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Patchesfrom thefirsttwenty Super..Shoots. 

BY JAMES MOCK 

Many of you readers can remember 
the year 1954. Personally, I was 10 years 
old and began the fifth grade in the Fall 
of that year. 

In sports, the Minneapolis Lakers 
beat the Syracuse Nationals four 
games to three in the NBA Champ
ionship; and the NY Giants beat the 
Cleveland Indians four games to zero 
in the World Series . 

In politics , Dwight Eisenhower 
began his second year as President and 
Senator Joe McCarthy continued his 
crusade against the Communists. 

The entertainment arena saw Marlon 

Photo JA. George Kelbly in his office. 

Branda win the Best Actor Award 
for his work in "On the Waterfront", 
while the Best Actress was Grace 
Kelly for her performance in "The 
Country Girl" . 

If I haven't lost you by now, let me 
say that this is the year that George 
Kelbly Sr. shot his first benchrest 
match. 

I visited with George at the 2005 
Super Shoot and he gave me a brief 
overview of his involvement with our 
sport. (Photo #1A shows George in 
his office) . 

James: Are your roots in this part 
of Ohio? 
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George: Yes, I finished High School 
in nearby. Marshallville. My grand
parents are some of the German im
migrants who found this part of Ohio 
to be much like their homeland. The 
rolling hills of this area attracted them 
to settle here. I have been here all of 
my life. 

James: Tell the readers how you got 
started in the benchrest game. 

George: In 1954 I graduated from 
High School and went to work as a 
bricklayer. As luck would have it, the 
Chippewa Rifle Club was founded 
the same year. 

With my very first check as a 
bricklayer, I bought a SAKO rifle in 
.222 Remington caliber. No one in 
my family had ever owned a high 
powered rifle, because there were no 
deer or other big game in this area to 
hunt. After a couple more pay checks, 
I bought a 12X Unertl scope with a 3/4 

inch tube and a li/4 inch objective 
lens. Nelson Berger, who was in his 
first year as a gunsmith, mounted the 
scope. 

Nelson invited me to shoot my 
new . rig at a match.~t Chippewa. I 
accepted his offer and went to this 
local match. It was nothing like 
today's benchrest matches. As a 
matter of fact, there was an assort
ment of hunting rifles , and only one 

Continued on next page 
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bench-type nfle there. 
The little SAKO shot so well that 

I decided to make a benchrest rifle 
using the action. Nelson obtained a 
2'/4 inches wide stock and a large 
diameter 32 inch barrel from Douglas. 
Remember, everything in those years 
was Unlimited (the Varmint Classes 
had not been conceived). 

With this new combo I literally 
destroyed the local competition (who 
still used their hunting rifles). This 
advantage did not last long however. 
Human nature being what it is spurred 
the competition to upgrade their 
equipment. Walt Berger and several 
others had benchrest rifles built. A 
group of benchrest shooters from 
Reed's Run (Augusta, Ohio) came 
to Chippewa and shot some prone 
matches with us. With their special
ized equipment, they did not fare well. 
Walt proposed that we go down and 
shoot with them. I said, "Why should 
I go down there? They are not ready 
for our type of competition". 

The next year found Reed's Run 
group back at Chippewa for a real 
benchrest match. I held the range 
record with a .490 inch 10 shot group 
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at 100 yards. In the first match, I 
posted a .420, and I felt pretty confi
dent that the competition would 
"wilt" after seeing that. 

Wilt is not the proper word for 
what happened. Bernice McMullen 
posted a .320 in her first effort and 
proceeded to win the next four 
matches to coast to an easy victory. 
Perhaps I had misjudged this group 
from Augusta. 

By 1957, several of us decided 
to try some of the national events. 
Cowboy Rucker tried to get me to go 
to San Angelo, Texas to the Nationals 
in 1956. I decided that the distance 
was just too great to make that trip. 
DuBois, Pennsylvania hosted the 
Nationals in 1957. Walt Berger and 
Don Snyder told me in no uncertain 
terms that I would be going and that I 
would furnish the car. Their wives 
had already stated that the family car 
would not be going; plus, I had a new 
Cadillac. When I asked them how far 
was it to DuBois, they responded that 
it was about 200 miles. My question to 
them and to today's shooters is "Who 
in their right mind would drive 200 
miles to go to a benchrest match?" 

Of course I have traveled all over 
the globe to attend matches, and after 
shooting at such places as Tulsa, 
Oklahoma ('58, '60, '62 and '64 
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Nationals), one always questions his 
sanity for going so far. I never threat
ened to quit, however. 

