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are The Last !   Prices will rise Without Notice.   Call Now!
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F
rance’s main battle rifle of 
World War II, the 7.5x54mm 
MAS Modèle 36, often carries 
the reputation of being “never 
fired, only dropped once.” This 
slight is based on the fact that 

the French Army was utterly defeated in 
the field by the German Blitzkrieg in the 
May and June of 1940.

That statement forgets that the rifle 
was used by various free French forces 
throughout the world, and remained in 
use as a training rifle all the way through 
1978. It was a rifle that saw action in 

far-flung conflicts, 
including the First 
Indochina War 
and the Algerian 

War, where, yes, France did end up on 
the losing end. Captured rifles were 
used in the Vietnam War and the 
Cambodian Civil War, proving that it 
is still the man carrying the weapon 
that has to do the fighting. In the des-
erts of North Africa and the jungles of 
Southeast Asia, the MAS 36 proved to 
be more than up to the task. 

The rifle was first adopted in 1936 
by the French military, which looked to 
replace the Berthier and Lebel models 
of rifles. It was produced by Manufac-
ture d’armes de Saint-Étienne (MAS), 
as the Modèle 36. It was chambered for 
the modern, rimless 7.5x54mm French 

cartridge, which was a shortened 
version of the 7.5x57mm model 
1924 cartridge. 

Clearly the designers had 
memories of the horrors of the 
trench warfare of the Great War 
(World War I) in mind, and the 
MAS 36 was designed to address the 
shortcomings of the earlier Berthier 
and Lebel service rifles. Most nota-
bly, the MAS 36 was much shorter 
and lighter than those rifles of the 
previous generation. Despite the 
fact that the French Army might not 
have been up to the task of beating 
the German Wehrmacht in the early 
summer of 1940, the MAS 36 has 
maintained a reputation as one of 
the most robust rifles of the era. 

 



Forgotten French 

WARRIOR

The MAS 36 was the main 
battle rifle of the French  

military in World War II and 
saw service in France’s  

post-war colonial conflicts.  

       •  •  •

The sturdy French MAS 36  
features a unique socket bayonet 

(below) that can be reversed to be 
housed in a tube under the barrel (above).
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By Peter Suciu
PHOTOS BY SEAN UTLEY

Born from  
the experiences 

of trench warfare, 
the MAS Modèle 36 

is an unfairly 
maligned classic 

battle rifle!

Im
age C

ourtesy A
uthor



WORLD WAR I INFLUENCES
While Germany, the Soviet Union, 

Great Britain and even the United States 
essentially entered World War II with 
rifles that were little more than updates of 
their respective WWI rifles, France looked 
forward. This is notable in that the MAS 
36 was meant to be shorter and more 
compact; clearly the designers expected a 
repeat of the cramped trench warfare of 
WWI. This no doubt helps explain why 
the French political planners invested so 
heavily in the Maginot Line from 1930-40.

However, while the Maginot Line 
(which was costly to build and even more 
costly to maintain) accomplished little as 
the Germans flanked it during the 1940 
Blitzkrieg, the military planners created 
not only a new rifle, but a new cartridge 
to go with it. This began in the early 1920s 
when the French, who were among the 
first to adopt smokeless rifle ammunition 
in the form of the 8mm Lebel cartridge 
in 1886, developed a modern, rimless 
cartridge for a new light machine gun 
in the 1920s. The first result was the 
7.5x57mm cartridge, which proved to be 
unsuccessful. This however led to the 1929 
7.5x54mm round—the Cartouche Mle. 
1929C—to be used with the new MAC 
1929 light machine gun. 

From this the French military explored 
new designs for a battle rifle and the result 
was the MAS 36. It was designed with 
many features for issue to a large, quickly 
trained army of conscripts, which is noted 
in that it is very rugged. 

The French designers clearly liked 
what they had seen with the British 
Short Magazine Lee-Enfield (SMLE) 
Mk III, which had been introduced in 
1907 and was the main British rifle in 
use during the outbreak of World War I. 
At 44 inches, it was considerably shorter 
than the French Lebel Model 1886, 
which came in at nearly 52 inches. In the 
tight confines of the trenches the SMLE 
had a clear advantage, and Manufacture 
d’armes de Saint-Étienne managed to 
reduce the MAS 36 to just over 40 
inches in total length.

As with the SMLE, the MAS 36 fea-
tured a short barrel along with lock-
ing lugs at the rear of the bolt. This 
was to minimize the effects of dirty 

conditions, something the French 
had experienced during the fighting in 

the trenches. 

RIFLE DETAILS
The MAS 36 features an internal, non-

detachable, five-round box magazine. It 
also features a manually operated, maga-
zine fed, rotating bolt action design. The 
rotating bolt, which locks directly into the 
receiver walls, incorporates two oppos-
ing lugs located at the rear of the bolt 
body. The bolt handle is notable in that it 
features a bent-forward design—with the 
intention being to provide more comfort-
able operation, despite the fact that it 
looks somewhat awkward.

FORGOTTEN FRENCH WARRIOR

ABOVE: The compact 
and handy MAS 36 rifle 
features a short 22.6-inch 
barrel. Note the bayonet  
assembly below the barrel. 
 
LEFT: As was common  
with French military rifles 
of the era, the MAS 36 
does not feature a manual 
safety mechanism. 

The MAS 36’s receiver interfaces with a 
two-piece stock system and employs an 
internal five-round magazine.
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This design was reportedly devised to 
move the handle closer to the shooter’s 
firing hand, with the goal of cycling the 
action faster and smoother. The reports 
from soldiers firing it is that the rifle 
does have a smooth action, but whether 
it cycles any faster than other bolt-action 
rifles of the era is certainly open to debate. 

The MAS 36 features a rather short 
barrel of just 22.6 inches, and the rifle 
is fitted with a large aperture in the rear 
along with a front post for sights. The 
rear peep diopter sight is comparable to 
the SMLE, and is marked from 100 to 
1,200 meters in 100-meter increments. 
The rifle also features a two-piece stock, 
with a slab-sided, square-shaped receiver 
that is machined from steel and contains 
the internal magazine. The stock group 
includes a separate buttstock and forend 
system. The magazine is loaded utilizing 
charging clips or by single rounds. The 
clip guides are machined directly into the 
receiver bridge.

The French military planners also 
clearly had conscripts in mind when 
devising the MAS 36. It is reportedly not 
an easy rifle to service, nor was it intended 
to be one that could be easily worked 
on in the field. Soldiers were responsible 
for the basic cleaning, and when kept 
relatively free of dirt, the rifle responded 
accordingly. 

Unique among French rifles of the era 
is that the MAS 36 does not feature any 
type of safety mechanism. Once a round 
is in the chamber there is no safety. The 
theory is that soldiers behind the line 
could carry a weapon that was unloaded, 
and when approaching combat could 
load the magazine but leave the chamber 
empty until necessary. This follows the 

French doctrine that called for 
soldiers to fire at the command 
of their respective officers and 
fire as a group, rather than fir-
ing at will. There was also the 
thinking at the time that safeties 
might be a hazard in a battle 
and that the mechanism could 
get stuck due to mud and dirt. 
While this might seem rather dangerous 
by our modern standards, the conscripts 
would have been drilled to avoid negligent 
discharges. French troops were also taught 
to cycle the bolt twice and even visually 
inspect that the chamber was empty when 
ceasing fire as a way to ensure that there 
were absolutely no rounds left.

The other unique characteristic of the 
MAS 36 is that despite (or because of) 

the role the bayonet had played in the 
trenches, the French military planners 
saw that a socket bayonet would be an 
improvement over the traditional sword-
style bayonets. There is also the consider-
ation that sword bayonets were expensive 
to produce and were typically not used. 
The MAS 36 solved the latter problem 
and ensured that soldiers also had the 
bayonet as long as they had the rifle, as it 
was positioned in a tube directly below the 
barrel, in a reversed position when not in 
use. When needed it could be pulled out 
and reattached in the same tube, and this 
removed the need for French soldiers to 
have a scabbard. At 17 inches, the spike 
bayonet would certainly make a point 
when needed!

WORLD WAR II & BEYOND
The MAS 36 was used throughout 

World War II by the Vichy French and 
Free French forces, and as such likely may 
have been one of the rare cases where both 
sides utilized the same rifle in combat 
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“Clearly the designers had memories of the horrors of the trench  
warfare of the Great War…and the MAS 36 was designed to address the 
shortcomings of the earlier Berthier and Lebel service rif les.”

MAS MODÈLE 36 
CALIBER: 7.5x54mm French
BARREL: 22.6 inches
OA LENGTH: 40.2 inches
WEIGHT: 8.2 pounds (empty)
STOCK: Wood
SIGHTS: Hooded post front,  
 rear aperture 
ACTION: Bolt action
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 5+1 

Specif ications:

ABOVE: At 40.2 inches, the 
MAS 36 is considerably shorter 
than the French Lebel Model 
1886 used through World War I.

RIGHT: Although the MAS 36 
was a good design, it did not 
prevent the fall of France to 
Germany in World War II.

•  •  • 



during the war. However, due to budget 
constraints (again, the French had 
that Maginot Line to pay for) MAS 36 
production had been limited, so that at 
the outbreak of war many colonial units 
and even some units in France were 
still equipped with the Lebel rifles. The 
MAS 36 was often reserved for frontline 
troops, where many were captured by 
the Germans.

It was put into service with garrison 
troops and was later used by the German 
Volkssturm (People’s Army) at the close 
of the war. It was dubbed the Gewehr 242 
by the Germans. 

The MAS 36 remained in production 
after the war until at least 1951, and was 
used throughout the French colonies. As 
noted earlier, it was used as a training 
rifle until the late 1970s. It was replaced 
by the semi-automatic MAS 49 and MAS 
49/56 rifles.

While the basic MAS 36 was the most 
common version, the French military had 
designed a notable variation in the form 
of the MAS 36 CR39, which was designed 
specifically with paratroopers in mind. It 
differed most from the original version in 
that it featured an aluminum buttstock, 
which could be folded down and under 
the forend of the rifle.

In addition, beginning in 1951, the 
MAS 36 was converted to the MAS 36/51, 
which added a permanently attached 
grenade launcher and rifle grenade sights. 
The launcher was attached to the muzzle 
of the gun, while folding grenade sights 
were attached to the left side of the front 
sight base. It launched rifle grenades by 
utilizing special blank ammunition.

A marksman-designated model was 
designed and used at the time of the Suez 
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FORGOTTEN FRENCH WARRIOR

The MAS 36 rifle is also notable for 
a forward round sling loop.

One of the distinctive traits of the MAS 36 is its forward-swept bolt handle design.

The rifle’s internal non-detachable five-round box mag can be loaded using stripper clips.

The rifle was originally issued 
with a leather sling that looped 
through a swivel on the left side.



Crisis in 1957. This model, the FR-G2, 
featured a telescopic sight and a match-
grade barrel with harmonic compensator. 
This model was reportedly produced in 
extremely limited numbers.

As the rifle was removed from service 
in 1978 some models were imported 
into the United States, but converted to 
7.62x51mm NATO from 7.5x54mm. 
These rifles also feature an SKS-type trig-
ger safety fitted to them.

LEGACY
If there is one significant problem 

with the MAS 36 it is that the 7.5x54mm 
ammunition is hard to come by. As a 
collector of militaria, the French MAS 
36 has appeal for me beyond being able 
to shoot it. It is a fine-looking gun that 
probably in some ways was ahead of 
its time, and sadly, in other ways, is an 
example of why the French Army was 

utterly defeated so badly and so quickly 
in June 1940. 

The rifle is short and handy and thus 
would have been perfect in trench warfare. 
For the fast-moving Blitzkrieg, however, 
it was far from ideal. Still, the design was 

solid enough that its influence can be seen 
in the subsequent semi-automatic rifles 
that followed it, as well as later bolt-action 
rifles. Had World War II gone another way 
and been a repeat of World War I, perhaps 
it could have left its mark in other ways.  n

“As with the SMLE, the MAS 36 featured a short barrel along with  
locking lugs at the rear of the bolt. This was to minimize the effects of dirty 
conditions…experienced during the fighting in the trenches.”

The MAS 36’s sports a robust  
hooded post front sight. 

The rear peep diopter sight is marked 
from 100 to 1,200 meters.



TOP 10 
BATTLE CLASSICS

N
ecessity is the mother of invention, 
and warfare can create some of the 
most pressing needs. In the race to 
develop weapons that can win and end 

conflicts, impressive technological achieve-
ments can be made. Looking over the wars of 
the last century, there are numerous examples 
of weapons that solidly fall into this category. 
The following is a roundup of 10 of some of the 
most significant and influential of these.

Some of the best Axis and Allied 
weaponry of World War II and beyond!

By Nick Jacobellis
PHOTOS BY ALEX LANDEEN

THOMPSON SUBMACHINE GUN
The famed .45 ACP Thompson’s military career began with the 
use of the M1921 by U.S. Marines in the Banana Wars. In 1928, 
the U.S. Navy adopted a modified version of the Thompson that 
included a slower rate of fire. In the years leading up to World 
War I, the U.S. Army also adopted a version of the Thompson 
called the 1928A1. The evolution of the Thompson submachine 
gun led to the M1 and M1A1 versions, which featured several 
changes. The cocking handle was repositioned, the compensator 
was removed, and the new models were Parkerized, featured 
plain barrels and fixed stocks, and could use only 20- or 30-round 
“stick” magazines. Both the M1 and M1A1 employed a straight-
blowback system, while the M1A1 featured a fixed firing pin.

CALIBER: .45 ACP
BARREL: 10.5 inches
OA LENGTH: 32 inches
WEIGHT: 10.6 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Front blade,  
 adjustable/fixed rear
FINISH: Blued, Parkerized
CAPACITY: 20+1, 30+1

RATE OF FIRE: 600-800 rpm 

Specif ications:
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Photo Courtesy 
National WWII Museum
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CALIBER: .45 ACP
BARREL: 8 inches
OA LENGTH: 23-30 inches
WEIGHT: 8 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Fixed
FINISH: Parkerized
CAPACITY: 30+1

RATE OF FIRE: 450 rpm 

Specif ications:

M3 & M3A1 GREASE GUN 
To simplify production and reduce costs 
compared to the expensive Thompson 
submachine gun, the M3 and the M3A1 
were manufactured using stamped and 
welded metal parts and a few critical 
machined parts. Known as the “Grease 
Gun,” the M3/M3A1 was a straight-
blowback-operated, .45 ACP submachine 
gun that fired from an open bolt. Featuring 
fixed sights and a retractable wire stock, 
the M3/M3A1 used a 30-round magazine. 
Unlike the Thompson’s faster 600- to 
800-rpm rate of fire, the Grease Gun had 
a slower rate of fire at 450 rpm. While the 
M3 uses a cocking handle lever that is posi-
tioned below the ejection port, the M3A1 
has a circular indentation drilled into the 
bolt body that allows the operator to use 
their finger to manually retract the bolt.

REISING M50 & M55
The U.S. Marine Corps adopted the Reising M50 and M55 .45 
ACP submachine guns during the early days of World War II 
due to a shortage of Thompsons. The Reising operated from 
a closed bolt and used a delayed-blowback operating system. 
While the Reising Model 55 was equipped with a wire folding 
stock, the Model 50 was manufactured with a wooden stock. 
Both models accommodated either a 12- or 20-round metal 
box magazine. In addition to being less expensive to produce, 
the Reising was lighter and more compact than the Thompson 
submachine gun. Unfortunately, the tight tolerances between 
critical parts, as well as 
problems relating to cor-
rosion and maintenance 
issues, resulted in reliability 
problems when they were 
exposed to the harsh con-
ditions of jungle combat.

CALIBER: .45 ACP
BARREL: 11 inches
OA LENGTH: 31-38 inches
WEIGHT: 6.2-6.8 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Fixed
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 12+1, 20+1

RATE OF FIRE: 500-550 rpm 

Specif ications:“In the race to develop weapons 
that can win and end conflicts, 
impressive technological  
achievements can be made.”

Editor’s Note: The BATFE-registered machine guns and submachine 
guns featured in this article were provided by C&T Enterprises of 
Tucson, Arizona, which can be reached at 520-298-0422.
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BROWNING 
AUTOMATIC RIFLE
The gas-operated Browning Automatic Rifle 
(BAR) was developed at the end of World War I 
and was used in numerous conflicts. While the 
M1918 and the M1918A1 models were capable 
of semi- and full-automatic fire, the M1918A2 
BAR was configured to operate exclusively in 
the fully automatic mode of fire. Due to the 
weight of an unloaded BAR (16 pounds for the 
M1918, 18 pounds for the M1918A1 and some 
20 pounds the M1918A2), plus the basic com-
bat load of twelve 20-round magazines, gun-
ners often removed the collapsible bipod and/or the carry handle 
from the BAR. Even though the BAR had a limited magazine 
capacity and was not equipped with a quick-change barrel, it had a 
well-deserved reputation for being rugged and reliable in combat.

BRITISH STEN
The 9mm British Sten was designed as an inexpensive  
submachine ideal for mass production. Featuring a tubular receiver, 
all Sten variants used a 32-round, single-feed magazine that was 
loaded horizontally into the left 
side of the weapon. The Mk I 
model was fitted with a thin, 
triangular-shaped metal stock 
while the Mk II was equipped 
with a straight metal tubular 
stock that was fitted with a flat 
metal buttplate. The Mk V and 
the Mk VI models were fitted 
with wooden stocks, wooden 
pistol grips, wooden foregrips 
and rifle-style sights.

CALIBER: .30-06 Springfield
BARREL: 24 inches
OA LENGTH: 47 inches
WEIGHT: 16-20 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Front post, 
  leaf-type rear
FINISH: Blued, Parkerized
CAPACITY: 20+1

RATE OF FIRE: 550 rpm 

Specif ications:

CALIBER: 9mm
BARREL: 7.7 inches
OA LENGTH: 30 inches
WEIGHT: 7.1 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Front post,  
 fixed peep rear
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 32+1

RATE OF FIRE: 500 rpm 

Specif ications:

“Necessity is the 
mother of invention, 
and warfare can create 
some of the most  
pressing needs.”
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BROWNING M1919A4/M1919A6
The belt-fed, air-cooled M1919A4 light machine 
gun in .30-06 Springfield played an important 
role in the hands of U.S. troops. It was 
lighter and easier for a machine gun crew 
to carry and use in combat than the 
heavier, water-cooled M1917A1. When 
equipped with a tripod to support infantry 
troops, the M1919A4 weighed just over 30 
pounds. The M1919A4 was also mounted on 
vehicles and aircraft. In 1943, the 1919A4 was modified 
so it could be operated by one soldier and dubbed the 
1919A6. It was equipped with a wooden carrying handle, 
a lighter barrel, a removable wooden stock, a pistol grip, a 
folding bipod and a flash suppressor.

CALIBER: .30-06 Springfield
BARREL: 24 inches
OA LENGTH: 48-53 inches
WEIGHT: 31-32 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Adjustable rear  
 aperture
FINISH: Parkerized
CAPACITY: Belt fed

RATE OF FIRE: 400-600 rpm 

Specif ications:

RUSSIAN PPSh41
The Russian PPSh41 is believed to be the most mass-produced 
submachine gun of World War II. The PPSh41 was designed using 
low-cost production methods and was largely produced using metal 
stampings. It featured a blowback operating system with a fixed 
firing pin as well as a 
perforated cooling jacket 
around a barrel fitted 
with a compensator. The 
PPSh41 was chambered 
in 7.62x25mm and had 
a rate of fire of 900 
rounds per minute. It 
was designed to be used 
with a 71-round drum 
magazine or a 35-round 
curved magazine.

CALIBER: 7.62x25mm
BARREL: 10.6 inches
OA LENGTH: 33.2 inches
WEIGHT: 8 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Hooded front,  
 tangent rear
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 71+1 drum,  
 35+1 magazine
RATE OF FIRE: 900 rpm

Specif ications:
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GERMAN MG34
The German MG34 is an air-cooled, 
recoil-operated machine gun chambered in 
7.92x57mm. It could be operated with different-length 
belts of non-disintegrating, metal-linked ammunition, a metal basket drum that 
contained a 50-round belt of ammunition or a 75-round double drum magazine. 
One of the most ingenious and useful design features of the MG34 was the 
ability to change barrels in the field, and it was equipped with a “crescent”-
shaped trigger that enabled the gunner to fire single shots or in full-auto. At 26.7 
pounds unloaded, the MG34 was light enough to be carried by one solider.

