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40 YEARS OF

SARCO

By David M. Fortier
Photography By Emily K. Fortier

Charlie Steen has made his fortune on the principle

that one man’s trash is

was standing in a narrow aisle holding a small metal object

in my hand while trying to catch my breath. I had glanced

down, seen a heap of these small objects, and picked one up.

Turning it over, I noticed some writing on its side. It said

“THOMPSON SUB-MACHINE GUN” and then things got
hazy as the room began to spin. I was holding the rear portion of
a Thompson receiver, just one of many in a huge stack. Glancing
around I noted Thompson barrels, buttstocks, vertical forends,
lower receivers, and other various parts in disorganized heaps.
This simply couldn’t be real I thought as the line between my
fantasyland and reality suddenly became blurred.

“Whatcha find?” A voice suddenly brought me back. It was
one of my hosts, Butch Steen. “Thompson parts huh,” he said
lifting a piece from the pile. “Yeah we got a few of them.....”

His voice trailed off, or perhaps I simply lost track of what he
was saying. My eyes were locked on the part he held in his hand.
I watched as he turned and casually tossed it back into the pile.
Only it was in slow motion, the part taking forever before it land-
ed and bounced along. No this was not fantasy, but nor was it
reality. No this was a special place, this was SARCO. I had
found my Elvis, and his name was Charlie Steen.

Long before I ever penned my first article for SHOTGUN
NEWS, I was a customer of SARCO’s. My introduction to this
old established company came as an 11-year-old kid while sit-
ting in my local gun shop leafing through old issues of SHOT-
GUN NEWS. A purveyor of military surplus equipment,
firearms, and gun parts, its ads immediately caught my attention.

As a youngster I would pour over SARCO’s massive multi-
page advertisements while saving my pennies to mail order some
treasure from them. Over the years I’ve bought quite a variety of
items that I just “had to have.” These ranged from old leather
three-pocket Mauser ammunition pouches as a kid to a more
recently acquired M1891/30 Mosin-Nagant sniper rifle in superb
condition.

~ SARCO Inc.

Any SHOTGUN News reader will recognize SARCO, Inc.,
which this year celebrates 40 years in business. It’s a
family business, run by Butch, Marie and Charles Steen.

So when I got the chance to visit the company for its 40th
anniversary, it was already an old friend.

another’s treasure.

While today SARCO (an acronym for Steen Armament
Research Company) is perhaps the largest dealer in surplus war
materiel in the country, 40 years ago things were quite different.
The company was founded by Charles “Cholly” Steen with the
help of his wife Marie. Their story is really that of the American
dream, a young couple who through hard work, grit, and deter-
mination made it big.

A lover of militaria and firearms, Charlie began collecting
army belts and other military items as a young boy. As he grew
older, he competed on his school’s rifle team. After finishing
school, he enlisted in the Marine Corps. There he shot on the
Marine pistol team, earning a Distinguished Pistol Shot badge.

At the same time, he was also wheeling and dealing guns as
he built his own collection.

After finishing his tour of duty, Charlie married Marie and
enrolled in engineering school. Fascinated with automatic
weapons, he dreamed of someday being able to design his own.
So while Marie worked as a schoolteacher, Charlie hit the books
and went to college. Along the way, however, he got bit by the
gun show bug. After attending a show, he made the comment to
Marie that they had a lot of odd stuff kicking around and that
they should try selling some.

So they rented a table and gave it a try. Their first attempt
netted them a whopping $200 when he was only earning $70 a
week. This spurred him on to trade an old broken Radom pistol
for a peach basket of miscellaneous parts.

After a few months, he’'d gotten $175 out of the basket and it
had only gone down 15%. So he decided that the parts business
was the place to be.

Unfortunately, he was still in college at the time. Soon he
found himself spending more time selling guns and parts than
studying. Having found something that he loved to do, it was
time to make a decision. Give up the hobby and concentrate on
his engineering degree, or go against the flow and turn his hobby



into a full-time business. So he broached it to Marie. Her answer
was simple. If he could make $60 a week by the end of the
year, he had her blessing. If he couldn’t then he’d have to get
a “real job”. And so SARCO was born.

SARCO was founded by Charles “Cholly” Steen, who’s seen
here working on another “good deal.” With four decades of
trading under his belt, he’s known as a canny negotiator.

At that time, Charlie and Marie were living in a second-floor
apartment and SARCO was run out of their attic. The two of
them went around selling their wares at gun shows and started to
do pretty well. Charlie related how after they made $700 at a
show they went back to their hotel, sat on the bed, and repeated-
ly threw their earnings in the air, watching the money float back
to the bed.