Let's go back to the DuBois sit
uation for a moment. I guess that I 
didn't believe Walt and Don. After 
laying brick all day, I came home and 
was resting on the couch. Through 
the back door they came and said "get 
up". We are going to a match and we 
need to get on the road. 

As I cleaned up a bit, one got my 
clothes together and the other my rifle 
and reloading equipment. (Back then, 
most of my equipment was trans
ported in a paper bag.) We hit the 
road and arrived at DuBois around 
midnight. Walt wanted to put up a 
tent, but Don stated that he was too 
tired and picked one of the 30 
benches for his bed. I just threw my 
sleeping bag on the ground, while 
Walt dutifully erected the tent. I was 
awakened by the sound of automobile 
tires nearby. Well, the spot that I 
picked was in the middle of the range 
road. It was at this match that I first 
met Ralph Stolle. He stated to all 
that there was some dumb $&% 
sleeping in the road. I guess that was 
an unfavorable first impression. 

The above story illustrates some of 
the things that come to mind from the 
early days. That first "big" match was 
a great learning experience for me. 
B&A had a display of their bullet 
making equipment, and Unertl, Hart 
and some custom action makers all 
displayed their wares at this shoot. 

This was my first "Nationals", 
and I have made every Nationals 
since 1957 except one at Dietz 
Range in Texas. I had an accident 
while building a house and was 
unable to attend that one. 

James: You mentioned earlier that 
you met Ralph Stolle at the '57 
Nationals. How did you two become 
partners? 

George: Ralph and I became good 
friends after that DuBois match, and 
he told me that he intended to start 
making custom actions. Ralph was 
not a machinist as such, but he was a 
very talented man. He was in the 
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pnnting industry at the time I first 
met him. 

Ralph was quite a bit older than 
me and he retired and moved to West 
Virginia a few years after the first 
actions were built. He set up a shop 
down there and continued to build 
actions. I actually went down to his 
place a time or two to work on his 
machinery. 

There was a type of serendipity 
that brought him back here. In 
1979 we had the Unlimited and 
Heavy Varmint Super Shoot comp
etition here and Ralph came from 
West Virginia to attend. While here, 
he suffered a bad heart attack. 

Ralph and his wife Louise were 
staying in a travel trailer here on 
the range. When he had the attack, 
his wife came and asked for help. 
Larry Englebrecht and I rushed to 
get Ralph, but he steadfastly refused 
to go to the hospital. I told Larry 
to leave us alone, and I was finally 
able to convince him to go to the 
hospital. Larry and I then rushed him 
the 15 miles or so to the hospital in 
Wadsworth. After a brief stay at that 
hospital, he was transferred to 
Cleveland for open heart surgery. 

After a period of convalescing 
here, he returned to Elizabeth, WV. 
The location of his place there was 
down a difficult country road, and he 
realized that he could not quickly get 
help if there were another medical 
emergency. He decided to move back 
here. I sold him some land and built a 
house for him and Louise. 

The year was 1980 and the 
economy had suffered four years of 
Jimmy Carter. I could not get loans 
to keep my contracting business 
going. I had been building houses 
in the Rittman area, but the high 
interest and difficulty in getting 
loans was about to put me out of 
business. Ralph had mentioned that 
we should form a new partnership 
and build actions. I decided that now 
was the time. 

I got a loan for this new venture. 
The money was to support us because 
we knew that no business makes 
money for the first two or three years. 
Most of our money was put back into 

the business for the next two years. 
In 1982 tragedy struck. Ralph 

suffered another heart attack, and he 
did not survive this one. 

James: Describe the evolution of 
the various actions that still today 
carry the Stolle name. 

George: Ralph made Polars and 
Pandas before he came here. All of 
the original actions made here were 
Grizzlies. There were about 23 of 

these 14 inch actions and all were 
steel except two. We did not specify 
in our records which two were made 
with aluminum. All of the original 
set made here carry a 69-xx serial 
number, although several were made 
in the 70's. (Photo #JB shows George 
holding an unlimited rifle with the 
serial number 69-1). 

James: If I may interrupt, there is a 

Continued on next page 

Photo lB. The first Kelbly action. This is a steel Grizzly with serial number 
69-1. 