BRITISH BREN
The British Bren was a reliable, gas-operated, piston-driven modified 
version of the Czech ZB vz. 26 light machine gun that was converted to 
chamber .303 British rifle ammunition. The Bren was a unique design for 
several reasons. First, the Bren was loaded by inserting a curved, 30-round 
metal box magazine into the top of the receiver. Second, the Bren was fitted 
with an offset sighting system that enabled the gunner to effectively engage 
targets when a magazine was inserted. Third, the Bren was designed to 
enable the operator to quickly change barrels in the field. This process was 
facilitated by using the wooden carry handle to remove the barrel. The Bren 
was also fitted with a folding bipod for enhanced stability while firing.
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CALIBER: 7.92x57mm
BARREL: 24.7 inches
OA LENGTH: 48 inches
WEIGHT: 26.7 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Flip-up front and rear
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: Belt fed, drum fed

RATE OF FIRE: 1,200-1,700 rpm 

Specif ications:

CALIBER: 7.62x25mm
BARREL: 9.6-10.7 inches 
OA LENGTH: 24-35 inches
WEIGHT: 6.5-6.7 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Fixed front blade,  
 flip-up rear
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 35+1

RATE OF FIRE: 650 rpm 

Specif ications:

CALIBER: .303 British
BARREL: 25 inches 
OA LENGTH: 42 inches
WEIGHT: 22 pounds (empty)
SIGHTS: Offset, folding leaf  
 or aperture rear
FINISH: Black/Parkerized
CAPACITY: 30+1

RATE OF FIRE: 500 rpm 

Specif ications:

RUSSIAN PPS
The Russian PPS series of submachine guns was originally developed during 
the siege of Leningrad and field tested in actual combat. The PPS42/43 was 
constructed with a minimal number of machined parts (the barrel and bolt 
assembly) as well as the use of stamped sheet-metal parts that were welded, 
riveted and pinned together. The PPS42/43 operates from an open bolt with 
a fixed firing pin and is chambered in the 7.62x25mm cartridge. The PPS42 
was manufactured with a wooden stock, while the PPS43 was equipped with 
a metal stock that folded over the top of the receiver. Both models were also 
designed to be used with a 35-round magazine. n
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nyone with even a passing interest 
in military firearms will recognize 
the name John Garand, inventor 
of one of the most famous U.S. 
service rifles of all time. There are 

few military weapons better known and 
more highly regarded than Garand’s mas-
terpiece, the “U.S. Rifle, Caliber .30 M1.” 
Almost five and a half million M1 rifles 
were manufactured between 1936 and 
1957. The Garand rifle saw widespread 
service in World War II and Korea and 
remained in use by the U.S. military well 

JOHNSON 
AUTO-CARBINE

By Bruce N. Canfield

Ultra-rare WWII-era .30-06 that  
represented a radically new way of  
thinking about small arms design! A

Because it was produced in very 
small quantities, the Johnson Auto-

Carbine has become a highly sought-
after collectible by WWII collectors.

AFFECTS 20, 22, 23, 25
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JOHNSON 
AUTO-CARBINE

“The Auto-Carbine was a very advanced design for its day,  
featuring a great deal of power in a very compact package.  

This is one of the rarest of Johnson’s designs.”

into the early 1960s. However, today it 
is not widely known that, even after the 
adoption of the Garand rifle in 1936, there 
were a number of individuals, in and out 
of the military, who thought the rifle was 
badly flawed and should never have been 
issued to our troops. These naysayers 
were eventually proven wrong by the M1’s 
superb performance on battlefields across 
the globe, but for a period of several years 
there was some doubt if the Garand rifle 
would remain the standardized U.S. Army 
service rifle.

EARLY DESIGNS
One of the Garand’s most vociferous 

critics during this period was Melvin 
Johnson Jr., inventor of a semi-automatic 
rifle that he believed was markedly better 
than the M1. Born to a prosperous and 
politically connected New England fam-
ily, Johnson was a graduate of Harvard 
Law School and practiced law with his 
father in Boston. He was fascinated with 
firearm mechanisms and wrote several 
articles on the subject while still in his 
teens. Johnson was commissioned in 
the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve in 1933. 

Several years later, he embarked on a 
quest to develop a semi-automatic rifle 
that he felt would be superior to the 
newly standardized M1. Rather than 
utilizing gas operation like John Garand, 
Johnson developed a recoil-operated 
mechanism and an ingenious 10-round 
rotary magazine. Johnson believed 
both features would correct the major 
perceived flaws inherent in the 
M1—its gas system and en 
bloc method of clip loading. 
During this period, John-
son also developed a 

The Johnson Auto-Carbine was a unique 
hybrid design that combined elements of the 
Johnson Rifle and the Johnson Light Machine 

Gun into a compact weapon system. 



light machine gun that had many features 
in common with his semi-automatic rifle. 
Johnson made numerous attempts to 
interest the U.S. Army Ordnance Depart-
ment in his guns. When little interest was 
forthcoming, he attempted to use some 
of his father’s political connections to 
force the issue. The subsequent “Garand-
Johnson controversy” was the subject of 
several hearings in the U.S. Senate and 
a great deal of coverage in the civilian 
press. This gambit eventually failed, 
and it became clear to Johnson that he 
needed to seek other venues to market 
his weapons. 

Johnson continued to improve the 
basic design of his weapons in order 
to make them more suited to mass 
production. The refined Johnson Semi-
Automatic Rifle and the Johnson Light 
Machine Gun, both eventually christened 
the “Model of 1941,” were marketed to 
a number of foreign nations. The guns 
did have some interesting features and 
offered several advantages over existing 
semi-automatic rifles and light machine 
guns/automatic rifles. A number of 
countries evaluated the Johnson weap-
ons, but none were interested enough 
to order any of the guns. However, in 
August 1940, the Netherlands Purchasing 
Commission (NPC) placed an order for 

10,500 Johnson Rifles and 500 Johnson 
Light Machine Guns, chambered for the 
standard U.S. .30-06 cartridge. The Dutch 
wanted these weapons primarily to arm 
their colonial troops in the East Indies to 
protect against a possible Japanese inva-
sion. The Johnson organization, Johnson 
Automatics, Inc., acquired a vacant fac-
tory in Cranston, Rhode Island and began 
preparation to put both weapons into 
production under NPC contracts. Not 
long after the Johnson weapons began 
to leave the factory for shipment to the 
East Indies, the feared Japanese invasion 
became a reality. In order to keep the guns 
from falling into enemy hands, the vast 

majority of the completed, but unshipped, 
weapons were ordered to be embargoed. 

In early 1942, the U.S. Marine Corps 
recognized the advantages of the Johnson 
Light Machine Gun, especially its easily 
detachable barrel, for use by its fledging 
parachute units and several hundred 
were procured from the Dutch inventory. 
Some of these were issued to the USMC 
parachute units as well as a couple of 
Raider battalions. In addition, the U.S. 
Army’s elite “1st Special Service Force” 
acquired 125 Johnson Light Machine 
Guns, even though the weapon had not 
been adopted by the Army. Eventually, 
a relatively small number of M1941 
Johnson semi-automatic rifles were also 
acquired from the Dutch for the USMC 
parachute units. These Johnson rifles saw 
very limited combat use on Guadalcanal 
and Bougainville. In reality, the Johnson 
weapons (rifles and light machine guns) 
only played a very minor supporting role 
in World War II and were dropped from 
the Marine Corps inventory before the 
end of the war.

GUN DETAILS
As the Model 1941 weapons were being 

manufactured, Melvin Johnson Jr. also 
designed an extremely interesting hybrid 
gun that combined features of both his 

JOHNSON AUTO-CARBINE
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Note the comparative sizes of the three weapons with the Auto-Carbine in 
between the larger Johnson Rifle and the smaller M1 Carbine.

JOHNSON RIFLE

JOHNSON AUTO-CARBINE

M1 CARBINE

Pistol grip and 
trigger housing of 

the Johnson Auto-
Carbine. Note the 

push-button safety.



semi-automatic rifle and light machine gun. 
The weapon, dubbed by Johnson as the 
“Auto-Carbine,” never made it past the pro-
totype stage and is virtually unknown to the 
majority of collectors and arms enthusiasts 
today. To digress a bit, although the Model 
1941 rifles and light machine guns were 
being manufactured under Dutch contract, 
Johnson envisioned that a shorter and 
lighter weapon might appeal to the typically 
smaller-statured East Indian soldiers 
more than the full-size guns. This was, 
of course, prior to the fall of the East 
Indies to the Japanese onslaught. The 
NPC was aware of Johnson’s efforts in 
this regard and apparently gave him 
tacit, but unofficial, encouragement but 
made no commitments regarding subse-
quent purchase of the proposed weapon. As 
the Auto-Carbine was under development 
at the Cranston factory, Johnson discussed 
the design premise of the weapon in a 
Providence Journal newspaper article titled 
“Johnson Creates Unique Firearm.” The 
article stated, in part:

“Shorter and lighter than any compa-
rable weapon now in existence… The gun 
was designed by Johnson on the request 
of a country for which his concern is 
manufacturing automatic rifles and light 
machine guns. Although under his contract 
with the government of that country he 
must refrain from disclosing its name, 
it has been reported that the country is 
the East Indies Netherlands. It is believed 
that the prospective purchaser sought the 
lighter and shorter guns because of the 
short stature of its native troops.

The new gun has been manufactured 
in its entirety at the Cranston plant, is of 
.30 calibre, the same as the Springfield 
rifle and weighs 8 ¾ pounds. Its firing 
capacity is equal to the much-discussed 
Johnson rifle and its maker says it is easier 
to control than the rifle. Its accuracy, he 
says, is ‘substantially’ as good as the rifle.

“‘I call it a carbine,’ said Capt. Johnson, 
who holds his commission in the Marine 
reserves, ‘because everyone would begin 
to holler if I called it a rifle with that 

straight stock. It is a sub-machine gun 
with a rifle’s power.’

Johnson said the straight stock—the 
same style stock is used on his LMG—
aids in keeping the gun on target.

The semi-automatic gun is slightly 
lighter than the Springfield bolt action 
rifle and is five inches shorter than the 
Springfield, being 38 inches overall. It has 
a muzzle velocity of 2700 fps which may 
be compared with the 800 fps velocity of 
a sub-machine gun. The extreme range of 
the gun is 3000 to 5000 yards.

Capt. Johnson pulled the gun apart 
in a few seconds, using the steel nose 

 2015 n  MILITARY SURPLUS   23    

“Marine Corps Captain Harry Torgerson ...  
was a strong proponent of the Johnson weapons ...  
[and had]...used his Auto-Carbine in combat  
on Guadalcanal and Bougainville.”

(Top) Model 1941 Johnson Light Machine Gun. 
(Bottom) Johnson Auto-Carbine.

Note the similarities in the design and  
configurations of the two weapon systems.

JOHNSON RIFLE



of a cartridge to slip the mechanism that 
released the barrel. It was hard to believe 
that a weapon that could stand the terrific 
shock of an exploding bullet could be 
made to fall apart so easily. A few deft 
twists and the gun was back together 
again, and with a clip fed into its rotary 
magazine, it again blazed at the target. 
The barrels of the rifle, machine gun and 
carbine are interchangeable.

The carbine, which is air-cooled, has 
an extremely high front sight which is 
matched by a collapsible rear sight. Capt. 

Johnson has been working on the new 
gun for several months, improving it to 
the point where a sample could be sent to 
the foreign county which contemplates 
its purchase…”

As alluded to the in above article, the 
prototype semi-automatic Auto-Carbine 
had the same type of 10-round rotary 
magazine as the Johnson semi-automatic 
rifle, but its general configuration, with 
the straight-line stock, folding adjust-
able rear sight and high front sight, 
strongly resembled the Johnson Light 

Machine Gun. The gun utilized the 
standard Johnson Light Machine Gun 
22-inch barrel, which reduced the loss 
of velocity and increased muzzle blast 
that would have resulted with a shorter 
barrel. Although some of the weapon’s 
components were the same as the stan-
dard Johnson Rifle and Light Machine 
Gun, many of the Auto-Carbine’s parts, 
including the receiver, safety, rear sight, 
stock and buttplate (among others), 
were unique to the weapon and not 
interchangeable with the other Johnson 
arms. The compact little rifle had good 
handling characteristics and impressive 
performance.

Only five prototype Auto-Carbines are 
known to have been manufactured. The 
receivers were marked with individually 
applied serial numbers having an “S” 
(Sample) prefix with the five numbers 
presumably running consecutively from 
“S-1” to “S-5.” As would be expected with 
prototype weapons, the five examples 
differed in some regard from each 
other. For example, early examples had 
a forend with grasping grooves and the 
configuration of the top of the receiver 
varied slightly from later examples. Serial 
number “S-5” utilized a Model 1941 
Johnson Rifle forend (without grasping 
grooves) and the top of the receiver had 
an integral rest for the rear sight when in 
the folded position. 

Johnson had a penchant for assigning 
pet nicknames to all of his guns. For 
example, his semi-automatic rifle was 

Left side of Auto-Carbine 
showing the 10-round 

rotary magazine and 
Lyman rear sight (in 

raised position).

JOHNSON AUTO-CARBINE

Receiver markings on Auto-Carbine #S-5 (“S” = “Sample”).

Auto-Carbine rear sight in closed position. Note the Lyman manufacturer markings 
and the staking punch marks below the sight base.
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called “Betsy” and his light machine gun 
was “Emma.” A massive 20mm cannon 
developed for the Navy was christened 
“Bertha.” He named the Auto-Carbine 
“Daisy Mae.” There is no record as to the 
inspirations for Johnson’s nicknames, but 
some of them would seem apparent. For 
example, the famous frontiersman Davy 
Crockett supposedly dubbed his rifle “Old 
Betsy,” which may have led Johnson to 
give his first rifle the same name. “Emma,” 
the light machine gun, was almost cer-
tainly derived from the term “Emma Gee” 
which came into use in the First World 
War by the British to denote “machine 
gun” or “MG” (M=Emma; G=Gee). The 
bulky 20mm cannon, “Bertha,” was prob-
ably a reference to the huge German how-
itzer of WWI called “Big Bertha,” sup-
posedly after Gustav Krupp’s wife. While 
sheer speculation, one can easily surmise 
that the sleek, attractive Auto-Carbine 
was named “Daisy Mae” in honor of the 
sexy, buxom girl featured in the popular 
cartoon strip of the day, “Li’l Abner.” One 
of the prototype Auto-Carbines, serial 
number “S-3,” had “Daisy Mae the 3rd” 
neatly stenciled on the stock.

Despite being developed for the Dutch 
government, the NPC apparently showed 
little interest in “Daisy Mae” after the fall 
of the East Indies. The only Auto-Carbines 
known to have left the Cranston fac-
tory was an example lent (or given) to 
Marine Corps Captain Harry Torgerson. 
Torgerson had previously demonstrated 
the Johnson Light Machine Gun to the 
USMC Equipment Board and was a 
strong proponent of the Johnson weapons. 
Torgerson used his Auto-Carbine in 
combat on Guadalcanal and Bougainville. 

In-theater photographs of this weapon 
depict one of the earlier examples with 
a grooved forend. Interestingly, a later 
photo of Torgerson, taken on February 
10, 1945, depicts him seated on his bunk 
at Camp Pendleton, California, next to 
an Auto-Carbine with a Model 1941 rifle 
forend and an integral receiver rear sight 
rest. This clearly indicates that Torgerson 
exchanged his earlier Auto-Carbine for 
a later example. Anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that the Auto-Carbine pictured with 
him at Pendleton was serial number “S-5.”

JOHNSON’S LEGACY
After being rebuffed by the Dutch, 

Johnson dropped any further develop-
ment of the Auto-Carbine and concen-
trated on trying to market his semi-
automatic rifle and light machine gun to 
other nations, to no avail. If Johnson had 
the encouragement and resources to put 
the Auto-Carbine into mass production, 
it could have proven to be one of most 
interesting small arms of World War II. 
As events transpired, however, it is now a 
little-known (and quite rare) example of a 
fascinating gun that “could have been.”  n
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JOHNSON AUTO-CARBINE
CALIBER: .30-06 Springfield 
BARREL: 22 inches
OA LENGTH: 38 inches
WEIGHT: 8.75 pounds
STOCK: Wood
SIGHTS: Fixed front,  
 adjustable folding rear
ACTION: Semi-auto
FINISH: Parkerized
CAPACITY: 10+1  
 (fixed rotary magazine)

Specif ications:
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TOKAREV’S 
EMPIRE

This battle-tested 
Soviet TT design 
inspired variations 
throughout Eastern 
Europe and Asia!

The Soviet TT pistol of World War 
II fame is the short, semi-official 
name for the Tula Tokarev, 
with Tula being the city where 

the gun was designed and Tokarev from the 
pistol’s designer, Fedor Tokarev. The official 
designation of this pistol was “7.62mm Pistolet 
Tokareva obraztsa 1933 goda” (7.62mm Tokarev 
pistol of 1933 pattern). Developed during the 
late 1920s and early ’30s under the requirements 
of the Artillery Committee of the Red Army, 
this pistol was heavily influenced by two Brown-
ing designs—the Belgian-made FN M1903 and 
the U.S.-made Colt M1911. In fact, Tokarev 
conducted early tests of his detachable hammer 
unit using a modified FN M1903 pistol. 

By Maxim Popenker
PHOTOS BY STEVE WOODS

Im
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The TT was designed in 1930 and then 
modified in 1933, and it was manufac-
tured in the USSR until the early 1950s. 
As a testament to the design’s longevity, it 
is still made in countries like China and 
Serbia (formerly Yugoslavia). When it 
was first introduced, the TT was a rather 
modern pistol, simple to make and use, 
and with good accuracy and reliability. 
On the other hand, its 7.62mm jacketed 
bullet lacked the stopping power of larger 
rounds. The lack of any manual safety 

(except for a hammer’s half-cock notch) 
was the major flaw of the design. This 
was inspired by Cavalry Marshal Kliment 
Voroshilov, who once failed to switch off 
the safety on his Browning M1903 during 
a cavalry charge that took place during 
the Russian Civil War of 1918-22. With 
this fearful experience in mind, he told 
the designers to drop any manual safeties, 
and, not surprisingly, they complied with 
the “words of wisdom” from the leader of 
the Red Army.

The Soviet TT pistol proved to be a  
rugged and capable weapon, with it 
inspiring offshoot designs around the 
world. Shown (top to bottom) are a 
Yugoslav M57, a Polish Wz.48 and a 
Romanian TTC. All three are modified 
for importation to the U.S.



In the USSR, TT pistols were manu-
factured in their home city of Tula, at the 
Tula Arms factory (TOZ). From 1942 on, 
TT pistols were also made in Izhevsk. It 
is believed that these factories produced 
more than 1,700,000 pistols between 1930 
and 1953.

The Tokarev TT pistol is a short-recoil-
operated, locked-breech pistol with a 
Browning-type action. The barrel locks to 
the slide with two lugs that enter cuts on the 
underside of the slide; the tipping of the rear 
of the barrel upon recoil is controlled by a 
swinging link that connects the barrel and 
frame. The trigger is single-action with an 
exposed hammer and no manual safety. The 
only safety feature on the TT is a half-cock 
notch on the hammer, but it is considered 
insufficiently safe for carry with a loaded 
chamber. Normally, TT pistols were carried 
with an empty chamber and the hammer 
down. The hammer, along with its spring and 
sear, forms a single unit that is easily removed 
during field disassembly, simplifying the 
routine maintenance of the pistol. Magazines 
are single stack, with the magazine-release 
button located at the base of the triggerguard, 
on the left side. Sights are fixed, with the rear 
sight blade being dovetailed to the frame.

COMBLOC VARIANTS
After the end of World War II, several 

Eastern European countries fell under the 
influence of the Soviet Union, and their 
newly established socialist governments 
aligned their armaments with that of the 
victorious Soviet Army. These countries 
initially included Hungary, Rumania and 
Poland. Each country possessed notable small 
arms production capabilities and, starting 
in 1946-1948, all began to manufacture TT 
pistols according to specifications and docu-
mentation supplied from the USSR. Pistols 
were made to the TT-33 pattern. The only 
notable differences between Soviet TT pistols 
and pistols made in the countries mentioned 
above were markings on the frame and slide 
and the style of grip panels.