Through hard work and perseverance, Charlie was doing
much better than $60 a week. In 1961 he placed his first tiny ad
in SHOTGUN NEWS and began selling mail order. The next
step was when they bought the house next door to where they
were living. This had a barn out back, and so became the new
home of the ever-expanding SARCO.

Around this same time, the SARCO workforce began to
increase when they had a daughter they named Valerie and then
a son, Charles IV (Butch to his friends). Both of their children
also worked in the family business. Valerie started in high school
and things were so busy at the company that she actually had her
Sweet 16 party there.

She continued and worked in the office at SARCO all through
college. Butch can remember sorting screws for his dad at 8. He,
too, worked at the family business through high school, then
branched off for a while, working for a law firm and then in
the music industry. In the end, he was drawn back to the family
business and has been back for 2/ years now.

While the company has grown enormously, he can still
remember how they started out in that small house with the barn
out back.

Whether it’s Bren guns or bazookas, it can usually be found
somewhere in the multiple SARCO warehouses. Some-
times the Steens themselves are surprised what’s there.

SARCO didn’t stay in that small house very long though.
After three or four years, the neighbors began to complain as
Charlie had pallets and crates of parts stacked all the way
down the driveway! So he moved into a 2,000 square feet ware-
house, where the little company thrived and Charlie began to
travel to South America buying all the surplus he could. Guns,
ammunition, parts, whatever, if it was a good deal Charlie was
interested!

It was after his first trip to Honduras that the Gun Control Act
of 1968 took effect. After this anti-gun legislation, many people
in the industry declared the sky was falling, and indeed many
companies did fold. Charlie, however, simply took it in stride.
While some things were different after 1968, it was still business
as usual to him.

Around 1984, SARCO had grown to the point that it was
again time to expand and the company moved to its present
home in Stirling, New Jersey.

This location had a whopping 20,000 square feet and at first,
the building seemed so cavernous that Charlie intended to rent
out space. But within a year, he had managed to run out of
room. So over the years he’s had to utilize up to three satellite
warehouses. These were finally condensed down into one extra
warehouse located in Plainfield in the last five years.

The next question is, just what does he fill these warehouses
with? That’s what Em and I intended on finding out! I knew we
were in a real gun business when Butch ushered us into his
office, decorated with a water-cooled Browning .50!

Having spent 10 years in the music industry, Butch is hard at
work bringing SARCO into the 21st century. He developed a
five-year plan to improve customer service and satisfaction. This
started with creating a management team. Next they began the
long road of switching over to computers.

Yes, previously they did things the old fashioned way! Next,
they are working on installing a thoroughly modern phone
system with total automation. E-commerce is also something
coming in the future via their excellent web site. So the com-
pany is indeed on the move.

The company grew from the attic of Charlie and Marie
Steen’s newlywed apartment, so here there is none of
the antiseptic air of so much modern retailing.

Next we got to meet Charlie’s wife Marie. I was immediately
impressed by this woman who helped her husband forge this
company while raising two children. A schoolteacher by trade,
she was just as at home talking about the arts or religion as she
was the surplus that her family’s company was founded upon.

Then the door to Butch’s office swung open and we had a
chance to meet the man himself, Charlie Steen. Charlie is a
down-to-earth guy who has lived the American dream. He often
proudly says “I just sell junk,” and he still is like a kid in a candy
store when he finds some treasure in a pile of rusty surplus.

A visit to SARCO starts in the showroom. This is open to
visitors and is well worth the trip. Here, in an atmosphere
that will remind you of the old-time gun shop, you can see
firearms, ammunition, militaria, optics, edged weapons and
books for sale.

Walking down the aisles, I quickly noted a variety of original
Mauser sniper rifles, Trapdoor Springfields, Remington Rolling
Blocks, an original World War I Springfield sniper rifle, Jungle
Carbines, MAS 36, 49, and 49/56s, Mosins, Colt M1909
revolvers, Triple Lock Smiths, muskets, Lugers, Broomhandles,
P-17s, and far too much more to list.

As a collector of French small arms, I found myself staring at
not just a semi-auto Mle 1917 but also the even rarer Mle 1918
as well! Believe me when I say they have some uncommon
pieces!