The BEST in The Business 
daveMANSON PRECISION REAMERS* 

Over 20 Years in the Reamer Business 

**NEW! REM 700 TAP/MANDREL** 
*Div. Loon Lake Precision, Inc. 

Ph: 810-953-0732 8200 Embury Road, Grand Blanc, MI. 48439 Fax: 810-953-0735 

Buy The BESTto Build The BEST 

NO MORE CANTED SCOPES 
A scope canted as little as 5° can cost you V2 MOA. Align the scope quickly, 

easily and accurately with the Deadeye TM Precision Scope Leveler 

Model# PPS003 (Standard Model) Accessory Model# 03-Tactical 
Includes 14" Vertical Alignment Item# RBL-BR Includes 7" Vertital Alignment 

Shaft and 4" Rifle Bar Level 6" Rifle Bar Level Shaft and 4" Rifle Bar Level 
$36.95 + 4.00 S&H $9.95 + 2.50 S&H $38.95 + 4.00 S&H 

Phone Orders 24/7: 501-505-8910 Mail Orders; Cashiers Check or 
Money Order to: PPA Mfg. Co., 9 Deerwood Drive, Conway, AR 72034 

(AR Residents, add 8.25% Sales Tax) Email: Precision Prod ucts@deadeye2. com 
Check out our website: www.deadeye2.com 



28 

Fifty Years Of Benchrest -The George 
Kelbly Story 
Continued 

perception that Ralph built those early actions and 
you were a financial partner. Was this the arrangement 
of the early days? 

George: No, Ralph was a designer of different fixtures 
and a superb layout man. He was an excellent trouble 
shooter, but he did not physically build a single, complete 
action in his years here. When Ralph passed away, my 
business suffered because of the perception that you just 
asked about. 

The attitude was that Ralph built all of the actions and 
now that he was gone, George doesn't know what to do. 

I will be forever grateful to the shooters in the Phoenix, 
Arizona area for keeping me afloat. They bought actions 
from me when very few were being sold in the East. There 
are probably two factors which contributed to this. One is the 
influence of my great friend Walt Berger and the other may 
be that I gave an action as a prize when I went to my first 
Cactus match. They seemed to appreciate the gesture. 

James: Many shooters appreciate the fact that you 
have not dropped the Stolle name from the actions that 
you produce. Why do you keep this logo? 
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George: Several people have suggested that I drop 
the name, but to that I say, "If you bought Ford Motor 
Company, would you change the name of the cars?" 

We were partners in the business and after Ralph 
passed away, I gave Mrs. Stolle one-half of the profits of 
the business until the time of her death. 

My ego does not require that the actions produced by 
Kelbly's have only the Kelbly name. Everyone who is in 
this game today know who makes the actions. 

James: Tell the readers about the early Grizzly action. 

George: One of the first actions that I built without much 
input from Ralph was a left-hand Grizzly with a thumbhole 
stock. (Photo #2 shows the rifle built with that action. It 
is the second rifle from the left). 

George Jr. is the southpaw and I decided that one of the 
first actions should be for him. I borrowed Ralph's notes 
and measurements for a right bolt Grizzly and reversed 
everything for the left-hand model. 

When he saw the layout for the action, he asked, "How 
did you do that?" To which I responded that I have 
memorized the figures he told me earlier. Maybe he 
believed me or maybe not, but I confessed to getting his 
notebook and using the figures recorded there. 

The actual machining was accomplished at the local 
Trade School. I enrolled and paid the fees for the advanced 
course with the understanding that I just wanted to use 

Photo 2. The second unlimited from the left is the first 
left handed Grizzly. It belongs to George Jr. 
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their equipment. They had some 
real fine equipment at the facility 
and I made the action and complete 
bolt. The school used my action as 
an example of what could be learned 
in the course. I guess that the use of 
the equipment was worth a little 
commercial for them. 

The left-hand thumbhole stock was 
another matter, and it must have taken 
at least 40 hours to complete. 

After Ralph's death I changed a 
few of the designs of the Panda. We 
went to a 30 degree coned bolt and 
a tapered tang. He had accepted the 
idea of a tapered tang, but didn't 
want to go to the coned bolt. Those 
early Pandas are just like the ones we 
make on CNC machinery today. 

in this sport. He does not want 
George's job and he claims to know 
little about machine work. Actually, 
he is a very good machinist, but would 
probably deny it. 

Michael, my youngest son, went 
to Vocational School and studied 
machine shop. He, like George, does 
not want to do office-type work. 
He heads up the stock shop for the 
business. 

I would be hard pressed to find 
three employees who fill the needs 
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of this business better than my three 
sons. 

I have one daughter, Marilyn, who 
lives in North Carolina and is not 
actively involved in the business. 