In Poland, TT pistols were adopted as Pis-
tolet wojskowy wzor 1948, or “Military pistol, 
model of 1948,” and the first pistols were 
made at the Radom plant in late 1946. Polish 
TT pistols made prior to 1950 featured plastic 
grips with the intertwined letters “P” and “W” 
(for “pistolet wojskowy”) and the “FB” factory 
logo in a triangle at the top of the slide. Polish 
TT pistols made between 1950 and 1955 
featured unmarked serrated grips and factory 
code “11” in an oval at the top of the slide. 

TOKAREV’S EMPIRE
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POLAND: Polish Wz.48  
TT-based 7.62x25mm pistols, 
which stood for Pistolet wojskowy 
wzor 1948, were produced at the 
nation’s renowned Radom plant.

ROMANIA: Romanian 
TTC TT 7.62x25mm pistols feature 
a post-WWII style of slide serrations 
and plastic grips with a five-pointed 
star in a circle. They were produced 
at the Cugir factory.

YUGOSLAVIA:  
The Yugoslav 7.62x25mm M57 
differed most notably from the 
original TT series pistols in its 
extended grip frame and lanyard 
ring on the magazine.
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Overall, about 225,000 TT pistols were made 
in Poland at the Radom small arms factory.

Hungarian TT pistols also were adopted 
in 1948, as Pisztoly 48 Minta, or 48M for 
short. Manufactured at the FEG factory in 
Budapest between 1948 and 1958, Hungar-
ian 48M pistols featured both pre- and 
post-WWII-style slide serrations and two 
styles of the Hungarian crest embossed in 
the middle of plastic grip panels. The top 
of the slide was marked with factory code 
“02” between the serial number and the 
two last digits of the year of manufacture. In 
1958, a large batch of modified TT pistols 
was manufactured for Egyptian contract 
under the model name of Tokagypt-58. 
These pistols featured improved plastic grip 
panels of more comfortable shape and, more 
importantly, an added manual safety located 
on the left side of the frame, in the cutout in 
at the top rear of the grip panel. Early Toka-
gypt-58 pistols were made in 9mm and were 
appropriately marked on the left side of the 
slide, along with the Egyptian crest, model 
name and a “Made in Hungary” label. 

For some reason the contract fell 
through and most of these pistols were sold 
commercially across Europe, and a few also 
made it to the U.S. from there. Late produc-
tion Tokagypt pistols were also made with a 
“Super 12” mark rolled on the right side of 
the slide and “PARABELLUM cal 9mm + 
7.62 TT” rolled on the left side of the slide. 
These pistols were supplied with two barrels 
in appropriate calibers.

Romanian TT pistols were made at 
the Cugir factory with a post-WWII style 
of slide serrations and with plastic grips 
embossed with a five-pointed star in the 
circle. The manufacturer code was a double 
triangle (one inside another) in front of the 
serial number on the frame.

Starting in the mid-1950s, the People’s 
Republic of China joined the club of TT 
manufacturing countries with the introduc-
tion of the Type 54 service pistol. It was also 
made in the post-1951 pattern, with “star in 
the circle” plastic grips. China was probably 
the biggest manufacturer of TT pistols 
after the USSR, issuing these pistols in large 
numbers to the People’s Liberation Army, 
the People’s Armed Police and also liberally 

exporting basic pistols and modifications 
to many countries across the world.

China, along with the former 
Yugoslavia, also became the 
most prolific manufacturer of 
modified versions of the TT, 
offering export modifications 

The Polish Wz.48 followed the 
pattern of the original TT series of 

pistols very closely. It is shown here 
being fired by a Polish soldier.

HUNGARY:  
The Hungarian 7.62x25mm 
48M variant of the TT pistol 
was adopted in 1948 and 
dubbed the Pisztoly 48 Minta. 
It features the Hungarian crest 
embossed in the grips.

HUNGARY: The 9mm  
Tokagypt -58 was produced by 
Hungary in 1958 under a contract 
for Egypt that later fell through. 
Notable features include a wrap-
around grip and a manual safety.

Image Courtesy 
Leszek Erenfeicht
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TOKAREV’S EMPIRE

 By Leroy Thompson 

Developed to replace the TT series 
of pistols, the Soviet 9x18mm 
Makarov pistol was the result 

of the Soviets taking virtually all of the 
tooling from the Walther factory at Zella-
Mehlis back to the Soviet Union. Many 
features of the Walther PP series were 
incorporated into the Makarov. Once the 
9x18mm Makarov round became the 
standard service pistol load for the Soviet 
Union, within a few years other members 

of the Warsaw Pact adopted weapons in 
this chambering as well. 

The Polish P-64 is a good example 
of a homegrown pistol design that was 
inspired by the Makarov. Designated the 

P-64, the pistol was produced at the 
Lucznik Arms Factory in Radom and 
entered service in 1965 as the 9mm 
pistolet wz. 1964. It replaced the Polish 
TT version of the Tokarev. In design and 

POLAND’S P-64 PISTOL
Domestically designed Cold War 9x18mm sidearm served with distinction!

with various styles of grips, added manual 
safeties and in optional chamberings 
like 9mm under a variety of names 
like Norinco Model 201 (in 7.62mm), 
Norinco Model 213 (in 9mm), M20, 
TU-90, etc. It seems that the Model 213B 
(a 9mm version with an added manual 
safety at the rear of the frame and plastic 
curved grips) is still manufactured by 
Norinco for commercial export. In 
some countries this model is also sold 
as the Norinco NP-17 pistol. Chinese 

pistols usually have a factory number in 
a triangle, next to the serial number that’s 
engraved on the frame.

The last of the TT manufacturing 
countries was the former Yugoslavia. 
Starting in 1957, M57 pistols were 
manufactured at the Crvena Zastava fac-
tory in the City of Kragujevac (today this 
is the Zastava Arms factory, located in 
the same city in the Republic of Serbia).

Unlike the military pistols described 
above, the M57 was not completely com-

patible with the original TT design, as it 
had a longer grip frame that hosted longer 
magazines with a nine-round capacity, 
as opposed to standard eight-round TT 
magazines. It must be noted that TT and 
M57 magazines are not compatible. M57 
pistols featured grip panels similar in style 
to Soviet grip panels (made of plastic, with 
vertical serrations and a star with a circle 
in the middle), but instead of the “CCCP” 
located between the star points in Soviet 
TT pistols, Yugoslav M57 pistols had 

CALIBER: 9x18mm Makarov 
BARREL: 3.3 inches
OA LENGTH: 6.3 inches
WEIGHT: 22 ounces (empty)
GRIPS: Plastic
SIGHTS: Rear notch, front blade
ACTION: Double-action
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 6+1

Specif ications:

FAR LEFT: The rollmark on 
the slide and manual safety 
below the slide catch lever 
on this Romanian-made TTC 
pistol are additions added for 
U.S. importation. 

LEFT: The Polish Wz.48, 
produced at Radom, features 
the classic number 11 in an 
oval factory code on the top 
of the slide just forward of 
the marking indicating the 
year of manufacture. 

•  •  •
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“SFRJ” in the same place. These letters, 
obviously, stood for “Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia.” The left side of 
the slide was marked “7.62mm M57.”

Since the 1970s, Crvena Zastava 
has also offered a commercial version 
of the M57 pistol known as M70B. Its 
primary difference is that it is cham-
bered for 9mm. During the late 1980s, 
a compact version of the M70A was 
introduced as the M88. It has a shorter 
slide, barrel and grip, and wooden 
or plastic grip panels. Commercial 
export models are also offered with an 

optional slide-mounted safety as M57 
(in 7.62x25mm), M70A (in 9mm) and 
M88A. Like Norinco, Zastava Arms still 
offers newly produced M57, M70A and 
M88 pistols despite the availability of 
more modern models.

PRESENT-DAY SURPLUS
Commercially imported Polish pistols 

were modified at their home Radom fac-
tory with the installation of a safety lever 
just behind the trigger, on the left side of 
the frame. Safety positions are marked 
with a red dot for “fire” and a white dot 
for “safe.” Grip panels are replaced with 
new ones, unmarked with vertical serra-
tions and thumb rest on the left.

Romanian pistols were imported into 
the U.S. as the TTC (TT Cugir), also with 
the added manual safety. The location of 
the safety lever is the same as with Polish 
pistols (left side of the frame, behind the 
trigger), but the safety lever is a bit beefier 
and the grip panels have no thumb rest.

Chinese commercial pistols are easily 
recognized by their manual safety located 
at the rear of the frame, above and behind 
the left grip panel. The safety lever points 
upwards, with or without color markings 
(rearward position is for fire, forward for 
safe). Grip panels could be of traditional 
TT style or of curved wraparound style.

Yugoslav surplus (former military 
M57) pistols are often equipped with a 
large manual safety located at the rear 
of the frame, above the left grip panel. 
The safety lever points forward, with safe 
position being angled up and fire position 
being horizontal. When engaged, this 
safety locks the slide. Commercial TT-
style pistols (M57, M70A, M88A) usually 
have a slide-mounted safety on the left 
side of the gun. Horizontal position is for 
fire, down is for safe.

There are basically two kinds of TT 
pistols available in the U.S. The first are 
original, unmodified guns, mostly indi-
vidual bring-backs from various overseas 
conflicts, or early imports; the second 
groups consists of later commercial 
imports modified to suit ATF standards. 
These modifications usually include 
additional markings from the importer 
and, more importantly, the addition of a 
manual safety. At the time of publication, 
Century Arms had several of the variants 
covered in this piece in stock. For more 
information, visit centuryarms.com or 
call 800-527-1252. n
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function, the P-64 is similar to the 
Walther PPK, though some internals 
are different and are covered by a 
Polish patent. It is a double-action 
(DA) blowback design with a hammer-
drop safety. As with the PPK, it incor-
porates a loaded-chamber indicator, 
which may be seen or felt. It is larger 
in diameter than that of the PPK and, 
hence, easier to see or feel. 

To evaluate the P-64 in the envi-
ronment for which it was designed, 
it should be understood that it was 
intended to serve as an “authority” 
pistol to designate someone with 
military or police command authority. 
It was also intended as a military 
weapon for those not on the front 
lines or possibly those operating 
a crew-served weapon. It carried 
easily and fired a relatively serious 
cartridge. At the close ranges for 
which it was intended, it would have 
had reasonable stopping power. And 
it would have given its users some 
sense of security—more so than had 
they been unarmed. Probably its 
greatest advantage was propinquity—
it could always be there.

TT Series
CALIBER: 7.62x25mm
BARREL: 4.6 inches
OA LENGTH: 7.7 inches
WEIGHT: 30.1 ounces
GRIPS: Plastic
SIGHTS: Front blade,  
 rear notch
ACTION: SA
FINISH: Matte black

CAPACITY: 8+1 

Specif ications:



   BRAZILIAN 

FAL Reborn
DS Arms’ custom rebuild 
of a classic IMBEL 
7.62x51mm military rifle!

By Michael O. Humphries

PHOTOS BY  SEAN UTLEY

Shown here are Brazilian soldiers with the 
Ipiranga Special Border Platoon. The one 
in the foreground is equipped with a Para 

variant of the IMBEL FAL rifle. Note the side-
folding stock assembly. The FAL is a widely 
distributed and highly capable military rifle 

that has seen service around the world.

    •  •  •
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W
HEN ONE CONSIDERS the topic of 
“military surplus” guns, thoughts of classics 
such as K98 and M1 Garand rifles and 
M1911 and P.38 pistols no doubt come to 
mind. But, what about all those great Cold 
War-era classic firearms such as the FN 

FAL, the Heckler & Koch G3 and the Soviet AKM and AK-74 
variants, to name just a few? Unfortunately, due to the select-
fire nature of these firearms, it is very difficult or impossible to 
legally acquire them in their original configuration.

However, there is a thriving market in demilled “parts kits” 
of these select-fire military rifles. With a little bit of looking, 
you can find rare and interesting variants of numerous types 
of these historic firearms. Sans original receivers (and, in most 
cases these days, barrels), these kits offer collectors a chance 

to own civilian-legal, semi-automatic versions of classic (and 
practically unobtainable in original form) military weapons. 
This can be achieved through a combination of skillful gun-
smithing work, a good-quality kit and a thorough understand-
ing of the legalities of producing a firearm like this. 

I recently had the opportunity to pick up an interesting 
FAL parts kit, specifically one from Brazil manufactured by 
IMBEL. IMBEL, which is an acronym for Indústria de Mate-
rial Bélico do Brasil, is a Brazilian arms manufacturer under 
that nation’s Ministry of Defense. The rifle in question is a 
domestically produced variant of the FAL known as the M964, 
indicating its year of adoption (1964). From a design stand-
point, the M964 is a relatively straightforward, metric-pattern 
FAL rifle (as opposed to inch-pattern FALs such as the UK 
and Commonwealth variants).

Custom built by DS Arms for the author, 
this IMBEL FAL-style rifle was made 

from a combination of U.S.-made and 
original Brazilian parts. The result was 
a semi-automatic-only FAL rifle with a 

great deal of character and charm.



BRAZILIAN FAL REBORN
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The kit I acquired, which was priced at 
around $450, was rated in very good condi-
tion with matching numbers and packed in 
a great deal of grease. The kit also included 

the original barrel, which is quite a rarity 
these days due to recent import restrictions. 
But, with the kit in hand, I realized I needed 
to not only acquire some U.S.-made parts for 
the build, but also locate a capable gunsmith 
to do the work. I knew almost immediately 
where I should begin—DS Arms.

STATESIDE CLASSIC
DS Arms (named for its founder and 

owner, Dave Selvaggio), started in the late 
1980s, and soon developed a reputation for 

digging up and selling rare and interesting 
FAL parts from around the world. As part 
of this relentless focus on the FAL rifle, the 
company was fortunate enough to learn in 
the mid-1990s that the Steyr Arms plant 
in Austria was planning on selling off its 
licensed FAL manufacturing equipment and 
spare parts as surplus. As a result, DS Arms 
was able to purchase the original blueprints, 
tools and parts for the Austrian StG 58, that 
nation’s variant of the FAL rifle.

Shipping all this equipment over to the 
United States, to the company’s location in 
Illinois, DS Arms soon earned the distinc-
tion of manufacturing U.S.-made variants of 
the FAL to proper specifications. This line 
of metric-pattern rifles came to be known 
as the SA58 series, and quickly became 
renowned for its exceptional quality and 
attention to detail. And, the line was not 
simply a direct recreation of the StG 58, but 
rather a modernized and updated version of 
the classic design. 

As a result of these efforts, DS Arms 
is able to provide U.S. consumers with 
a rock-solid version of one of the most 
famous military rifles of the 20th century 
(and beyond, judging from its current use in 
hotspots around the world). When it comes 
to military pedigrees, few designs can hold 
a candle to the FAL-pattern rifle. Developed 
by the famed Fabrique Nationale (FN) chief 
arms designer Dieudonné Joseph Saivé, the 
Fusil Automatique Léger (or “light automatic 
rifle”) earned the distinction of being 
adopted by nearly 100 countries during the 
Cold War era, and seeing service on both 
sides of many conflicts during that era of 
seemingly unending proxy wars. In fact, in 
regards to total numbers produced, the FAL 
easily outshines the now dominant M16/
AR-15 series, and comes in second only to 
the ubiquitous Kalashnikov in regard to 
sheer numbers produced.

“These kits offer  
collectors a chance 
to own civilian-legal 
variants of classic (and 
practically unobtain-
able in original form) 
military weapons.”

The highly adjustable gas system of the FAL employs a 
circular gas regulator sleeve that can be rotated to 

adjust the size of the gas port. This allows it to be 
adjusted to fire a wide variety of ammunition types 

as well as to function while heavily fouled.

The author acquired a demilled IMBEL FAL parts kit 
that was rated in very good condition. It served as 
the basis for the DS Arms custom build project.

ABOVE: The lower receiver houses the  
primary controls of the rifle. Note the safety 
lever above the pistol grip and the bolt 
release lever forward of the triggerguard. 

LEFT: The non-reciprocating knob-style 
charging handle of the FAL is located on  
the left side of the upper receiver.



What is not as well known about 
DS Arms is the fact that they also offer 
custom build work for the FAL. While 
most everyone familiar with the DS Arms 
brand associates it with their “standard 
production” rifles, few realize that each 
gun they make is practically a custom 
build with a broad range of options, 
accessories and upgrades available. As 
a result, the company is well situated 
through its gunsmithing department to 
take on additional custom work from 
customers who may already have their 
own parts kits. To that end, I gave DS 
Arms a call and set the wheels in motion 
on my IMBEL FAL build.

DEVIL’S IN THE DETAILS
So how exactly would a project such as 

this proceed? In the case of foreign-made 
military rifles that are imported as demi-
lled kits, the rifle can be rebuilt into a U.S.-
made, semi-automatic rifle by combining 
a prescribed number of domestically 
produced parts and a new receiver. This 
option is allowed through what is known 
as “Section 922(r)” compliance, and refers 
to Title 18 Chapter 44 Section 922(r) 
of the United States Code, described in 
further detail through Title 27 Part 478.39 
of the Code of Federal Regulations, on the 
subject of the assembly of semi-automatic 
rifles or shotguns.

It states, “No person shall assemble 
a semi-automatic rifle or any shotgun 
using more than 10 of the imported parts 
listed in paragraph (c) of this section if 
the assembled firearm is prohibited from 
importation under section 925(d)(3) 
as not being particularly suitable for or 
readily adaptable to sporting purposes.” 
The parts included in this listing are as 
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The Brazilian FAL has a long and storied 
service history, living up to the rifle’s 
reputation for rugged performance.  
The M964 is the standard rifle variant.
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follows: 1. Frames, receivers, receiver 
castings, forgings or stampings, 2. Barrels, 
3. Barrel extensions, 4. Mounting blocks 
(trunions), 5. Muzzle attachments, 6. Bolts, 
7. Bolt carriers, 8. Operating rods, 9. Gas 
pistons, 10. Trigger housings, 11. Triggers, 
12. Hammers, 13. Sears, 14. Disconnectors, 
15. Buttstocks, 16. Pistol grips, 17. Forends, 
handguards, 18. Magazine bodies, 19. 
Followers, and 20. Floorplates.

As a result, a semi-automatic fire-
arm that conforms to the laws related 
to domestically produced firearms is 
legal to construct as long as it uses no 
more than 10 of the above-listed parts 
in its construction. Due to the total 
number of covered parts in a FAL rifle, 
that results in a requirement of nine 
U.S.-made “Section 922(r)” compliance 
parts in a semi-automatic build 
project like I was planning with 
the IMBEL kit.

After a short discussion on the 
phone with DS Arms regarding 
their advice on how to proceed, 
we decided upon the following DS 
Arms domestically produced parts 
for this build: 1. Receiver, 2. Butt-
stock, 3. Handguard, 4. Pistol grip, 
5. Gas piston, 6. Cocking handle 
(operating rod), 7. Magazine 
body, 8. Magazine follower, and 9. 
Magazine floorplate.

BUILDING BLOCKS
The heart of any build 

like this is obviously the 
new semi-automatic 
receiver. DS Arms’ line 
of SA58 receivers is an 
obvious choice for a project like 
this. They are machined from a 
billet of 4140 steel, a process that 
takes eight full hours of machin-
ing according to the company 
(this includes heat treating and 
finishing). While the company 
currently offers two versions 
in its Type I and Type II variants, I 
luckily had acquired a DS Arms Type 
III receiver a few years back while 
they were still being produced that 
closely resembles that of the original 
IMBEL rifle.

While the Type I is patterned after 
the original FN receiver and the Type 
II is patterned after FN’s later receiver 
design that featured a modified 
lightening cut near its rear-lower 

portion, the Type III is patterned after 
a heavier and much simpler design that 
FN transitioned to later. It is cut for a 
carry handle and is smooth sided with no 
lightening cuts.

The work that would be done as part 
of the build would include a complete 
degrease and cleaning of all the provided 
parts ($60), installation of the barrel 
including indexing and headspacing to 
the receiver along with a function check 
($165), and inspection and assembly of 
the parts ($60). Due to the condition of 

my parts kit, we decided 
to not have the rifle 
refinished, but rather 
leave it with some 
minor “weathering” 

for character. My parts costs were 
as follows: stock set, $94.95; gas 
piston, $29.95; cocking handle, 

$39.95; and magazine, $19.95. 
The total cost of the work 
and parts from DS Arms 

came in at just under $470. 
This cost, combined with the 

$450 I paid for the receiver and the $450 
I had paid for the kit, left me looking 

at around $1,370 in total cost for the 
rifle. Not too shabby for a semi-

automatic 7.62x51mm rifle, let alone as 
interesting a variant as this one.