From the showroom we went to the gun room. Here they have
a huge variety of surplus firearms. The first thing I noticed was
a long line of 6.5 Swedish Mauser Target Rifles. They seemed
to have all sorts of handguns, rifles, and shotguns from the
common to the unheard-of. Something on the order of 20,000
are kept in stock.

A look inside SARCO’s Gun Room. The first thing Fortier
noticed was a line of 6.5 Swedish Mauser target rifles.
At any given time SARCO has some 20,000 guns on hand.

The guys here are kept busy working on various projects
Charlie comes up with. The only problem is that Charlie has far
more projects than time. I'll share a couple of examples with
you. Since the 1960s, Charlie has been buying up Springfield
M1903 rifle parts. In addition, he bought up the original tooling
to manufacture Springfield receivers, trigger guards, and other
parts.

He actually has everything he needs to begin production of
Springfield rifles, except the time to do it! Likewise, three or
four years ago, he bought 3,300 BM-59 part kits. These just need
receivers and to be reassembled. Perhaps someday, if he can find
the time.

From there, we headed out into the warechouse areca where
orders are picked. SARCO is the sort of business that just grew,
so I quickly discovered that you never know what may await you
around the next corner. Walking along, I quickly hit sensory
overload at the sheer magnitude of what they had in inventory.
Bren gun parts were literally strewn everywhere.

There were heaps of Browning Hi-Power holster/stocks here,
and a MAS 36/39CR bayonet there, and M-3 grease gun parts,
and it just went on and on and on. I stopped and stared at a metal
cabinet. One drawer in it was labeled “Kentucky Rifle Butt-
plates” while its neighbor was marked “AK-47 Night Sights.”

Walking a little further, I noticed some shelving made from
old wooden crates. Looking closer, I picked out a red stripe on
the wood and the words “1200 Caliber .30 Ball Cartridges
Model 1906 For Model 1903 Rifle”.

Slowly, we worked our way over towards the machine gun
department. As we got closer, the number of Bren gun parts you
had to step over seemed to multiply. A broken crate spilled
PPSh-41 drums on the floor here and over there was a literal
heap of Vickers tripods.

SARCO does some work on certain guns in-house. At any
given time they have a number of projects in the works.
Dummy and movie guns are a more recent addition.






steel silhouette placed at 100 yards. | rang it loudly 7 times. AllHowever, | couldnOt travel all the way to SARCO and co

in all itOs an accurate and reliable 1911 that looks good anbaisk empty handed! While | couldnOt afford their exceedin

well worth the money. rare Mle 1918, | did get a MAS Mle 1936 for my collectior
In addition to running SARCO, Charlie is also the PresideAfter 40 years SARCO continues to grow and expand. | j

of FAIR (Firearms Importers Roundtable) Trade Group. Thieep wondering what Charlie might find next! SGN

organization was founded in 1994 and protects the interests_of

firearms importers by monitoring legislation.

The groupQs goal is to keep American firearms and amm SOURCES
tion markets open to the global community of suppliers. Thig

to provide a Olevel playing fieldO so that American consu SARCO, Inc. ¥ 908-647-3800 ¥www.sarcoinc.com
have the broadest market choices. 1tOs good to know that
the anti-gunners do their best to restrict what we may off FAIR Trade Group ¥ 202-296-4114
organizations like FAIR are out there.

Centurion Ordnance ¥ 210-695-4602
(Aguila Ammunition)

Black Hills Ammunition ¥ 605-348-5150
(Quiality Rifle and Handgun Ammunition)

Sporting Supplies IntOl, Inc. ¥ 714-635-4246
(Wolf Performance Ammunition)

The stock at SARCO ranges from strong boxes from
the days of Wells Fargo to Soviet-built Mig-21 jet cock-

pits. The Steen motto is, if itOs priced right, buy it! The employees of SARCO, Inc.
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While the military sights are small and hard to see, Rock

Island Armory gun posted some fine groups. Average group dize to Glenn DeRuiter who died in a
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- . . not only good-looking but accurate and reliable as .
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pounded five rounds into just 2 inches. Aguila was hard on

its heels though, with its lightning-fast 1Q, which scorched Emily and | came away quite impressed by SARCO, .

five rounds into 2.5 inches. employees, and the family that founded the company. Charlig SARCO for 28 years. He will be
Average group size with all loads was 3.125 inches. Theseer vigilant for a Ogood dealO and he filled me in on a co .

were zero malfunctions or problems after the initial break-inhe has recently made. With the inside scoop |Om already s3 missed by all of us.

The last thing | did was to casually fire 10 rounds offhand atnay pennies for when the goods arrive