James: Who are your other full 
time employees? 

George: Other than my three sons, I 
have five men who work full time. 

Continued on next page 

I 
I I 

-~ Przi'Ti 5o -1 

Speaking of CNC machinery, the 
first one that I bought cost $65,000 
and it was bought used in Phoenix. It 
was in excellent (like new) condition 
and the cost and freight was still 
cheaper than a new item of the 
same quality. (Photo #3 shows the 
control panel of some of the CNC 
machinery found at Kelbly' s). The 
first thing that we made on this new 
machine was rings. By the third bar 
of aluminum, we (I say "we" when 
I should give most of the credit 
to George Jr. He is THE computer 
expert around here). Photo 3. CNC machinery has become a mainstay at Kelbly's. 

James: You mentioned George Jr.'s 
contribution to the business. This 
is truly a family business. Give us 
a rundown of the contributions of 
the family members. 

George: My wife of 48 years, Karen 
(see photo #4) kept me going in the 
early years of this business. She 
worked for the City of Rittman while 
the Stolle/Kelbly partnership showed 
little profit. 

My oldest son George Jr. is the 
trained engineer of the family. He 
runs all of the CNC machines and is 
exceptionally smart when it comes to 
anything mechanical. He is very quiet 
and wants no part of answering the 
phone or meeting the public. 

Jim is trained in business and he is 
my "outgoing" son. He is very smart 
and knows almost everyone involved 
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Carl Phipps and Tom Griffin do most of the action 
work, while Gary Eggeman and Don Edwards finish and 
paint stocks. Greg Walley does the chambering for me. 

I must say that there is little tum-over among my 
employees. I guess that they are afraid to quit. I have 
some part time employees also. 

James: With such a payroll, you must sell a large 
number of actions? 

George: I could not survive with action sales alone. When 
I first started making rings, I figured that I should make 
one set of rings for each action made. Well, let me tell you 
that we sell thousands of ring sets each year. They are 
found on every type of rifle ~own. 

Also, we sell complete rifles, stocks, and assorted gun 
items. Along with our sales, we have 500 members of the 
range and we make money from the matches that are held 
here. Diversity is the key to our success. 

James: Let's talk about George Kelbly as a competitor 
in benchrest shooting. Who were your mentors? 
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George: In 1954 there were not many benchrest shooters. 
A group of us learned the game together. Walt Berger and 
I helped each other in the early days. 

James: You started when the deuce (.222 Remington) 
was king. I know that you still shoot a .22 when a 6mm 
is not required. Tell us about your equipment. 

George: As far as cartridges are concerned, I started with 
a .222 but found that the .22/45 suited me better, especially 
for the Unlimited division. Recently, I have converted all 
of my .22's to the .220 Russian. Mine are chambered to 
minimum chamber specs and they have a tight neck. Other 
than turning the neck, my rifles will shoot the little Russian 
case as it comes from the box. 

Others have wondered about the bolt thrust and sticky 
extraction with this tapered case, but I have not had 
problems with it. I shoot Bill Forrester's 52 grain bullet at 
more than 3500 fps and I have no problems with sticky 
extraction. 

As far as actions are concerned, I use the Panda in the 
varmint classes because I like the vibration dampening quali
ties of the aluminum. In the Unlimited division, I have shot a 
steel Grizzly (circa 1969) for many years. When I am forced 
by rules to use a 6mm or larger (Sporter class), I borrow a 
6PPC Panda from my grandson. 

Ralph was constantly trying to get me to switch to the 
Polar action in the early days, but the Grizzly suited me 
fine. The Polar, of course was the largest of the aluminum 
actions. 

The stock that I prefer is from our shop. It is the Kelbly 
BR model and it has a more conventional rake than most 
of the modem stocks. Billy Stevens (James: Billy won the 
2-gun at the 2005 SS after this interview was completed) 
uses the same style stock. 

As a side note, our Klub is doing very well. One 
may wonder how it got its name. When questioned by 
my son Jim about a name for it, I responded, "Why not 

Photo 4. George and Karen Kelbly. They have been 
married for 48 years. 
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call it a club, because that is what it 
feels like". 

Jim took me at my word and 
named it the Klub, with the "k" 
spelling. 

James: How long have you hosted 
the Super Shoot? 

George: This is the thirtieth one 
held here, so I started twenty-nine 
years ago. 

James: Do you have special 
mem- ories about certain ones? 
(Picture #5 shows a bird' s eye view 
of the range from George's living 
room. Picture #6 (see page 25) 
shows patches from some of the 
earlier Super Shoots). 