I shipped the kit and the receiver to DS 
Arms and then waited for the call back to 
let me know that the work was done and 
that the rifle was being shipped back to 
me. The rifle that I received was a sight to 
behold. The DS Arms/IMBEL rifle I had 
in my hands was a rifle that had some 
slight exterior wear and tear that gave 
it some personality. The lower receiver, 
top cover, carry handle, sights, gas block/
regulator, barrel and muzzle device had 
seen some use, with surface scratches and 
rounded edges. However, the parts were 
serviceable and solid.

The Type III receiver and cocking 
piece had a crisp new Parkerized finish 
but nonetheless blended in well with the 
original parts. I will say that the new 
stock set was a little too “clean” for my 
tastes and that I would have preferred 
to run with the original stock set, but I 
understood the need for the 922(r) com-
pliance parts and had also been informed 
by the gunsmith that the original stock 
set was a little too long in the tooth and 
needed to be replaced. As a nice touch, 
DS Arms included the original “take off ” 
parts with the rifle so I could have them 
as reference pieces.

I did note that some of the dimensions 
on the new stock set seemed different than 
the original IMBEL parts (for example, 
the original forearm is a tad longer and 
has one more vent hole on the bottom 
than the replacement unit). I suspect this 
is due to differences between the Austrian 
pattern of the DS Arms parts and the 
Brazilian pattern of the IMBEL ones.

COLLECTOR’S KITS
For those with a penchant for collecting 

rare and uncommon variants of military-
pattern rifles, particularly those from the 
Cold War era, parts kit builds such as this 
project are a great option. By keeping an 
eye out for interesting finds such as this 
IMBEL kit, as well as locating a skilled and 
qualified builder such as DS Arms, you 
can have a unique custom-built addition 
for your personal collection. For more 
information, visit dsarms.com or call 
847-277-7258.  n

36   MILITARY SURPLUS n 2015  

“I realized I needed to…locate a capable  
gunsmith to do the work. I knew almost immediately 

where I should begin—DS Arms.”
DS ARMS/IMBEL FAL
CALIBER: 7.62x51mm
BARREL: 21 inches
OA LENGTH: 43 inches
WEIGHT: 9 pounds
STOCK: Fixed, synthetic
SIGHTS: Winged post front,  
 peep aperture rear
ACTION: Piston-driven semi-auto
FINISH: Parkerized 
CAPACITY: 20+1

MSRP: $1,370 (total cost) 

Specif ications:

BRAZILIAN FAL REBORN

The DS Arms-built FAL repre-
sented a close approximation 
of the original IMBEL rifle, 
with the requisite U.S.-made 
parts added for legality. 
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HE CHINESE TYPE 53 
Rifle has a unique history. A 
license-built version of the 
Soviet M1944 Mosin-Nagant 
carbine for the People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA), it only 
saw Chinese service for a few 

years as it had already been superseded 
by the SKS and AK-47 when it was intro-
duced. By the time it entered service in 
1953, the Korean War was over 
so it probably saw little, if any, 
combat with the PLA, though 
some Type 44 carbines 

supplied by the Soviets were used. Then, 
by the early 1960s, it was being replaced 
by either the Chinese Type 56 version 
of the SKS or the Type 56 version of the 
AK-47. For the next 20 years, the Type 
53 was used to arm the Chinese People’s 
Militia, eventually being replaced in 
1982. It was in the hands of Chinese sur-
rogates, especially the North Vietnamese 
Army (NVA) or Viet Cong, that the Type 

53 saw most of its combat. Type 53s 
have turned up in the hands of other 
insurgents as well, especially in 
Africa and Latin America. 

 Because of the “human 
wave” tactics used by the Chinese 

in Korea, which were part of 
their infantry doctrine, the 

integral cruciform bayonet 

of the M1944 was considered a great 
advantage for the Type 53. Reportedly, 
Soviet machinery was sent to China to 
build the Type 53. Production of the 
Type 53, along with the production of 
weapons with tooling captured from 
the Nationalist Chinese, was the 
beginning of today’s powerful Chinese 
arms industry. 

HAZY HISTORY
As is often the case with Chinese-

produced weapons, there are some 
questions about the Type 53. For 
example, I have never seen a figure for 
how many were produced. There is also 
some discussion among collectors and 
arms historians about when production 
ceased. The years 1960 or 1961 are
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CARBINE
China’s 7.62x54R Type 53 has 
served for more than half a century 
in hot spots around the world!

By Leroy Thompson
PHOTOS BY  STEVE WOODS

Patterned after the Russian 
M44, the Chinese Type 53 
features a distinctive folding 
bayonet and a 7.62x54R 
chambering. (Left) The 
integral bayonet was one of 
the most distinctive charac-
teristics of the design, and 
ensured that peasant armies 
always had their bayonets.
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Markings on the barrel shank indicate  
“53 Year Type” in Chinese characters, year 
of production (1956), State Factory at 
Chongqing (26) and the serial number.



sometimes cited as the last years during 
which Type 53s were produced. Captured 
rifles from Vietnam are known that were 
produced in 1961, but it is possible that 
some rifles were produced after that year. 
Initially, Type 53 rifles were marked in 
Chinese characters that indicated its des- 
ignation as “53 Year Type” and production 
at the “State Factory at Chongqing,” but 
later rifles lack these markings. Whether 
these were removed in an attempt to hide 
the origin of rifles for guerrilla groups or 
for another reason is not known. 

The Soviet Model 1944 Carbine, upon 
which the Type 53 is based, was itself 
based on the earlier Mosin-Nagant Model 
1938 Carbine. They are very similar 
except that the Model 1944 incorporates 
a folding bayonet. Hinged so that it could 
be unfolded and locked into position, this 
bayonet offered an excellent compromise 
that allowed overall length of the carbine 
to be kept down while still having a  
bayonet instantly available. Just pulling the 
bayonet slightly unlocks it and allows it to 
be folded into position. 

Another interesting aspect of the 
Model 1944 is the hole in the top of the 
sight’s hood. This hole was retained on 
later Soviet rifles and allowed for the use 
of an AK-47 tool to adjust the elevation 
of the front sight. On the Model 1944 
and the Type 53, the hole allows light to 
reach the front post. In addition to the 
Chinese Type 53, M44 Carbines were 
also produced in Poland, Hungary and 
Romania. M44s were provided by the 
Soviets to other allied states, including 
East Germany. There are also some M44s 
that were captured by the Finns during 
the Continuation War and issued. There 

is enough variation in the M44 that some 
collectors specialize just in the variations 
of this carbine.

MOSIN-NAGANT INFLUENCES
The Model 1944, as well as the Type 53, 

must be viewed in the historical context 
of the Mosin-Nagant rifle. I have seen the 
Mosin-Nagant called the longest serving 
and most widely used bolt-action rifle 
of all time, and I can see no evidence to 
dispute this claim. The Mosin-Nagant 
entered service in 1891 and is still being 
used in conflicts, such as the Syrian Civil 
War, today. At least 37 million were pro-
duced just in Russia and the Soviet Union, 

not to mention more elsewhere. The basic 
Mosin-Nagant design proved reliable and 
durable and was carried over into later 
models such as the Type 53. Type 53s have 
turned up recently in use by groups in the 
former Yugoslavia and by the Shining Path 
in Peru, among others.

Among the characteristics of the 
typical Mosin-Nagant were the straight 
bolt handle and the safety, which was 
engaged by pulling the cocking piece 
to the rear and rotating it to the left, 
allowing it to hook over the rear of the 
receiver. Unlike the Mauser, which was 
the standard by which most rifles were 
judged at the turn of the 20th century, the 
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GUERRILLA CARBINE

ABOVE: Like the Mosin-
Nagants before it, the 
Type 53 sports a short 
and compact bolt handle 
with a 90-degree throw.

LEFT: The Type 53’s mag 
with the floorplate open 
so that cartridges can be 
easily removed without 
opening the bolt and 
cycling them out.

•  •  •

The Type 53, like the 
M44 before it, reflected 

the lessons learned from the  
intense urban combat of World  
War II in Europe. It was short,  

handy and powerful.



Mosin-Nagant had a somewhat complex 
bolt design as compared to the Masuer. 
The Mosin-Nagant’s recessed bolt uses a 
spring-loaded extractor that snaps over 
the cartridge head as the bolt closes. Once 
again this differed from the Mauser-type, 
in which the cartridge head slides under 
the extractor as a cartridge is fed from the 
magazine. Another noteworthy aspect of 
the Mosin-Nagant’s bolt is that the bolt 
handle must be turned 90 degrees to open 
or close it, as is the case with the Mauser. 
The Lee-Enfield, on the other hand, only 
required turning the bolt 60 degrees to 
operate, thus speeding up the reload. 

One interesting aspect of the earliest 
Mosin-Nagant sights was that they were 
graduated in “arshins” (paces) and were 
equal to about 0.7 meters. Later sights 
were graduated in meters when the 
Red Army started producing the Model 
1891/30 version of the Mosin-Nagant. 
The hooded front sight was added to this 

version as well. This rifle was produced 
through the end of World War II, with a 
total production of almost 17.5 million. 

In 1938, a carbine version, the Model 
1938, which did not take a bayonet, was 
introduced. This carbine had proven so 
much handier and more popular with 
troops that, in 1944, the M1944 Carbine, 
upon which the Type 53 was based, 
entered service. 

Another distinctive feature of Mosin-
Nagant rifles present in the Type 53 is the 
use of slots in the stock, rather than sling 
swivels, for sling attachment. This eases 
manufacture but also is useful tactically 
as it eliminates the sound a sling swivel 
can make when the soldier is moving. The 
folding bayonet locks in place well 
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“It was in the hands  
of Chinese surrogates, 
especially the North  
Vietnamese Army (NVA) 
or Viet Cong, that the 
Type 53 saw most of  
its combat.”

ABOVE: The sight cover for the  
post front sight of the Type 53 is 
heavy-duty in construction.

ABOVE LEFT: The rear sight is a 
sliding tangent unit with a small “U” 
notch that works with the post front.

•  •  •

The Type 53 features a fixed, 
single-column mag that protrudes 
below the stock. It can be loaded 
singly or with stripper clips.



and does not rattle, either. The Type 53 
does well on a jump test. 

Differences between the Type 53 and 
the Model 1944 upon which it was based 
are very minor and include a cleaning 
rod that was 0.5 inches shorter than on 
the Type 53 and that also screwed in 
differently. Type 53s generally had stocks 
produced of a Chinese wood called “chu” 
that fared well in humid jungle climates. 
This stock was finished with a heavy var-
nish or shellac. This wood was also used 
on Chinese AK-47s. 

SHOOTING IMPRESSIONS
Century Arms has imported a group 

of Type 53 carbines that are available as I 
write this. Most show quite a bit of use and 
Century is not stating from whence they 
came, but the couple I’ve examined seem 
to be solid and in good working order. 

Among the noteworthy shooting char-
acteristics of the Type 53 is its muzzle 
heaviness due to the folding bayonet, 
which gives it a tendency to drop off tar-
get if held off-hand for too long. Another 
noticeable impairment to good shooting 
is the small U-shaped rear sight notch. 
The typical Mosin-Nagant safety, which 
is difficult to apply or remove quickly, 
would be better left off in combat as it is 
almost faster to operate the bolt to cham-
ber a round than to remove the safety, 
though operating the safety is quieter. Its 
operation would get surer with use, but I 
would imagine a lot of troops in combat 
carried the Type 53 with a round cham-
bered and the safety off, an invitation 

to negligent discharges. 
Having trained quite a few 
Third World troops over 
the years, I’ve seen many 
rifles carried set on full auto 
with the safety off, so carrying 
the Type 53 with the safety off 
and a round ready to go would not be a 
great surprise to me. I just always tried 
not to walk point! 

One pleasant surprise I’ve found 
with the Type 53 is that recoil with its 
7.62x54R round is not as onerous as I 
might have expected and seems to come 
straight back. I certainly wouldn’t rate 
recoil as any more noticeable than that 
of one of my 1903 Springfields. I should 
note, however, that Type 53 recoil seems 
to be more noticeable than that of the 
Model 91/30, and I wouldn’t want to 
shoot too many rounds off of a bench. 
Speaking of shooting the Type 53, cor-
rosive ammunition is relatively inexpen-
sive, but I would recommend some of the 
Wolf or other non-corrosive ammuni-
tion. On a positive note, even though 
the Century Arms Type 53 Carbines 
show a lot of use, the bolts operate very 
smoothly. Type 53s have been somewhat 
difficult to find for a while, so those at 
Century offer some collector appeal. 

FUELING THE REVOLUTION
This article allowed me to get reac-

quainted with the Type 53, as I’ve had it 
next to my desk while writing and have 
handled it dozens of times to remind me 
of its features. I’ve always found Mosin-
Nagants among the more interesting 
bolt-action military rifles, but the Model 
1944 and Type 53 Carbines have always 
been among my favorites. I think I find 
the Type 53 especially interesting as a 
reminder of the sometimes tenuous 
relations between the People’s Republic 
of China and the Soviet Union as well 
as the weapons supplied to Communist 
insurgents in various proxy wars. Think 
about it: China wanted to produce its 
own military rifle, but the Soviets sup-
plied them with older technology. As 
a result, the Chinese began producing 
what was already an obsolescent design 
in 1953. After only a few years, they 
replaced it with the Type 56 Rifle and 
Type 56 Carbine. The Type 53, then, 
became available to supply insurgents in 
Southeast Asia and around the world. It is 
still supplying some insurgents today. For 
more information, visit centuryarms.com 
or call 800-527-1252. n

GUERRILLA CARBINE

TYPE 53 CARBINE 
CALIBER: 7.62x54R
BARREL: 19.5 inches
OA LENGTH: 40.25 inches
WEIGHT: 9 pounds
STOCK: Wood
SIGHTS: Rear notch,  
 front hooded post
ACTION: Bolt action
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 5+1

MSRP: $179.95 

Specif ications:

Markings on Type 53 carbines, located 
on the barrel shank, indicate the  
provenance of particular samples.

This knurled knob on the bolt may be 
pulled back and rotated to operate the 
manual safety of the carbine.

The curved steel buttplate 
of the Type 53 is sturdy 
and solidly built, fitting 
snugly against the 
shooter’s shoulder.

•  •  •
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By Bruce N. Canfield

W
hen the United States entered World War 
I, in April 1917, our armed forces were 
woefully unprepared for the conflict. 
Among its myriad of challenges, our 
military faced a serious shortage of service 
rifles. There were about 600,000 M1903 

Springfield rifles (along with some 160,000 obsolescent 
U.S. .30-40 Krag rifles) in inventory at the start of the 
nation’s active involvement in the war. Production of 
the M1903 was immediately increased at both Spring-
field Armory and Rock Island Arsenal. However, it was 
soon apparent that production at these facilities would 
be inadequate to equip the rapidly growing number 
of recruits and draftees flooding into training camps 
across the country. 

 The War Department had two options for the pro-
curement of additional rifles. The first was to contract 
with domestic arms makers to manufacture the M1903 
rifle. However, it was soon realized that the lag time 
required to acquire the necessary production tooling 
and train a new workforce from scratch would be too 
great to eliminate the looming draconian shortage of 
rifles. The second option would be to seek another 
type of rifle with which to augment the standardized 
M1903. The government had little choice but to pursue 
the second option. Fortunately, however, there was a 
source of available rifles. Three American firms had 
just completed manufacturing sizeable numbers of the 
“Pattern 1914” .303 caliber rifle under British contract. 
The machinery and trained workforces were still 

M1917 
U.S. ENFIELD

Battle-born .30-06  
trench fighter that  
capably served  
American troops  
in both World Wars!

World War II U.S. Army 
soldier shouldering a 

M1917 rifle. Although 
not used as a front-

 line service rifle, the 
“U.S. Enfield” provided 

valuable yeoman-like 
service to our armed 

forces as training rifles 
and supplemental arms.

U.S. Army Military 
History Institute Photo
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M1917 
U.S. ENFIELD

essentially intact and could go into produc-
tion for the Pattern 1914 rifle for the U.S. 

government almost immediately. These firms 
were Remington, the Eddystone Rifle Plant (run 

by an affiliate of Remington) and Winchester.
While it was extremely fortuitous for the U.S. 

that these sources of rifles were available, the War 
Department was immediately faced with a quandary. 
Since it would take entirely too long for the three 
companies to tool up to make the M1903 rifle, the 
government initially considered adopting the British 
.303 caliber Pattern 1914 rifle. This would put the 
maximum number of rifles in the hands of our troops 
in the minimum amount of time. However, this 
course of action would result in logistical headaches 
by introducing an entirely new cartridge into Ameri-
can military service. Also, it was widely felt that the 
.303 was inferior to the U.S.’ .30 Springfield (.30-06). 
Almost by default, it was decided to adopt a version 
of the British rifle modified for the American .30-06 
round. However, it would take some time for the 
American arms engineers to finalize the engineering 
work required to change calibers, and the govern-
ment was criticized by some for delaying the delivery 
of the sorely needed rifles. In retrospect, however, 
this was unquestionably the correct choice. In 1919, 
the Assistant Secretary of War Benedict Crowell 
stated, “The decision to modify the Enfield was one 
of the great decisions of the executive prosecution of 
the war—all honor to the men who made it.” 

The classic U.S. M1917 
rifle in .30-06 Springfield 

was based off of the  
Pattern 1914 .303 built  

by U.S. firms for the  
British government. 

First World War U.S. 
“Doughboy” posing with 
his Model 1917 rifle. At 

the time of the Armistice 
in November, 1918, an 
estimated 75% of the 
Allied Expeditionary 

Force was armed with  
M1917 rifles.   

Stuart Mowbray Collection



M1917 U.S. ENFIELD
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“The Model 1917’s bolt 
handle had a distinctive 

‘crooked’ configuration in 
order to place the trigger 

finger closer to the bolt  
to speed manipulation 

of the action.”

The modified 
rifle was adopted as the 

“U.S. Rifle, Caliber .30, Model of 
1917.” Some people today refer to the 
weapon as the “Pattern 1917” or “P17” 
rifle. This appellation is factually and 
historically incorrect as the U.S. military 
never used the term “Pattern” or “P” 
to designate weapons. The rifle is also 
widely, but unofficially, referred to as the 
“U.S. Enfield” or “American Enfield” but 
the only official designations are “Model 
of 1917,” “Model 1917,” or “M1917.” 

The Pattern 1914’s bayonet was also 
adopted by the U.S. as the “Model of 
1917.” The bayonets were made by Win-
chester and Remington, but, for whatever 
reason(s), Eddystone did not manufac-
ture M1917 bayonets. Additionally, the 
U.S. military acquired some of the Pattern 
1914 bayonets and over-stamped the Brit-
ish markings with U.S. military markings.

In addition to criticism regarding 
the delay in production, there was a 
perception by some that the newly 
adopted rifle was not suitable for use by 
our armed forces. An example of this 
was an article in the The New York Times 
titled “Why our forces in France must 

use an inferior rifle.” The article cited a 
number of misleading, if not outright 
false, “facts” regarding the rifle. After the 
publication of the newspaper piece, Arms 
and the Man (predecessor to the National 
Rifle Association’s American Rifleman 
magazine), published an article soundly 
refuting The New York Times piece and 
explained the valid reasons that led to the 
adoption of the Model 1917 rifle.

Although both the Model 1903 and 
the Model 1917 were bolt-action rifles, 
there were several differences in the 
mechanisms. The Model 1917’s bolt 
handle had a distinctive “crooked” 
configuration in order to place the 
trigger finger closer to the bolt to speed 
manipulation of the action. Although 
it may have slightly aided in manually 
cycling the bolt, it is a bit amusing to 
note that one post-war War Department 
report vastly overstated the utility of the 
design by claiming “…by bending back 
the bolt, we had placed two men on the 
firing line where there was only one 
before.” In addition to the configuration 
of the bolt handle, another difference 
between the M1903 and the M1917 was 
that the latter retained the typical British 

(Top) The receiver area showing the  
distinctive “crooked” bolt handle.

