but there are some good guns there.  Brady law…never heard of it. 
Wheeling and dealing like you never saw. Just like Alice’s Restaurant, anything you want.  I imagine you could turn up
an M1 Abrams tank if you had the money.
 
The crowd’s so big that you can’t imagine how hard it is to get to a table to look.  Imagine 50 Bubbas with Sis and the
kids at one time.  Guy’s packing on their hip as it’s legal here and people carrying rifles and shotguns over their
shoulder. Never heard of a shooting though.  Lasts Friday through Monday.
 
If you’re in the area, be sure and stop by. Both you and the missus will enjoy it.
 
So, there are my experiences and thoughts on gun shows. They have changed a bunch since I started going back 46
years ago but I pray to God that the 2nd Amendment never fails us and they continue as an American tradition.
 

John Goins/aka beagle
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