George: The one that I have the most 
memories about was the one I called 
the "MUD BOWL". 

It rained for the entire four days and 
the road up the hill to the range was 
practically impassable. The tractor had 
to be used for every vehicle that came 
in and for every one that left. The ruts 
were almost axle deep on the tractor. 
That is a shoot that I don't want to 
repeat. 

James: How have you fared in the 
Super Shoots? 

George: I won the Heavy Varmint 
grand agg at Midland and I have 
finished in the top five in the 2-gun 
a few times here. I have not won the 
2-gun at any of the Super Shoots. 

James: In international shooting, 
you have been a great supporter of 
the teams that we field. I believe 
that you have also competed for the 
US team on a few occasions. What 
was it like to be on the world stage? 

George: Faye Boyer, Brad Rosenthal, 
Lou Murdica, and I were fortunate 
enough to win the Gold Medal in 
France. It was a great thrill for all of 
us to shoot, and even greater to win 
first place. 

In Finland I was able to capture 
first place in both of the 100 meter 

events. In this event I took advantage 
of some large black wind socks put 
up by some of the shooters from other 
countries. They almost drove Tony 
Boyer crazy, but I kinda liked them. 

directly at me or directly away. After 
four matches on the second day, 
Glenn was first and I was second. I 
narrowly beat him for first place by 
shooting a good group in the fifth 
match. Glenn Newick followed me in the 

rotation. After I had won the first 100 
meter phase, he asked, "What are you 
watching?" 

James: We are in the middle of 
this year's match as this interview 

I told him that I only used the wind 
socks and that I machine gunned five 
rounds down range when they faced Continued on next page 

Photo 5. The Kelbly range as seen from George's living room. 
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is being conducted. Are there any 
secrets that you would share about 
mastering this range? 

George: When conditions are like they 
were the last two days, the "pickers" 
seem to do best. The wind has been 
a head wind and one would be well 
advised to shoot when the flags are 
pointing directly at you. There may be 
a little vertical in your groups, but you 
won't get burned too badly. 

As far as the range is concerned, 
the left side (benches one through 
about six or seven) is very unfor
giving. If you can survive your 
rotation on the left end, you may do 
well in the grand aggregate. 

James: What are the greatest 
advancements, in your opinion, in 
the benchrest game. 
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comes from the .22 rimfire benchrest 
participants who compete 1n the 
extremely difficult BR-50 matches. All of 
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George: The answer to that question 
may surprise many. The good rifles 
of 1962 were capable of the same 
accuracy as the ones of today are. 
Fred Sinclair really helped this sport 
by building excellent rifles in a timely 
manner. He used XP 100 actions with 
sleeves to put affordable rifles that 
were accurate in the hands of many 
shooters. There were bullets that 
compare favorably with today's and 
the B 1-C 1 powder would allow one 
to shoot very small groups. Barrels 
from several makers were excellent. 

The PPC is a wonderful cartridge, 
but it has no accuracy advantage 
over the .22/45 or the .222. The short 
scopes came along at about the same 
time as the PPC. Getting the scope 
off the barrel is what helped accuracy 
tremendously. 

Just look out at the range and you 
can see what has brought the aggs 
down so much. Of course it is those 
great wind flags and wind probes 
that we use today. In the early days 
there were no wind flags and the aggs 
suffered because of it. 

James: There are many items 
around the shop that are intriguing. 
I could write another article about 
the gadgets from yesteryear. Would 
you describe some of the items? 

Also, is the destiny of these items to 
be included in the museum of which 
I have heard rumors? 

George: If a museum ever comes into 
being, I have many items that should 
go there. In the early days our bullet 
jackets were not of the quality that 
we have today. Paul Gotschall, Hall 
of Fame shooter and superb machinist 
built this machine (see photo #7) that 
trues the base. The use of it and core 
seating with a torque wrench insured 
that we had perfect bullets. I have any 
items from the early days such as this. 

This small press by Ray Goode is 
very old, but notice the workmanship. 
I have many more items like this to 
contribute if we ever get the museum 
idea going. 

Thank you George Kelbly Sr. for 
taking time to describe to me what 
50 years of benchrest shooting has 
meant to you. This interview was 
taken in the middle of Super Shoot 
XXXIII. This article doesn't do justice 
to what this man has experienced over 
the last half century, but it gives an 
idea of what he has witnessed. 

7. A bullet jacket machine. Built by the late Paul Gotschall. 