(Left) A sectionalized Model 1917 receiver.

Second World War soldier 
training with a Model 1917 
rifle and a fixed Model 
1917 bayonet.

The Model 1917 bayonet and scabbard.
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“cock on closing” action rather than the 
more familiar (to Americans) “cock on 
opening” action of the M1903. 

Other complaints against the Model 
1917 included the fact that it was heavier 
and more cumbersome than the Model 
1903. Additionally, the Model 1917, unlike 
the M1903, did not have a magazine cut-
off. This meant that when the magazine 
was empty, the bolt would not close unless 
the follower was manually depressed. This 
could prove awkward in close-order drills, 
and some soldiers resorted to inserting 
a dime to keep the follower depressed. 
While admittedly a stop-gap measure, the 
problem was eventually alleviated by the 
introduction of a sheet-metal “magazine 
platform depressor.” Most of these 
complaints were due in large measure 
to unfamiliarity with the Model 1917 as 
compared to the well-known Model 1903.

INTERCHANGEABLE PARTS
Once the engineering work was 

finished, the three companies tooled up 
to manufacture the new rifle in quantity. 
From an engineering and technical 
standpoint, converting the rifle from .303 
to .30-06 was not particularly difficult. On 
May 10, 1917, the three primary contrac-
tors submitted prototype samples of the 
modified rifle to Springfield Armory for 
evaluation. Many of the parts were hand-
fitted, which resulted in substantial lack of 
interchangeable components. Interchange-
ability of parts had been a touchstone of 
the Ordnance Corps since the 1830s and 
this situation had to be improved before 
the Model 1917 rifle could go into full 
production. Even in light of the pressing 
demand for more rifles, the Ordnance 
Corps ordered that manufacture be 
postponed until the interchangeability 
problem could be satisfactorily addressed. 

On July 12, 1917, each manufacturer 
sent a second specimen to Springfield. 
Each sample reflected varying degrees of 
improvement in the interchangeability 
of parts, but it was determined that more 
refinement was needed. However, in 
light of the ever-growing demand for 
rifles, the Ordnance Corps gave each 
company the option of proceeding 
with mass production and working on 
the interchangeability issue along the 
way, or delaying manufacture until the 
problem could be rectified. Remington 
and Eddystone decided to hold off on 
mass production, but Winchester elected 
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to proceed at once. As events transpired, 
Winchester should have given the idea 
more thought. Assistant Secretary of War 
Crowell later commented, “It would have 
been well if the same course of action [wait 
for final specifications] had been followed 
at the Winchester plant, for word came 
later from Europe not to send over any 
rifles of Winchester manufacture during 
that period.”

Although the nagging interchange-
ability problems were never completely 
eliminated, once the standardized 
manufacturing tolerances and engineering 
drawings were completed, an acceptable 
95-percent interchangeability rate was 
reached and Model 1917 rifles began 
flowing from all three factories. Despite 
the initial problems with the Winchester-
made rifles, later production guns 
produced by the firm were equal in quality 
and interchangeability to the Remington 
and Eddystone rifles.

BATTLE BUILT
The M1917 rifle was 46.25 inches in 

length with a 26-inch barrel. The weapon 
weighed about 9.18 pounds and had a 
magazine capacity of six rounds. It could 
be loaded with the standard five-round 
Model 1903 rifle magazine charger (“strip-
per clip”). The folding leaf rear sight was 
adjustable for elevation but not windage. 
The front sight blade had two protective 
“ears” on either side. Although not as 
well-suited for match shooting as the 

M1903 rifle’s Model 1905 sight, the M1917 
sight was actually better for combat use. 
The stock and two-piece handguard 
assembly were constructed of oil-finished 
black walnut. The stock had grasping 
grooves on the forend. The major exterior 
metal components of the Model 1917 
rifles made by all three contractors were 
blued from the beginning through the end 
of production. The only exceptions were 
very late production Eddystone Model 
1917 rifles, which began to be factory 
Parkerized just prior to the Armistice in 
November 1918. However, most Model 
1917 rifles seen today will have Parkerized 
finishes due to the extensive post-WWI 
arsenal overhauls to which most of the 
rifles were subjected. The model designa-
tion, serial number and name of the 

manufacturer were stamped on top of the 
receiver ring. The first (approximately) 
5,000 Winchester-made rifles were only 
stamped “W,” but later examples were 
marked “Winchester.”

POST-WAR DEVELOPMENT
The combined output of the three 

civilian plants soon dwarfed production 
of the M1903 by Springfield Armory 
and Rock Island Arsenal, and the “U.S. 
Enfield” proved to be the predominate 
American service rifle of World War I. 
It has been estimated that at the time of 
the Armistice some 75 percent of the 
American Expeditionary Force was armed 
with M1917 rifles. Ordnance Corps docu-
ments reveal that 1,123,259 Model 1917s 
had been shipped to France. The vast 
majority of these rifles were acquired by 
the U.S. Army, but approximately 61,000 
were issued to the U.S. Marine Corps, 
604 to the U.S. Navy and 70,940 were on 
hand at various ordnance facilities and 
military installations. By the time produc-
tion ceased in 1919, a staggering total 
of 2,422,529 Model 1917 rifles had been 
manufactured.

Following the conclusion of World 
War I, the War Department evaluated 
whether the M1903 or the M1917 should 
be designated as the standard service 
rifle. There were good arguments on both 
sides. The M1917 had proven to be an 
excellent combat rifle and was available 
in large numbers. On the other hand, the 
M1903 was manufactured by government 
owned and operated facilities (Springfield 
Armory and Rock Island Arsenal) so any 
potential future production would not 
be affected by labor strikes, etc. Also, the 
M1903’s sights were better for target use, 
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Typical receiver mark-
ings on an Eddystone 
Model 1917 rifle.  
Late production 
Eddystone rifles were 
produced with a 
Parkerized finish.

•  •  •

(Left) Receiver 
markings on an early 

production Winchester 
Model 1917 receiver. 
(Right) Typical receiv-

er markings on later 
production Winchester 

Model 1917 rifle.

Close view of Model 1917 rear sight. 
Although not adjustable for windage, 
it was actually a better combat sight 
than of the Model 1903 Springfield.

M1917 U.S. ENFIELD



which was felt to be an important attribute 
for the post-WWI military. The “War to 
End All Wars” had just concluded, and it 
was believed that soldiers would spend 
more time on the rifle range than on 
the battlefield. Of course, that belief was 
shattered just a couple of decades later, 
but, for a variety of reasons, the M1903 
was retained as the standardized service 
rifle and the M1917 relegated to the war 
reserve stockpile. 

During the late 1930s, a fairly large 
number of M1917 rifles were sold to the 
government of the Philippines. During 
the early days of WWII, many more 
were provided to China. When the U.S. 
entered World War II, the M1 Garand 
was the standardized service rifle, but 
the demand quickly outstripped the 
supply and the M1917s, along with large 
numbers of M1903 rifles, were called back 
into service. Most of the M1917 rifles 
had languished in storage for over two 
decades and many needed refurbishment. 
Replacement barrels were manufactured 
during WWII by Johnson Automatics, 
Inc., the High Standard Manufacturing 

Company and Rock Island Arsenal for 
rebuild purposes. In addition to replacing 
barrels and other parts as needed, most of 
the formerly blued rifles were Parkerized 
as part of the overhaul process.

While the M1903 saw a surprising 
amount of combat service during WWII 
as a supplement to the M1, the M1917 
was used primarily for training purposes. 
After 1945, large numbers of M1917 rifles 
were sold via the Office of Director of the 
Civilian Marksmanship (DCM). Many 
were “sporterized” to make low-cost 

sporting and hunting rifles. The large 
number of rifles given to erstwhile allies 
before and during WWII, the widespread 
arsenal overhaul programs and the 
subsequent civilian modifications (“sport-
erizing”) have resulted in unaltered Model 
1917 rifles being surprisingly scarce today. 
Collector interest in the Model 1917 
has always been much less than for the 
M1903. However, unaltered specimens in 
nice condition are finally being recognized 
as desirable collectibles and price tags for 
premium examples are continually rising.

CALL TO SERVICE
The “American Enfield” is sometimes 

overlooked today when considering the 
important U.S. military rifles of the 20th 
century. However, with the centennial of 
World War I now at hand, the historic 
significance of the M1917 rifle should 
not be forgotten. It may not have been the 
first choice of the U.S. military, but in the 
dark days of 1917 and 1918, the M1917 
rifle provided valuable service to our 
“doughboys” at a time when they were 
sorely needed.  n

 2015 n  MILITARY SURPLUS   49    

MODEL OF 1917 ENFIELD  
CALIBER: .30-06 Springfield
BARREL: 26 inches
OA LENGTH: 46.25 inches
WEIGHT: 9.18 pounds (empty)
STOCK: Walnut
SIGHTS:  Rear folding leaf,  
 fixed front
ACTION: Bolt action
FINISH: Blued, Parkerized

CAPACITY: 6+1 

Specif ications:



- 

Although never officially adopted 
by a nation’s military, the C96 
“Broomhandle” Mauser has  
seen action around the world. 
From Europe to Asia, the C96 
has made its mark and is  
truly a legend to this day.

50   MILITARY SURPLUS n 2015  

Insets courtesy
Paul Scarlata



G enerally considered the second- 
oldest successful semi-auto pistol, 
the iconic Mauser C96 was devel-
oped and introduced in the 1890s 

and signaled the beginning of the modern era 
of the autoloading pistol. While the Borchardt 
C93 may have earned the title of being the first 
successful autoloader, it did not prove to be 
particularly popular (soon being overshadowed 
by the P.08 Luger pistol). Developed concurrently 
with the Borchardt pistol was a new .30-caliber 
“bottleneck” cartridge, the 7.65x25mm. This 
round featured a stepped neck like a modern 
rifle cartridge, and it proved to be a very capable 
round. In fact, a round almost identical to the 
Borchardt cartridge, the 7.63x25mm, soon there-
after found a home in the Mauser C96.

C96
BROOMHANDLE

This revolutionary 
7.63x25mm Mauser 

pistol heralded the era 
of the autoloader!
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Chambering the “bottle-
necked” 7.63x25mm, the C96 

“Broomhandle” Mauser was a 
revolutionary handgun that heralded the 

beginning of the era of the autoloader. 

By Robert Shell
PHOTOS BY STEVE WOODS



While the name of the renowned gunmaker 
Paul Mauser is indelibly attached to the famous 
C96 pistol (known popularly as the “Broom-
handle” due to the unique shape of the protrud-
ing pistol grip), he did not design the firearm. In 
fact, three brothers who worked at the Mauser 
factory developed the design over a period of 
several years, beginning in 1893. By March of 
1895 the brothers, Fidel, Friedrich and Josef 
Feederle, had a working prototype made, and by 
1896 Paul Mauser applied for patents in several 
countries as he quickly assessed the potential 
impact of such a revolutionary design.

UNFULFILLED PROMISE 
Manufacture of the 7.63x25mm C96 pistol 

began in 1896. Various prototypes were made 
with magazines with capacities ranging from 

as few as six to as many as 20 rounds. Most 
were designed to accept carbine-style shoulder 
stocks, if desired. These wooden shoulder stocks 
also doubled as holsters for the pistols. In early 
1897 full production began and the design was 
finalized. Interestingly, serial numbers were not 
always consecutive; at later dates they sometimes 
went back to the lower numbers. Despite the 
impressive capabilities of the C96, sales proved 
to be disappointing, especially to the German 
military as they preferred the Luger P.08 as it was 
easier to shoot and better balanced.

While no nation officially adopted the 
“Broomhandle” Mauser, they were used in one 
form or another by the militaries of a number 
of countries. However, between 1916 and 1918, 
150,000 Broomhandles were manufactured for 
Germany in the standard 9mm Luger chamber-

ing to supplement the short supply of P.08s, 
Germany’s official sidearm. They were ordered 

by the Die Gewehr-Prüfungskommission (Rifle 
Proving Commission) to make up for short-

ages and losses. They were marked with 
a red “9” on the grips to differentiate 
them from the 7.63x25mm models as 

they were externally similar. The Ger-
mans also produced a M712 Schnellfeuer, 

which is a full-auto 
version of the 
Broomhandle.

The Broom-
handles were 

manufactured from 1896 until 
1937. Following WWI, the Treaty of 

Versailles prohibited Germany from 
manufacturing military weapons. Full 
production resumed around May of 
1922 and continued until the late 1930s. 

C96 BROOMHANDLE
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ABOVE: Unlike most modern 
centerfire autopistols with 
reciprocating slides, the 
C96 featured a bolt that 
projected out of the upper 
assembly and back against 
the hammer when fired. 

ABOVE RIGHT: The C96 is 
clearly from a different era 
of handgun manufacturing, 
as shown by its intricately 
machined and fitted parts 
that would be prohibitively 
expensive to produce today.

•  •  •

The safety of the  
C96 “Broomhandle”  
is located above the 
grip and to the left of 
the hammer. Note its 
knurled, rounded top 
and reasonably low-
profile design.



According to some reports, all the produc-
tion records at the Mauser factory were 
destroyed in 1945. This makes it more 
difficult for collectors and historians to 
study the Mauser. However, it is estimated 
that a total of slightly more than a mil-
lion Mauser pistols were produced. This 
does not include Chinese versions or the 
Spanish Astra pistols. In addition, there 
were about a thousand carbine versions 
produced, and if you run across one today 
it would be a very valuable collector’s item. 

GUN DETAILS
To load the C96, you open the action 

and put the stripper clip in the groove 
machined directly into the barrel exten-
sion/upper receiver. Once the stripper 
clip is in, just shove the cartridges down 
into the magazine of the pistol. You can 
also single load rounds if desired. Once 
the safety, a lever located to the left of the 
hammer, is disengaged you are ready to 
shoot. Loading and shooting can be pretty 
quick once you get used to the system.

The C96 Mauser has a locked-breech, 
short-recoil system that is fairly strong 
and reliable. The rectangular bolt moves 
within the barrel extension, which was 
machined as a one-piece unit with the bar-
rel. Beneath the barrel is the locking piece, 
which is a one-piece steel block with a 
locking lug that engages a slot in the lower 
surface of the bolt. Shortly after produc-
tion resumed in 1922, it was changed to 
two corresponding slots and lugs, and it 
stayed that way until production ceased in 
the late 1930s. 

When a cartridge is fired, the recoil 
drives back the bolt, which is locked to the 
barrel extension by the bolt lock. When 
this happens, the bolt block pivots down-
ward to disengage the lugs and allows the 
bolt to travel rearward. This subsequently 
cocks the hammer and extracts the empty 
case out of the chamber. The case strikes 
the ejector, which is machined into the 
receiver, and throws the case away from 
the gun. The bolt coming forward picks 
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“Since the magazine 
is located in front of the 
triggerguard, the balance 
is different than most 
other autopistols.”



up a new round and re-engages the locking lugs 
as it closes. The inclined surface at the rear of the 
bolt meets the surface at the top of the lock frame, 
forcing the lugs to engage firmly. 

FUEL FOR THE FIRE
In 1930, Russia brought out the 7.62x25 Rus-

sian Tokarev round. Essentially, it has the same 
dimensions as the 7.63x25mm Mauser round, 
but therein lies a problem. The Tokerav round is 
0.5 millimeters shorter but otherwise the same. 
I use the same set of dies to reload both rounds. 
The newer Tokarev round is loaded 
somewhat hotter than the Mauser 
offering, making it dangerous to 
fire in a Broomhandle. The rounds 
look identical, but I must empha-
size again to not mix them up. 

Failure to heed this advice may result in a ruined 
pistol and injuries to the shooter and bystanders.

If you can’t find factory ammo for the C96 
and are a reloader, then you are in luck. Starline 
makes plenty of quality brass casings at a reason-
able price. Suitable bullets of various weights and 
styles are also available from Hornady, Speer and 
Sierra, among others. Cast bullets can also be 
successfully used with proper loads. For this test, 
I used some from Hornady and cast bullets from 
a couple of sources. Just to clarify, the Hornady 
bullets are swaged and are softer than the typical 
cast bullet. Shooting swaged bullets at higher 
velocities will lead up your barrel, so keep that in 
mind when working up loads.

My objective in making ammo for this pistol 
was to have something that approximated the 
military ballistics and would prove reliable. 

Keeping in mind that the design is over 
a century old and that my particular 
sample is about 85 years old, I didn’t try 
for the last foot-per-second in velocity. 
Rather, I wanted ammunition that was 
safe and enjoyable to shoot.

The ammuniton is easy to make by using 
regular reloading techniques. Belling the 
case mouth is necessary, especially with lead 
bullets. You can buy an inexpensive Lee die 

that has two inserts that cover almost 
any caliber that you will encounter, and it 
bells the case mouth just fine. Small pistol 
primers work fine, and I used Winchester 
primers for this shooting test. 
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“Manufacture of the 7.63x25mm 
C96 pistol began in 1896. Various 
prototypes were made with magazines 
with capacities ranging from as few 
as six to as many as 20 rounds.”

ABOVE: The sturdy rear 
sight assembly of the C96  
is a sliding tangent unit 
with a notch that is ad-
justable out for distance. 
Although optimistic for a 
pistol, the 7.63x25mm 
chambering did warrant 
longer-range markings.

ABOVE RIGHT: The front 
sight of the pistol is a 
thick inverted “V” unit 
attached to a band around 
the thin, protruding barrel. 
The simple front sight 
mates well with the ad-
vanced rear sight unit  
of the pistol.

•  •  •

Loading of the standard C96 “Broom-
handle” pistol was accomplished 
through the use of stripper clips. Lock 
back the bolt, insert the clip and push 
the rounds down into the magazine.

C96 BROOMHANDLE



Shooting the gun proved to be an 
interesting experience. Since the magazine 
is located in front of the triggerguard, the 
balance is different than most other auto-
pistols. The recoil was very mild, enabling 
me to shoot accurately and have long 
shooting sessions. The trigger pull isn’t too 
bad for such a gun, though the hammer 
fall is a little heavy. It is a typical single-
action auto, meaning you cock the ham-
mer for the first shot and then pull the 
trigger for each succeeding shot. The gun 
can be fired rapidly without any problems, 
though the muzzle will climb a little. 

FINAL THOUGHTS
 When you take something like a 

Broomhandle to the range, it generally 
attracts a crowd. Some of the more knowl-
edgeable shooters may know what you 
have, but the majority of shooters do not 
have a clue. I get some pleasure in explain-
ing what it is and letting other shooters 
try it out. They get a kick out of shooting 
the antique, and sharing knowledge with 
other shooters is what it’s all about. Many 
shooters don’t often get the chance to 
shoot such a neat gun.

How good is the Broomhandle? While 
it may not have been initially successful 
upon its release, overshadowed by follow-
up designs in Europe such as the P.08 
Luger and the American 1911 pistol, it still 
deserves a place of honor in the history of 
firearms development. Although ungainly 
looking and a bit odd in the handling 
department, the “Broomhandle” heralded 
a new age of autopistol design that would 
soon overtake the military and later police 
and civilian markets to supplant the 
revolver. Proving that an autopistol could 
reliably deliver potent power, the C96 
Mauser set the stage for the future.  n
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“BROOMHANDLE”  
MAUSER C96
CALIBER: 7.63x25mm
BARREL: 5.5 inches
OA LENGTH: 12.3 inches
WEIGHT: 40 ounces
GRIPS: Wood
SIGHTS: Inverted “V” front,  
 notch tangent rear
ACTION: SA
FINISH: Blued

CAPACITY: 10+1 

Specif ications:
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By Bruce N. Canfield

  M1903A4 
SNIPER

Developed in the 
desperate early days 

of World War II, 
this Remington- 

produced rifle earned 
a place of honor on 

the battlefield.

Remington M1903A4 sniper rifle with a 
Weaver M73B1 riflescope mounted and 
M1907 leather sling attached.
(Top left) U.S. Army paratrooper with 
M1903A4 sniper rifle in North Africa, WWII.

U.S. Army 
Photo
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  M1903A4 
SNIPER

It soon became apparent that a telescopic-sighted snip-
ing rifle was needed by our combat troops overseas. The 
Marine Corps had a relative handful of M1903 rifles fitted 
with Winchester A5 scopes or slightly improved Lyman 
5A scopes, but the U.S. Army did not have a standard-
ized sniping rifle in inventory. The Army had previously 
utilized M1903s fitted with an unusual prismatic telescopic 
sight made by the Warner & Swasey Company, but these 
proved to be less than ideal and were withdrawn from 
service in the 1920s.

It would seem that the obvious solution to filling the 
sniper rifle void that existed early in World War II would 
be to develop a telescopic-sighted M1 Garand. However, 
there was a major drawback to this course of action, 
aside from the shortage of M1 rifles in general. The M1’s 
top-loading en bloc clip design made the typical method 
of mounting a telescope over the receiver impractical. 
Several designs to address this problem were evaluated, but 
this did not immediately help with the pressing demand 
for sniper rifles. In 1942, the Ordnance Department con-
tracted with Remington Arms Company for the allocation 
of 20,000 M1903 rifles from the company’s production line 
for conversion to sniper rifles. Soon after this contract was 
granted, Remington began production of the simplified 
M1903A3, which differed from its predecessor in a num-
ber of respects including extensive use of stamped metal 
parts and a receiver-mounted rear sight. It was decided to 
base the new bolt-action sniper rifle on the Model 1903A3, 
rather than the Model 1903 as originally planned.

AT THE TIME OF THE ATTACK 
ON PEARL HARBOR, the standardized 
U.S. military service rifle was the semi-automatic 
M1 Garand. However, for the first couple of 
years of America’s active involvement in World 
War II, the M1 was in short supply. In order to 
help ease the troublesome shortage of rifles, 
the Ordnance Department contracted with 
Remington Arms Company to put the dated, 
yet reliable, bolt-action Model 1903 rifle back 
into production. 



OFFICIALLY ADOPTED
On January 14, 1943, the “U.S. Rifle, 

Caliber .30, M1903A4 (Snipers)” was 
officially adopted and put into production 
by Remington. The ’A4 sniper rifle was 
essentially identical to the ’A3 service rifle 
except that the bolt handle was concavely 
forged to provide the necessary clearance 
for the telescopic sight. Although milling 
cuts were present, no front sight was 
mounted. Interestingly, the standard “U.S. 
Remington Model 03-A3” markings were 
retained, although they were stamped on 
the extreme left side of the receiver in 
order to be visible with the scope mount 
in place. Likewise, the serial number 
was applied to the extreme right side of 
the receiver. It has been reported that 
the “03-A3” nomenclature was retained 
so that any rifles proving insufficiently 
accurate for use as sniper arms could be 
easily converted to standard service rifle 
configuration. The unique placement of 
these markings makes creating a convinc-
ing bogus M1903A4 rifle quite unlikely.

In order to expedite production of the 
new sniper rifle it was decided to utilize 
existing commercial components as much 
as possible. The Redfield Company’s 
popular “Junior” scope mount was selected 
for use with the weapon. The Redfield 
mount attached to the standard 03-A3’s 
dovetail rear sight base. Standard Redfield 
rings were fitted and the scope could be 
easily removed when necessary.

The most readily available telescope for 
the new rifle was judged to be the Weaver 
330C, which, along with the Redfield 
mount, was a popular civilian model. The 
330C was 2.2x power with easily adjustable 
external “click” knobs for windage and 
elevation and a crosshair reticle. Early 
production M1903A4s left the factory with 
“off the shelf ” 330C scopes acquired from 
Weaver and from various commercial 

suppliers. Many of these were hand-etched 
on the tube with the scope’s serial number 
(not related to the rifle serial number). 
The Ordnance Department contracted 
with Weaver for additional 330C scopes, 
which were standardized by the govern-
ment as the “M73B1” and so marked. It 
is reported that a few Weaver M8 scopes 
(marked “330-M8”) were also procured 
by Weaver for use with some ’A4 sniper 
rifles. The M8 was similar to the 330C/
M73B1 and differed chiefly in that it had 
a tapered-post reticle, rather than a cross-
hair type, and the windage and elevation 

knobs were screwdriver-adjustable unlike 
the finger-adjustable knobs on the 330C/
M73B1 scopes. Leather lens covers were 
acquired for issue with all types of the 
Weaver scopes.

RIFLE DETAILS
The first few thousand M1903A4 rifles 

had four-groove barrels, but in order to 
speed up production two groove-barrels 
were subsequently used. Prior testing had 
demonstrated no appreciable difference 
in accuracy between the two types of 
barrels. The ’A4 rifle utilized “Type C” 
(full pistol grip) stocks which had a recess 

for the handguard ring and were routed 
out for the concave bolt handle. Initial 
production rifles utilized Type C stocks 
made by Springfield Armory, which were 
marked “S” in the cut-off recess. The left 
side of the stock was stamped “RA” (Rem-
ington Arms) and “FJA” (Colonel Frank J. 
Atwood, head of Remington’s Ordnance 
District) along with the Ordnance Depart-
ment’s “crossed cannons” escutcheon. 
Remington later used some Type C stocks 
manufactured by the Keystone Company 
(marked “K” in the cut-off recess). Some 
late production ’A4 rifles were shipped 
from the factory with semi-pistol grip 
stocks, informally referred to as “scant 
grip” stocks, although the majority of rifles 
were fitted with the full pistol grip Type C 
stock. Other than these later production 
’A4 rifles, the scant grip stocks were only 
utilized for rebuild purposes. 

SCOPE ISSUES
Although production of the new sniper 

rifles proceeded fairly well at Remington, 
deliveries were severely hampered by the 
lack of telescopes. Large numbers of the 
badly needed rifles languished in storage 
at the Remington plant awaiting telescopes 
from Weaver. When the M1903A4 sniper 
rifles began to be issued to overseas 
combat troops as production and shipping 
permitted, complaints about the weapon 
began to be received. Some of these were 
of a rather minor nature, such as the fact 
that the screw that held the scope to the 
mount could be easily lost. The most fre-
quent and most serious complaint centered 
on the most fundamental component of a 
sniper rifle: the telescopic sight.

Although the 330C was a popular civil-
ian scope and was adequate for weekend 
use on a hunting rifle, it was not sturdy 
enough for the rigors inherent in combat. 
The relatively low 2.2x power and lack of 
waterproofing were also frequent criti-
cisms. In order to rectify the problems, 
military contract versions of the Lyman 
“Alaskan” telescopes, standardized as the 
“M81” (cross-hair reticle) and “M82” 
(tapered-post reticle), were authorized for 
use with the M1903A4 rifle, and a number 
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M1903A4 sniper rifle with 
“scant grip” stock.

U.S. Army troops in the Phillipines, circa 
1945. The soldier in the front is carrying an 
M1903A4 sniper rifle. Based upon the 
classic 1903 Springfield rifle, the design 
served admirably in combat.

M1903A4 SNIPER RIFLE

U
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of rings were procured for these scopes. 
However, the M81 and M82 scopes were 
also in short supply and those that were 
available were earmarked for the newly 
developed M1C Garand sniper rifle. As 
was the case with the M1903A4, issuance 
of the M1C was severely hampered due 
to a shortage of telescopes, and a number 
of the semi-automatic Garand sniper 
rifles remained in storage at Springfield 
Armory waiting for scopes. Therefore, 
perhaps with very few exceptions, the 
M1903A4 sniper rifles were only issued 
during World War II with the Weaver 
telescopes. 

SERVICE LEGACY
The M1903A4 was in production by 

Remington from February 1943 through 
June 1944, with a total production of 
28,365 rifles. The first block of serial 
numbers assigned to ’A4 production 

was 3,409,088 through 3,427,087. As 
production increased, the second block 
of numbers was assigned: 4,000,001 
through 4,015,000. Some serial numbers 
from the second block duplicated serial 
numbers of some M1903A3 rifles made 
by Remington, and the ’A4 rifles with 
duplicate serial numbers had a “Z” prefix 
added. These are typically referred to by 
collectors today as “Z block” rifles. 

Despite its limitations, the M1903A4 
saw use in virtually every theater of 
World War II and was the only sniping 
rifle used by the U.S. Army with the 
exception of a literal handful of M1Cs 
during the closing days of the war in 
the Pacific. There is evidence that the 
U.S. Marine Corps acquired some ’A4 
rifles during the war, but any use by the 
Corps would have been limited. Although 
some of the earlier M1903 rifles with 
Winchester A5 or Lyman 5A scopes 
were used by the Marines in some of the 
early campaigns of the war, the primary 
USMC sniping rifle of World War II was 
a Springfield M1903A1 fitted with an 8x 
Unertl target-type scope. 

During the immediate post-war 
period, the M1C became the standardized 
U.S. Army and Marine Corps sniping 
rifle, and the M1903A4 was relegated to 
“Limited Standard” status. This meant that 
the rifles in inventory could continue in 
use as required but no new weapons of 
this type would be procured. The outbreak 
of the Korean War in 1950 resulted in 
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SPRINGFIELD MODEL 1903A4 
CALIBER: .30-06 Springfield
BARREL: 24 inches
OA LENGTH: 43.2 inches
WEIGHT: 9.3 pounds
STOCK: Walnut
SIGHTS: None, telescopic sights
ACTION: Bolt action
FINISH Parkerized

CAPACITY: 5+1 

Specif ications:

One of the notable characteristics of the M1903A4 sniper rifle is the offset location 
of the serial number on the forward portion of the receiver. 



some M1903A4 sniper rifles being called 
back into service along with the Marines’ 
M1903A1/Unertl rifles and the M1C 
Garand sniper rifles. While most of the 
’A4s used in Korea retained their World 
War II vintage Weaver scopes, it is believed 
that some may have been fitted with M81 
and M82 telescopes during this period. 
After the Korean War, the standardized 
American military telescope was the M84, 
and the sight was authorized for use on the 
M1903A4, M1C and M1D sniper rifles.

In the post-Korean War period, 
the vast majority of M1903A4 rifles 
were overhauled at several ordnance 
facilities. The rebuild procedure generally 
consisted of replacing any worn, broken 
or superseded parts, including (and 
especially) barrels and stocks. Many of 
the rifles were also re-Parkerized 
as part of the overhaul process. 
The World War II-era Weaver 
scopes were removed and replaced 
with M84 scopes. The M84 is the only 
telescope confirmed to have been issued 
with M1903A4 rifles after the conclusion 
of the Korean War. As the U.S. began the 
military build-up in Southeast Asia in the 
early 1960s, a number of the M1903A4 
rifles were sent to Vietnam and saw use 
in the early stages of the conflict. As more 
modern sniper arms came into inventory, 
the ’A4s were phased out of service. It is 
interesting to note that as late as 1970 the 
U.S. Army continued to print a technical 
manual for the M1903A4 sniper rifle.

Beginning in the early 1960s, some 
of the ’A4 rifles were declared surplus 
and sold via the Office of the Director of 
Civilian Marksmanship (DCM) Program. 
Most, if not all, of these rifles were sold 
without telescopes. It has been reported 
that after the Kennedy assassination in 
1963, all of the telescopes were removed 
from the ’A4 rifles and destroyed. In 
recent years, the successor of the DCM, 
the Civilian Marksmanship Program 
(CMP) sold a number of M1903A4 rifles 
(also without scopes) to qualified buyers.
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Unlike the M8 scope with its screwdriver-adjustable windage and elevation knobs, 
the Weaver M73B1 featured finger-adjustable knobs. 

The Weaver M73B1, the military-issue version of the 
company’s 330C scope, is shown here with Redfield 
rings and leather lens covers.

After the Korean War, the standardized American military scope became the M84. 
It is shown here on a post-WWII rebuilt M1903A4 rifle.

Shown is the seldom-seen Weaver “330-M8” scope. It is very similar to the M73B1, 
and differs mainly in that it featured a tapered-post reticle.

M1903A4 SNIPER RIFLE



AUTHENTICITY
Today the M1903A4 rifle is a very 

popular collectible and prices have risen 
quite rapidly in a relatively short period of 
time. Since many of these rifles are missing 
their original telescopes, and since genuine 
M73B1 scopes are quite uncommon 
“on the loose” today, many collectors are 
searching in vain to find examples with 
which to complete their ’A4 rifles. This has 
resulted in a number of subsequent civilian 
owners fitting their rifles with telescopes 
that were never military issue. In order to 
“explain away” a non-standard scope on 
an ’A4 rifle, a number of incorrect theories 
have been postulated. The most common 
misconception seems to be the claim 
that almost any scope could be correct 
on a M1903A4 rifle because, due to the 
pressing need during WWII, the Army was 
grabbing any non-standard scopes avail-
able in order to ship the rifles to combat 
units. This simply wasn’t the case. Only 
standardized scopes were fitted to the ’A4 
rifles under military auspices. There are 
also cases today of unscrupulous individu-
als applying bogus military markings on 
Weaver commercial telescopes in order to 
meet collector demand. 

Although a relic of days past, the 
M1903A4 was manufactured in larger 
numbers than all other U.S. military sniper 
rifles combined. It may not have been the 
best sniper rifle of World War II, but it is 
a historic and noteworthy weapon and 
should be recognized for the contributions 
it made to winning the greatest war in the 
history of mankind.  n
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M1903A4  
CONFIRMED SCOPES
WORLD WAR II 
• Weaver 330C (no other type), most 

with hand-etched serial numbers
• Weaver M73B1 (with or without added 

serial numbers)
• Weaver M8 (not definitively  

documented, but a few are believed  
to have been used)

KOREAN WAR
• WWII Weaver scopes
• M81 and M82 (limited use)

POST-KOREAN WAR
• M81 and M82 (very limited use)
• M84 (by far the most common) 

 
The use of any other type of telescope  
with the M1903A4 by the U.S. military is 
unconfirmed and highly unlikely.
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TOP 15 
SURPLUS GUN 
UPGRADES

Needless to say, the charm of a classic 
 military surplus gun is its history. Every 
etch on the stock or scratch in the finish 
tells a story about where it has been and 

what it has done. However, there are circumstances 
where non-permanent modifications to these old 
warhorses can give them a new lease on life. For 
example, outfitting a military surplus rifle with a 
modern, high-tech stock or a handgun with new 
grips can make it into a modern shooter that is 
more useful, comfortable and user-friendly for 
a day on the range. Following is a round up of 
some of today’s modern options for your classic 
surplus firearm.

Update your classic warhorse 
with some of today’s top accessories!

By Robert Sadowski

ALTAMONT HI-POWER SUPER WALNUT GRIPS 
Altamont is well known for manufacturing high-quality gun grips. 
The Super Walnut grips for the Browning Hi-Power are similar to 
the classic Hi-Power grip, except they are smooth with a brilliant 
wood figure. Slimmer than the classic Hi-Power grip, the Super 
Walnut feels good in hand and can make the old Browning look 
fresh. (altamontco.com; 800-626-5774)

APEX WALTHER 
P.38/P.1 GRIPS 
Some 76 years ago, the Walther 
P.38 was a cutting-edge, high-tech 
combat pistol used by German 
troops during WWII. After the 
war, and renamed the P.1, the 
Walther continued to serve in 
the German military and with 
German LE agencies. Apex Gun 
Parts has original P.1-style grips 
to replace cracked or broken 
grips. Made of black-checkered 
polymer and with a slot for 
a lanyard, the Apex grip is a 
factory original removed from 
service pistols. (apexgunparts.
com; 719-481-2050)

Image Courtesy  
W. Darrin Weaver



 2015 n  MILITARY SURPLUS   63    

TOP 15 
SURPLUS GUN 
UPGRADES

ATI ENFIELD STOCK
Update the classic Enfield No.1 Mk III rifle with 
a two-piece, glass-reinforced polymer stock with 
Monte Carlo cheekrest. The stock is scratch resis-
tant, has a checkered grip and forearm as well as 
a 3M Soft Touch checkrest on the raised Monte 
Carlo comb for more shooting comfort. Two 
sling swivel studs and a recoil pad are included. 
The Enfield Monte Carlo Stock installs quickly 
and is available in black or dark earth brown. 
(atigunstocks.com; 800-925-2522)

ATI SKS FIBERFORCE STOCK
ATI’s completely ambidextrous Fiberforce stock 
for SKS rifles has a familiar Dragunov design 
appearance due to its thumbhole, skeletonized 
stock and vented handguard. The pistol grip has 
a textured pad for improved grip when shooting 
and the adjustable cheekrest allows for a better 
cheekweld and eye alignment when shooting 
with optics. The cheekrest also has a storage 
compartment for cleaning supplies. The stock 
is constructed of lightweight, glass-reinforced 
polymer and fits most SKS barreled actions. 
Available in black, desert tan or destroyer gray. 
(atigunstocks.com; 800-925-2522)

BOYDS’ FEATHERWEIGHT 
MOSIN-NAGANT STOCK
Boyds’ sporter thumbhole stocks are made from 
laminated wood for strength and beauty. The 
stock is inletted to accept a barreled action from 
a Mosin-Nagant 91/30. Other models may fit, but 
minor additional fitting may be required. Being a 
sporter stock, it is not inletted for barrel bands, but 
can be fitted to accept most barreled actions. The 
thumbhole design allows for comfortable shoot-
ing in a variety of positions. Stocks feature Boyds’ 
0.5-inch-thick recoil pad. The Featherweight stock 

is available in forest camo, nutmeg, pepper and 
Royal Jacaranda. (boydsgunstocks.com; 
605-996-5011)

CRIMSON TRACE LG-309
The classic Browning Hi-Power 

is enhanced with the Crimson 
Trace LG-309 rubber over-molded 

laser sight grip. The laser is turned on by 
dual activation pads, making it completely 
ambidextrous. The grips allow for a normal 
shooting position and laser activation. Pow-
ered by two #2032 batteries, the expected 
battery life is over four hours. The laser 
is factory sighted at 50 feet. The grip is 
constructed of polymer and rubber, and it 
completely replaces the factory grip. 
(crimsontrace.com; 800-442-2406)

“Outfitting a military surplus 
rifle with a modern, high-tech 
stock or a handgun with new 
grips can make it into a modern 
shooter that is more useful, 
comfortable and user-friendly.”
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CRIMSON TRACE LG-480 
LASERGRIPS (WALTHER PP, PPK/S)

Outfitting the famous Walther PP and PPK/S series 
of pistols from the late 1920s with Crimson Trace LG-408 Laser-
grips brings each series squarely into the 21st century. Slim and 
snag free, the Lasergrips replace factory grips and feature a check-
ered texture. The laser is activated by an activation pad located on 
the pistol’s front grip strap; it is easily turned on by pressing with 
the index finger of the shooting hand. Completely ambidextrous, 
the Lasergrip is constructed of polymer. The activation pad is 
over-molded rubber. (crimsontrace.com; 800-442-2406)

CRIMSON TRACE LG-917
Designed to fit the classic 1911 pistol, the LG-917 

Master Series Lasergrip from Crimson Trace combines 
cutting-edge laser design with classic good looks. 
Featuring cocobolo side panels, the grip features 
frontstrap activation for ease of use and simplified 
operation, and the grip is cut for ambidextrous safeties. 
The laser, powered by two #2025 batteries, is a 5mW 
red laser unit housed at the top of the right-hand panel 
grip. (crimsontrace.com; 800-442-2406)

ERGO WARRIOR GRIP 
The Warrior Grip is designed to give the 
1911 platform pistol a new, sure grip that 
works dry or wet. Constructed of a rigid 
polymer frame with soft rubber inserts 
molded in, the Warrior Grip enhances a 
user’s control. The slotted texture pattern 
offers good purchase. Give Uncle Sam’s 
favorite .45 a new look. Finish choices are 
black and dark earth brown. (ergogrips.net; 
877-281-3783)

TAPCO SKS STOCK SYSTEM RAILED
The TAPCO SKS railed stock system instantly modernizes a dated mil-spec 
SKS rifle and counts as three 922(r) compliance parts. Using TAPCO’s Intra-
fuse SKS stock, the system features a six-position T6 buttstock, a SAW-style 
pistol grip and an upper handguard with a Picatinny-style rail located at 
the 12 and 6 o’clock positions. Other models offer bayonet slots or a smooth 
gripping surface in place of the bottom rail. With the stock fully extended, 
the length of pull is 14.75 inches; it is 11.5 inches when collapsed, so it will 
adjust to fit shooters of different stature. The system is available in black, 
olive drab or dark earth brown. (tapco.com; 800-554-1445)

KIMBER ROSEWOOD 
DOUBLE DIAMOND GRIPS
The Double Diamond 1911 grip from 
Kimber is manufactured from exotic 
rosewood and features  
the classic double  
diamond checkering 
pattern. The grip is 
cut to accommodate 
ambidextrous safeties 
and will fit Kimber’s Cus-
tom, Pro and Ultra+ model 
pistols. It will also fit Government and 
Commander models of almost any brand of 
mil-spec 1911 pistol. (kimberamerica.com; 
888-243-4522)
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VZ HI-POWER GRIPS
VZ Grips give the 80-year-
old Hi-Power design a new 
look and literally a new 
feel. Four grip styles—320, 
Diamond Back, Pro Slim and 
Simonich Gunner—made 
from G10 laminate offer 

specific grip textures for 
specific uses. The 320 has 
a smooth, comfortable 
texture that is well suited 
for concealed carry. The 
Diamond Back grip has 
a very aggressive texture, 
making it best for tactical 
situations. It is also slimmer 
than original Hi-Power 
grips. The Pro Slim grips are 
also slimmer than factory 

originals and offer a medium 
texture that provides a good 
all-around grip texture. The 
golf ball-like texture of the 
Simonich Gunner grips is 
very aggressive to provide 
maximum grip retention 
and is intended for tactical 
use with or without gloves 
as well as action-shooting 
competitions. Depending on 
the grip style, finish choices 
are black, hyena brown, 
army green, battleship gray, 
earth brown, military brown, 
desert sand and tiger stripe. 
(vzgrips.com; 850-422-1911)

VZ 1911 DOUBLE DIAMOND 
ROSEWOOD GRIPS
VZ manufactures the classic double 

diamond checkered pattern for 1911-style pistols in 
elegantly figured rosewood. The grips fit full-size 1911-style 

frames—Government and Commander models—from most 
1911 manufacturers. Thickness options include standard 
thickness or a thinner slim-line thickness. The beveled bottom 
is standard, but mag well, round bottom and bobtail bottom 
options are available. A thumb notch magazine release option 
and cutouts for an ambidextrous safety are other options. The 
checkering is a medium texture. (vzgrips.com; 850-422-1911)

MAGPUL MOE 1911GRIPS
The Magpul MOE 1911 grips 
were designed with input from 
Magpul’s training division 
instructors who wanted a 1911 
grip with advanced features to 
improve control. Constructed of 
heavy-duty reinforced polymer, 
the MOE 1911 grips have an 
aggressive texture for more 
positive control with dry or 
wet hands and a pronounced 
magazine release cutout. The 
grips work with pistols equipped 
with ambidextrous safeties and 
fit full-size 1911s with standard 
grip screw bushings. (magpul.
com; 877-462-4785)

NIGHTHAWK COCOBOLO  
DOUBLE DIAMOND GRIPS
Known for its custom 1911 pistols, 
Nighthawk’s Coco Bolo Double  
Diamond grips reflect the same 
attention to detail the company 
puts into its pistols. The grips 
are manufactured from exotic 
cocobolo wood and are available 
in either thin or standard thick-
ness. They fit most Officer- and 
Government-size 1911 frames. 
They are also cut for use with 
ambidextrous thumb safeties. 
The Nighthawk logo is laser 
engraved in the center of each grip. 
(nighthawkcustom.com; 877-268-4867) 

n



66   MILITARY SURPLUS n 2015  

A great selection of movies and TV miniseries have 
brought classic wartime weapons to the screen. 
From epics like (above, left to right) Band of Brothers, 
Enemy at the Gates, Sands of Iwo Jima and 
Windtalkers, to (clockwise from right) classics 
like Downton Abbey, The Pacific, Letters from Iwo 
Jima and Saving Private Ryan, these wartime 
weapons are getting some starring roles.
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SURPLUS
ON SCREEN
Some of the world’s greatest 
wartime weapons are the stars of 
top Hollywood blockbusters!

I
T STARTED in junior high school. Back in the 
1970s, because the school didn’t want us out buying 
drugs on Friday nights, they would show a movie 
in the cafeteria. Of course, it was almost always a 
war movie—The Dirty Dozen, Kelly’s Heroes, Where 
Eagles Dare—I guess they figured they had histori-

cal value as well. Me? I was hooked on World War II mov-
ies after that, and the World At War Time-Life books that 
were just hitting the newsstands sealed the deal with cover 
headlines like “Blitzkrieg!”

By John Fasano

 •   P H O T O S  B Y  H O L L Y W O O D  S C R E E N L A N D   •



The only problem was that movies 
like The Dirty Dozen, which had Lee 
Marvin being assigned a dozen convicted 
criminals to train and lead on a mission to 
wipe out German officers, had characters 
armed solely with M3 “Grease Guns” 
against Nazi forces armed mostly with MP 
40s, creating a battle between the WWII 
subguns. It wasn’t until I saw the movie 
Patton that I realized the M1 Garand—not 
the Thompson—was our main battle 
weapon in the war.

For those who want to see classic 
wartime weapons in action there are many 
good options out there in today’s film 
world. A good example is 2001’s Enemy 
At The Gates, a gripping true-life story of 
two snipers going head to head during the 
Battle of Stalingrad. Jude Law plays Rus-
sian sniper Vassili Zaitsev and Ed Harris is 
German sniper Major Erwin König. The 
film has Law, armed with a Mosin-Nagant 
91/30 sniper rifle, play a game of cat-and-
mouse with Harris’ König and his Mauser 
Karabiner 98K sniper rifle. 

Another lost story of the war was dra-
matized in 2005’s The Great Raid. Towards 
the end of WWII, nearly 500 American 
soldiers had been captives in a Japanese 
POW camp for three years. Benjamin Law 
& Order Bratt, James Spider-Man Franco, 
Mark Legend of Butch and Sundance Con-

suelos and Joseph Enemy At The Gates 
Fiennes portray a force of Army Rangers 
and Filipino guerilla fighters. Armed with 
everything from M1903 Springfields to 
M1918 Browning Automatic Rifles, they 
set out to accomplish one of the great-
est victories of the war. Fans of surplus 
Japanese arms will be glad to see a wealth 
of Nambu Type 14 pistols and Type 38 
and 99 Arisaka rifles in the hands of the 
Japanese forces. 

Director Clint Eastwood even gave us 
the war in the Pacific from the Japanese 
point of view in Letters From Iwo Jima, 
his companion piece to Flags Of Our 
Fathers. Letters follows the Japanese sol-
diers through the course of the battle and 
features the full breadth of issue Imperial 
Navy and Army weapons, including Type 
14 Nambus, “baby” Nambus, Arisaka 99 
rifles and light and heavy machine guns. 
The U.S. forces in both films were armed 
with ’03 Springfields, M1 Carbines, M1A1 
Thompsons and Garands. 

While technical advisors have tried to 
keep Hollywood honest about the weapons 
of war, the film that changed it all in terms 
of battlefield realism was Steven Spielberg’s 
Saving Private Ryan, in 1998. The film’s 
brutal depiction of the Normandy Beach 
landings took war movies to the next level. 
After surviving the carnage of D-Day, 

a group of U.S. soldiers, including Tom 
Black Hawk Down Sizemore, Vin Fast & 
Furious Diesel and Barry The Green Mile 
Pepper as a left-handed sniper, are led by 
Tom Hanks’ Captain Miller behind enemy 
lines to retrieve a paratrooper—Matt The 
Bourne Identity Damon—whose brothers 
have all been killed in action.

REAL-WORLD FIREPOWER
Director/writer John Milius, of Red 

Dawn and The Wind And The Lion fame, 
always told me he wished that Saving 
Private Ryan had been even more realistic, 
claiming that in actuality they would 
have selected a couple of men from Ryan’s 
forward group to escort him back, giving 
them a real reason to gripe along the way 
in seeing their progress toward Berlin 
halted. Milius’ own entry to the World 
War II genre is Farewell to the King. Based 
on a book by Pierre Schoendoerffer, this 
1989 film featured British advance scouts 
Nigel Chariots Of Fire Havers and Frank 
48 Hours McRae arriving on a Pacific 
Island to discover that U.S. Army deserter 
Nick Nolte has become “king” to a village 
of headhunters. The British want to use 
the village in the fight against Japanese 
forces occupying the nearby islands, and, 
like all Milius movies, there is an amaz-
ing arsenal used by the combined U.S., 
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“It wasn’t until I saw the movie Patton  
that I realized the M1 Garand—not the Thompson— 
was our main battle weapon in the war.”

The finale of Saving Private Ryan saw Tom Hanks and Matt Damon 
making a last stand with some classic weapons of war.

The British Comedy, BlackAdder starring Rowan Atkinson,  
had its own selection of classic military arms on display.



British and Australian troops, including 
Lee-Enfield No. 1 Mk IIIs, No. 5 Jungle 
Carbines, Stens, Thompsons, Bren Guns 
and the folding-stock M1A1 Carbine used 
by Havers as his primary weapon. 

But Milius’ greatest contribution to 
the concept of military surplus in Hol-
lywood has to be a film he produced called 
Uncommon Valor. In this 1983 film, Gene 
Hackman gets together a small group of 
Vietnam vets to go into Laos and rescue 
POWs he believes are still being held there. 
While the group, which includes Fred 
Tremors Ward, Reb Brown and Patrick 
Road House Swayze, trains with modern 
M16, they find their weapons are all 
confiscated when they get to Asia. They 
then have to go to a shady arms dealer who 
sells them a dusty trunk of World War II 
weapons. This includes dusty, rusty M1 
Garands and 1928 Thompsons, which they 
then have to clean and oil and, in a scene 
you’d only see in a Milius movie, sight 
them in. The rousing finale has them tak-
ing on the AK-47-wielding camp guards 
with “surplus arms”! 

Director John Woo’s Windtalkers fea-
tures two U.S. Marines in WWII who are 
assigned to protect Navajo Marines who 
use their native language as a radio cypher. 
This tale of the Battle for Saipan stars 
Nicolas Cage and Christian Slater armed 
with Thompson Model 1928A1 machine 
guns while the Native American code 
breakers carry M1 Carbines.

A wildly fictionalized version of WWII 
came in Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious 
Basterds. This film, released in 2009, spins 
an “alternative history” version of Nazi-
occupied France, where a small squad of 

Jewish U.S. soldiers plans to assassinate 
Nazi leaders under the leadership of Brad 
World War Z Pitt. And, although Pitt’s 
men are armed with weapons like baseball 
bats, sawed-off double barrels and Bowie 
knives, when the shooting starts, the 
Garands, M3 “Grease Guns” and Thomp-
son 1928A1s all make an appearance. 

One of the more recent entries is 
The Monuments Men, featuring George 
Clooney as director to an eclectic cast that 
includes John The Flintstones Goodman, 
Bill Ghostbusters Murray, Hugh Bonnev-
ille from Downton Abbey, and Cate Lord 
Of The Rings Blanchett. The Monuments 
Men is true story of an unlikely World 
War II platoon of soldiers (armed with 
M1 Garands) and art experts (toting M1 
Carbines) who are tasked to rescue art 
masterpieces from Nazi thieves. 

SMALL-SCREEN SURPLUS
Surplus arms haven’t been neglected on 

the small screen, either! Coming off the 
success of Saving Private Ryan, Tom Hanks 
and Steven Spielberg teamed up for the 
epic mini-series Band Of Brothers to tell 
the story of Easy Company, members of 
the U.S. Army’s 101st Airborne Division, 
from basic training through their mission 
in WWII Europe. Easy Co. takes on the 
Axis with the Thompson M1A1, the M3 
“Grease Gun,” the M1 Garand, M1 Carbine 
and, of course, the 1911A1 pistol. 

After the huge success of Band Of 
Brothers, Hanks and Spielberg followed 
that up in 2010 with The Pacific, another 
massive 10-part mini-series telling the 
intertwined stories of three Marines, 
including the legendary John Basilone, 

during America’s battle with the Japanese 
in the Pacific during World War II. In 
the early episodes, the Marines fight with 
their issue Springfield 1903A3 rifles, 
later upgrading to Garand semi-autos. 
Of course, since this is set in the Pacific 
theater, the .30-caliber M1 Carbine comes 
into play against the Arisaka Type 38s used 
by the Japanese troops. 

While American companies concen-
trate on WWII, British TV has a prefer-
ence for dramas set during World War I. 
Sunday night PBS favorite Downton Abbey 
starts with the sinking of the Titanic in 
1912, but this tale of English aristocracy 
quickly brings Upstairs, Downstairs-style 
drama into WWI, with season two hav-
ing Matthew Crawley, played by Dan 
Stevens, fighting and being wounded in 
the trenches at Somme. And, when the 
wounded start returning to England, the 
Abbey itself is transformed into a rehabili-
tation center for the soldiers. 

ENDURING LEGACY
Whether it’s a historical drama like 

Clint Eastwood’s Letters From Iwo Jima 
or a BBC comedy like Rowan Atkinson’s 
Blackadder, the big and small screen will 
always have a place for the surplus arms. 
The guns that fought and won those wars 
are still as effective as they were nearly 100 
years ago, so grab your Springfield 03A3 
and settle down with a nice war movie.  
      EDITOR’S NOTE: We are sad to report 
that John Fasano passed away in his sleep 
on Saturday, July 19, 2014, at the age of 52. 
Fasano was a valued contributor to Harris 
Publications magazines and will be sorely 
missed by all. n
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(Left) Brad Pitt leads a team of 
Nazi Hunters in Quentin Tarantino’s 
Inglourious Basterds. 

In Letters from Iwo Jima  
we got a look at the War in  

the Pacific from the other side. 
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ITALIAN   
M38 CARCANO

Rugged and reliable, 
this tough little carbine 
served capably during 
World War II!

By Ralph Riccio
PHOTOS BY  SEAN UTLEY



S ince at least the time of the 
Roman Empire, if not earlier, 
Europe has had a long history 

of turmoil with respect to the aspira-
tions of various nationalities wanting 
to form their own sovereign states. 
Italy was no exception to this phenom-
enon; today’s Italy is a relatively young 
country, not having gained its inde-
pendence and national identity until 
1870. When the Italians threw out the 
last of the foreign occupiers, the mili-
tary forces loyal to Victor Emmanuel II 
were armed with a variety of infantry 
weapons. One of the first tasks of the 
new national army was to adopt a 
standard rifle to replace the hodge-
podge of various types and calibers 
of rifles and carbines. A number of 
options were explored, but the choice 

ultimately fell upon the 10.35mm 
Swiss Vetterli Model 1870 bolt-action 
rifle which, modified by the Italians 
with a four-round magazine, was 
adopted as the Vetterli Model 1870/87.

It was not long, however, before 
it became apparent that the Vetterli 
was outdated, and in 1890 the small 
arms commission that had studied 
and considered a number of Italian 
and foreign weapons decided to open 

the competition to Italian govern-
ment armories as well. As a result, the 
6.5mm rifle designed and developed 
by Salvatore Carcano and the Torino 
Arsenal, designated the Model 1891 
rifle, was adopted on March 29, 1892. 
Because of its paternity, the Model 
1891 is also widely known simply as 
the Carcano.

7.35mm ORIGINS
Although the 6.5x52mm Model 

1891 rifle and derivative carbines had 
served Italian forces well during World 
War I, soon after the war the Italian 
military hierarchy began to consider 
the adoption of a more powerful 
service rifle cartridge as well as an 
updated rifle. Ultimately, a 7.35x51mm 
cartridge was developed, as were the 
Fucile Modello 91/38 (commonly 
referred to as the “Model 38” or “M38”) 
and the Fucile Armaguerra Modello 
1939 semi-automatic (also referred to 
as the “Revelli”), although the Arma-
guerra failed to be produced in series 
for a number of reasons.

ITALIAN   
M38 CARCANO

Rugged and reliable, 
this tough little carbine 
served capably during 
World War II!

The members of this 81mm mortar team 
are equipped with the Model 38 short 
rifle, almost certainly the 6.5mm version.

S
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The M38 Carcano rifle represented Italy’s attempt 
to develop a modern, efficient and capable military 

small arm for the Post-World War I era. Although 
often overlooked by many shooters and collectors, 

it proved to be a very effective performer.
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By 1935, Colonel Giuseppe Mainardi, 
working with private Italian ammunition 
manufacturing firms, had developed the 
7.35x51mm round. This round was little 
more the standard 6.5x52mm case necked 
up to accommodate the larger-diameter 
bullet, making the cartridge a true .30 
caliber. Although the 6.5x52mm round 
had proven itself during the war, the 
Italians wanted a larger-caliber round 
that was flatter shooting and more lethal; 
the 6.5mm round had a tendency to 
pass through a human target, making 
a clean wound. The new semi-spitzer 
bullet had an aluminum core in its tip, 
above a core of lead. This combination 
moved the center of gravity towards the 
rear of the bullet, causing the bullet to 
be somewhat unstable. The result was 
that the bullets tumbled easily on impact, 
inflicting much more lethal wounds than 
did the 6.5x52mm bullet. This round is 
sometimes cited as being the precursor to 
modern military rifle ammunition.

Contemporaneous with the develop-
ment of the new round, the Italians began 
to explore developing a new rifle for the 

round. In 1935, Major Roberto Boragine, 
an artillery officer, was entrusted with 
developing a new rifle using as much of 
the existing Carcano technology as pos-
sible. Although American readers might 
find it strange to have an artillery officer 
in charge of small arms development, 
historically the Italian artillery branch was 
closely involved in small arms develop-
ment. Boragine likely was assigned to the 
Direzione Superiore del Servizio Tecnico di 
Armi e Munizioni (DSSTAM), which was 
the army’s technical service that oversaw 
weapons development.

Although some initial testing was done 
by simply using a standard Model 1891 
rifle that had been re-bored and re-cham-
bered for the 7.35mm round, 
the long barrel did not yield 
encouraging results, and 
development became ori-
ented towards using a shorter 
barrel, ultimately resulting in 
the Model 38. Although the 
rifle, described in Italian as 
a “fucile corto” (short rifle), 
was loudly proclaimed to be 
a “new rifle” at the time of its 
introduction in 1938, it was 
in fact clearly derived directly 
from the Model 1891 rifle.

SHORTER, BETTER
Whether by accident or by design, 

Boragine followed a path almost identical 
to that chosen by the Germans to mod-
ernize their WWI service rifle, the Mauser 
Gewehr 98, by using the basic action but 
a shorter barrel, different sights, and a 
different stock and fittings, resulting in 
the iconic Mauser Karabiner 98k (the “k” 
standing for “kurz,” or short), which made 
its debut in 1934. In the case of the fucile 
corto, aside from the obvious differences 
in length, weight and caliber, the chief 
differences between it and the Model 
1891 were that its rear sight was an open 
notch type set for 200 meters, the rifling 
was constant rather than progressive, the 

stock had finger grooves on each 
side, the sling was side-mounted, 
and the bolt handle was turned 
down. Very much like the 
German Kar98k, the principal 
components of the Model 38—
namely the receiver, bolt, trigger 
mechanism and magazine—
were identical to those of the 
WWI rifle it was developed to 
replace. In this respect, as he had 

ITALIAN M38 CARCANO
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The markings on this Model 
38 short rifle indicate that  
the barrel used was a service-
able Model 1891 rifle barrel, 
made in 1897, shortened and 
re-bored to 7.35mm. Many 
early Model 38 rifles had such 
barrels. The serial number and 
other markings on this rifle 
reflect a Model 38 produced 
by Terni in 1939.

“Very much like the Kar98k, the principal components 
of the Model 38…were identical to those of the WWI rifle 

it was developed to replace.”

Italy followed a path 
with the Model 38 almost 
identical to that chosen by 
the Germans to modernize the 
Gewehr 98, by using the basic  
action with a shorter barrel.



been directed to do, Boragine was emi-
nently successful in maximizing the use 
of existing Carcano components. Among 
other considerations, this precluded the 
need to develop and invest in costly new 
machinery and eliminated the need to 
train workers in the use of new machinery 
and procedures.

The adoption of a fixed rear sight, 
rather than an adjustable unit, reflected 
the experience the Italian Army had 
gained from WWI. This was that average 
combat distances were in the 200- to 
300-meter range and that under combat 
conditions, especially at relatively close 
ranges, most soldiers were not concerned 
with making range adjustments to the 
sights. This led to the adoption of a fixed, 
notch-type rear sight zeroed for 200 yards, 
which was groundbreaking at the time, 
and it proved to be quite sensible. The 
fixed sights were what might be called 
“soldier-proof ”; there was no guesswork 
involved in attempting to judge distance, 
and by simply aiming at the middle of the 
torso, the 200-meter zero makes it hard to 
miss a target out to about 220 meters.

Production of the Model 38 began in 
1938 at the Fabbrica d’Armi Terni (the 
Terni Arsenal). Ultimately, there were four 

different manufacturers: Terni and Sezione 
Fabbrica d’Armi Regio Esercito (SFARE) 
Gardone Val Trompia (a small arms pro-
duction facility located literally adjacent 
to the Beretta factory) were government 
arsenals, while Fabbrica Nazionale d’Armi 
(FNA) Brescia and Fabbrica d’Armi Pietro 
di Beretta were private concerns.

TWO VARIANTS
The earliest production models of the 

Model 38 had a handguard that extended 
forward as far as a front band that 
incorporated the front sling swivel. An 
estimated 30,000 of the first-generation 
Model 38 were produced, mostly by the 
Terni Arsenal in 1938, with serial numbers 
in the “A” through “C” blocks; production 
of the second, or definitive, version seems 
to have begun in the “D” block, still in 
1938, although Beretta is known to have 
produced some first-version examples 
in 1939. Full-scale production by all four 
manufacturers got under way in 1939, 
at which time the second version made 
its appearance. The second version is 
characterized by a shortened handguard 
as well as a new front band that no longer 
incorporated the sling swivel. Instead, a 
lower band was fitted that incorporated 

the front sling swivel and secured the 
handguard. Although the bayonet lug was 
outwardly the same, on the second version 
the inner arm through which the mount-
ing screw passed was strengthened. Both 
types of the Model 38 have a recess on the 
underside of the forend that accommo-
dates the blade of a special short folding 
bayonet. The cleaning rod is a three-piece 
rod that fits into the buttstock when 
disassembled; in actuality it is the same 
two-piece rod used with the Model 1891 
cavalry carbine, but with an additional 
section because of the longer barrel of the 

Model 38.
The Italians provided quite a bit 

of information concerning the rifle 
on the barrel chamber. These markings 
consist of the serial number, the manufac-
turer’s name, the location of the producing 
facility and the year of manufacture, 
expressed both as a Christian date in Ara-
bic numerals followed by the Fascist-era 
date in Roman numerals. The left side of 
the buttstock also bore the serial number 
as well as a manufacturer’s cartouche. 
When production of the 7.35mm ceased, 
the recalled rifles were stamped on the 
buttstock with a very prominent marking 
that reads “CAL 7.35.” This measure was 
adopted to alert users that the weapon was 
not suitable for firing 6.5mm ammo.

Many of the early-production Model 
38 rifles that were manufactured by 
Terni were in essence remanufactured 
Model 1891 rifles, using the appropriately 
refurbished receiver, bolt, barrel, magazine 
and action parts of the original rifle. The 
barrel was shortened to 21.1 inches and 
re-bored for the 7.35mm, the bolt handle 
was turned down, the stock was replaced 
by a newly manufactured shorter stock, 
the adjustable rear sight was replaced by 
a fixed-notch sight, and new furniture 
including the front band, read band and 
bayonet lug was added. Model 38 rifles 
with the recycled barrels have a new serial 
number and new year of manufacture on 
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LEFT: Markings on a 7.35mm Model 38 short 
rifle, which consist of the caliber marking, 
“CAL 7.35,” the manufacturer’s logo 
(FAG, for Fabbrica d’Armi Gardone)  
surmounted by a royal crown, and the last 
two digits of the year of manufacture (1939). 

BOTTOM LEFT: The cleaning rod is a  
three-piece rod that conveniently fits into  
the buttstock when disassembled.



the barrel chamber, which was machined 
from the original faceted profile to a new 
conical profile, but also had the original 
date of manufacture stamped on the barrel 
chamber as well. As was the Italian prac-
tice, arsenal-refurbished rifles normally 
bear a five-pointed-star mark on the tang.

WAR COMES EARLY
Between 1938 and early 1940, nearly 

296,000 Model 38 rifles were manufac-
tured in 7.35mm, with Terni accounting 
for slightly more than 246,000, SFARE 
about 25,500, FNA slightly less than 
14,000, and Beretta about 10,000. The 
Model 38 in 7.35mm was initially issued 
to units of the 6th Army (Armata del Po) 
in northern Italy, which included Italy’s 
most capable and best-equipped armored 
and mechanized forces, but with the 
beginning of the war happening earlier 
than anticipated forced the Italians to 
cancel issue of the 7.35mm weapons due 
to the realization that it would have been 
logistically impossible to support both 
the new caliber and the huge numbers of 
6.5mm weapons still on hand. Accord-
ingly, between December 1939 and Janu-
ary 1940, the new weapons were removed 
from service and replaced by earlier 
6.5mm Model 91 family weapons.

When it was decided 
to revert to the 6.5x52mm 
round for purposes of 
standardization, production 
of the Model 38 in 7.35mm 
was suspended, with new-
production Model 38 rifles 
being chambered in the old 
6.5mm caliber. More than 
660,000 Model 38 short 
rifles were produced from 
1940 through 1941. As with 
the 7.35mm version, Terni 
accounted for most of the 
production, with 515,000 
rifles, SFARE about 66,000, 
and FNA and Beretta 
making 40,000 each. The 
6.5mm version was identi-
cal to the 7.35mm version, 
except that its sights were 
set for 300 rather than 200 
meters to compensate for 
the different ballistic characteristics of 
the 6.5mm round; the rear sight was also 
stamped with the marking “CAL 6.5.” Also, 

during the early part of Terni’s 
1940 6.5mm production run, 
bottom-mounted sling swivels 
were introduced along with the 
side-mounted sling attachments. It 
has not been firmly established if 
all or only part of Terni’s produc-
tion subsequent to the AR serial 
number block in 1940 and into 
1941 incorporated this dual sling 
attachment arrangement; examples 
with this arrangement have been 
observed in the 1941 CA and 
CB blocks. Terni production of 
the Model 38 ended with the CB 
block in 1941.

After the 7.35mm weapons 
were retired from frontline units, 
many were issued to second-line 
territories, mobile coastal defense 
units, fixed coastal artillery bat-
teries and anti-parachute defense 
units in Italy. Almost immediately 
following its heroic resistance 
against the Russian invasion of 
late 1939 and early 1940, Finland 
received 94,500 7.35mm Model 
38 rifles and large quantities 
of ammunition from Italy. The 
Finns marked these rifles on the 
chamber with the letters “SA” (for 

Suomen Armeija, or Finnish Army) in 
a rectangle with rounded corners. The 
Finns replaced the original front sight on 
most of these rifles with one that zeroed 
the weapon for 150 meters. Unlike the 
Model 38 rifles retained by the Italians, 
the rifles exported to Finland did not bear 
the “CAL 7.35” mark on the buttstock. 
These rifles were not issued to frontline 
Finnish units and saw little hard use. Fol-
lowing the end of WWII, the Finns sold 
74,300 Model 38 short rifles to InterArms 
of Alexandria, Virginia, which in turn sold 
them to other distributors in the U.S. A 
large if not overwhelming percentage of 
Model 38 rifles found on the collector’s 
market in the U.S. are Finnish-marked.

A special folding-blade bayonet was 
developed for the Model 38 short rifle. 
The first version, made in only about 
29,000 copies, featured a latch-type lock 
that proved to be unsatisfactory in service. 
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The early version Model 
38 had a front band that 
incorporated a sling swivel, 
whereas the sling swivel on 
the definitive version was 
moved to the rear band. 

ITALIAN M38 CARCANO

A special folding-blade  
bayonet was developed for the 
Model 38 short rifle. The wood handle 
was secured by pins peened over  
countersunk washers.
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These early bayonets were issued without 
a scabbard, as they were meant to be 
attached to the rifle at all times; however, 
it was found that when firing the weapon 
the latch lock was not secure and the 
bayonet often fell off the weapon. The 
latch lock was replaced by a push-button 
lock version, issued with a scabbard, 
which proved to be satisfactory and was 
produced until 1940. Sometime in 1940, 
when the 7.35mm rifles were phased out 
of production and the Model 38 rifles 
reverted to 6.5mm, production of the 
folding-blade bayonet was discontinued, 
and two types of fixed-blade bayonet were 
adopted. The first type used the blades 
and handles from folding bayonets that 
had not yet been assembled and was fitted 
with a short crossguard that replaced the 
crossguard and pivot of the folder. It was 
welded so that the blade could not fold, 
and its wood handle was retained with 
screws, as used on the folding bayonet. 
The final variant was manufactured from 
new parts and had a differently configured 
crossguard, and its wood handle was 
secured by pins peened over countersunk 
washers, as on the Model 1891 bayonets. 
The scabbard for the fixed-blade bayonets 
was a smooth steel scabbard whose body 
and throat were identical to those of the 
scabbard for the folding bayonet, but 
instead of a belt loop had a frog stud, as 
found on the Model 1891 rifle scabbards.

Overall, the Fucile Modello 91/38, or 
Model 38, was a functional and reliable 
rifle that was perfectly adequate for its 
intended task. Unfortunately for Italian 
troops, they never did enjoy the potential 
advantage of the 7.35mm cartridge the 
rifle was specifically designed to use, 
although the rifle performed well enough 
even when chambered for the somewhat 
dated 6.5mm round.  n

MODEL 38
CALIBER: 7.35x51mm, 6.5x52mm
BARREL: 21.1 inches
OA LENGTH: 40.2 inches
WEIGHT: 8.1 pounds 
STOCK: Beechwood
SIGHTS: Blade front,  
 fixed-notch rear
ACTION: Bolt
FINISH: Blued

CAPACITY: 6+1 

Specif ications:



76   MILITARY SURPLUS n 2015  

POST-WAR
P.1 WALTHERS
A time-tested 9mm design 
reinvented by the realities of 
a post-war Europe.

“While the P.38 as adopted  
by the German Army came with  

Bakelite grips, which were produced in both 
black and brown, these post-war P.1s had 

black plastic grips with molded checkering.”

F
RITZ WALTHER, owner and lead designer for Walther 
Arms, created a number of semi-automatic pistols known 
for their elegant lines, compact size, reliable operation 
and revolutionary design. From the factory founded by 
his father, Carl Walther, 

in Thuringen, he created the legendary 
PP series of pistols, the first successful 
semi-automatics with a double-action 
(DA) trigger. Shortly after the PP 
series appeared on the market, the 
German Army let Walther know that 
it was starting a search for a new 
standard 9mm service pistol that 
would replace the P.08 Parabellum, 
better known as the “Luger.”

By Glenn Gilbert
PHOTOS BY  SEAN UTLEY

For nearly five decades, the Walther P.1 was 
the standard service sidearm of the post-war 

West German military (Bundeswehr). 

DoD Photo
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POST-WAR
P.1 WALTHERS

The P.1 retained the same dimensions 
and contours as its wartime parent, 
the P.38. It also shared the same 
short-recoil system of operation and 
DA/SA trigger system. Walther’s  
only significant change was the  
substitution of the original steel 
frame for one of aluminum that was 
lighter than the original frame.

•  •  •

“While the P.38 as adopted  
by the German Army came with  

Bakelite grips, which were produced in both 
black and brown, these post-war P.1s had 

black plastic grips with molded checkering.”



Seeing an opportunity, Fritz Walther 
quickly developed a series of designs that 
ultimately evolved into the world’s first 
DA semi-automatic military sidearm, the 
Walther P.38. It was also Walther’s first pis-
tol in 9mm. His P.38 pistol was a simple, 
rugged design compatible with mass pro-
duction. In fact, more than a million P.38s 
were made between 1938 and 1945. More-
over, the P.38 and its aluminum-framed 
successor, the P.1, remained in service 
with the German military and police, and 
around the world, for more than 50 years.

ORIGINAL WARHORSE
The P.38 is an interesting mix of the 

old and the new, or at least what was 
old and new in 1938. It used a proven 
short-recoil system of operation in which 
the barrel and slide recoil together over 
a short distance and remain locked 
together during the moment of highest 
pressure. After the barrel has moved 
rearward about 0.25 inches, the plunger at 
the rear of the barrel assembly pushes the 

locking block beneath the barrel assem-
bly, out of its horizontal locking recesses 
in the forged steel slide. As the locking 
block falls into a corresponding recess in 
the frame, it halts the rearward movement 
of the barrel assembly. The slide, however, 
continues its rearward travel guided by 
rails milled into the forged steel frame. 
An external claw extractor on the left side 
of the slide and a pivoting blade ejector 
pinned to the right side of the frame 
extract and eject the spent case. A detach-
able box magazine housed in the grip 
frame feeds a fresh round into the cham-
ber via a feed ramp milled into the frame. 
After the slide cocks the P.38’s external 
hammer, a pair of horizontally opposed 
recoil springs nested beneath the guide 
rails drives the slide and barrel assemblies 
back into battery.

The pivoting locking block helps 
make the P.38 a very rugged and reliable 
gun. Unlike most recoil-operated semi-
automatic pistols, which use a titling 
barrel that drops out of battery, the P.38’s 
barrel travel is strictly linear. The position 
of the external ejector on the left side of 
the ejection port is another oddity. The 
shooter is unlikely to notice this during 
firing, however, given that the slide is 

almost skeletonized forward of the breech 
face. This allows a great deal of space for 
case travel during ejection. In fact, cases 
ejected from a P.38 pistol tend to follow a 
vertical, rather than a lateral, trajectory. 

A stamped-steel sliding magazine 
release is located on the heel of the frame, 
at the rear of the magazine well. The mag-
azine is a single-column design that holds 
eight rounds. Index holes cut in the side 
of the stamped steel magazine body show 
the number of loaded rounds remaining 
in the magazine.

On the left side of the frame there is 
a slide-stop lever at the top rear of the 
trigger well. It is partially fenced by an 
abbreviated thumb shelf that is molded 
into the grip panel. The slide stop is also 
automatically engaged by a rising maga-
zine follower, so the slide automatically 
locks open after the last round is fired.

A pivoting safety lever is mounted 
to the left side of the slide just below 
the rear sight. Sweeping the safety lever 
downward exposes a white “S” for “sicher,” 
which means “safe” and engages the safety. 
Pushing upward on the lever reveals a red 
“F” for “feuer,” which means “fire” and, 
of course, readies the gun to fire. When 
the safety lever is rotated from the “fire” 
position to the “safe” position (when the 
hammer is cocked), it falls on a locked 

firing pin. So, the safety lever also func-
tions as a hammer release or decocker. 

Returning the safety lever to the “fire” 
position readies the trigger for double-

action firing.
At the top of the hammer well is a 

loaded-chamber indicator that consists 
of a pin that projects from the top-rear of 

the slide when there is a round in 
the chamber. The pin is relatively 

small and unobtrusive, but it is large 
enough to be seen or alternatively felt 

in the dark.
In an effort to save weight, 

the P.38 design used a frame 
without a backstrap. The backstrap 

was formed by a pair of grips that 
wrapped around the frame in a clam-

shell fashion, which helped protect 
the mainspring, trigger bar and other 

internal components. 

POST-WAR REALITIES 
At the end of World War II, 

the Walther factory was overrun 
by the Red Army and wound 
up in the Soviet occupation 

POST-WAR P.1 WALTHERS
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The Walther P.1 breaks down into 
three major groups: the slide assembly, 
the barrel assembly, and receiver or 
frame assembly. The recoil springs are 
captured in the frame assembly so they 
are less likely to be lost 
or damaged during 
routine maintenance. 

“In order to equip 
the new West German Army, 
which was reformed and renamed 
the Bundeswehr, Walther resumed 
production of the P.38 (renamed 
as the P.1) in 1957.”



zone. Fritz Walther, designer of the P.38 
Walther and son of founder Carl Walther, 
was left with little more than his drawings 
and patents. With his factory behind the 
Soviet “Iron Curtain,” Fritz Walther chose 
to start over again by setting up shop in 
Ulm, which is just southeast of Stuttgart 
in southern Germany.

In order to equip the new West 
German Army, which was reformed 
and renamed the Bundeswehr, Wal-
ther resumed production of the P.38 
(renamed as the P.1) in 1957. With little 
in the way of production facilities, Fritz 
Walther set up a cooperative endeavor 
with Manurhin, a French manufacturer 
in Strasbourg, which is right on the 
French border with Germany. The alli-
ance with Manurhin was critical in that 
it gave Walther access to metal forgings. 

At the same time, Walther started making 
guns for the commercial market. 
     Walther substituted the P.38’s steel 
frame for an aluminum frame to reduce 
weight. While the P.38 as adopted by the 
German Army came with Bakelite grips, 
which were produced in both black and 
brown, these post-war P.1s had black 
plastic grips with molded checkering. 
As with the original, the P.1’s sights are 
excellent. The rear sight is broad blade 
with a deep U-shaped notch, while the 
front is a tall post. Both are fixed, but 
easy to acquire.

The new P.1 was adopted by the 
Bundeswehr as the P.1. Despite the 
name change, the guns from the first six 
years of production were still marked 
P.38. This was probably because they 
had already been stamped P.38 for the 
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3 4

 
1    The pivoting safety lever is located 
on the left slide of the slide within easy 
reach of the firer’s thumb.

2  The P.1 Walther has the P.38’s 
loaded-chamber indicator located above 
the hammer and below the rear sight.

3  The P.1 is in many respects a very 
modern design, but one antiquated  
feature is the magazine release lever  
at the butt of the frame.

4  The slide stop lever and pivoting 
takedown lever are located on the left 
side of the P.1’s frame. 

•  •  •
 

1 2



commercial market. In 1970, Walther 
improved the P.1 by reinforcing the alu-
minum frame with a steel hex bolt. It also 
beefed up the slide with thicker dimen-
sions, but its contours remained nearly 
identical. Additionally, Walther refitted 
or upgraded many older P.1s with these 
features. The P.1 was the standard side-
arm of the Bundeswehr and Bundespolizei 
until the turn of the century.

RANGE TIME
In the past, P.1s were imported by 

Interarms, but they are currently avail-
able from Century Arms. They make 
great shooters, and if you find one 
in good condition it can be an 
excellent choice for a low-cost self-
defense sidearm. Just recently, 
Century sent me a P.1 that 
was re-chambered for 
9x21mm. 

The 9x21mm 
has a following in 
countries where ownership 
of firearms chambered for 
military calibers is severely restricted 
or completely prohibited. The 9x21mm is 
compatible with 9mm mags, but the two 
rounds cannot be used interchangeably. 
Ballistic performance between the two is 
fairly equal. In my experience, 9x21mm 

ammunition comes and goes, but it is 
far from scarce. That said, you need to 
pick it up when you see it. I managed 

to score a couple of boxes of 9x21mm 
from Fiocchi at a local gun show. 

My test gun proved to have a good 
trigger pull. There was just a little 
take-up at the start and a little creep 
just before the break, but no stacking. 
Most importantly, it was very consistent. 
The DA pull was stellar—short with a 
crisp let-off. My groups were dead on 
windage-wise, but about 3 inches high 
at 15 yards. It is a well-balanced gun 
with an ergonomically shaped grip, and 
even though I find the extra weight of 
the P.38’s steel frame makes shot-to-shot 
recovery easier, that doesn’t mean that 
the lighter P.1 is unmanageable. That 
said, the extra recoil transmitted through 
the aluminum frame, combined with the 
extra energy of the 9x21mm chamber-
ing, will break down a grip that is less 
than solid. A shooter with a proper grip 
will notice a heavier “push,” but I found 
the difference in control to be marginal. 
The extra recoil energy did not hamper 
my endurance on the range. In fact, I 
ran out of ammo long before I tired of 
shooting the P.1.
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Walther: A German Success Story

FOR THOSE WHO WANT to dig deeper into the 
fascinating history of renowned gunmaker 
Walther,  Walther: A German Success Story is 

well worth a read. Created to celebrate the 
125th anniversary of the Carl Walther 

GmbH firm in 2011, the two-volume 
hardcover and full-color set 
thoroughly considers the  
history of the company and 
what has made it into the 

modern-day success it is today.
Volume 1, coming in at 365 pages, cov-

ers the background and history of not only 
the company, but also the man Carl Walther 

himself. In addition, the book delves into Walther’s 
many milestone-achievements including designs 

such as the P.38, PP and PPK, and the G41 and G43 

  By Michael O. Humphries

POST-WAR P1. WALTHERS

“A shooter with a 
proper grip will notice a 
heavier ‘push,’ but I 
found the difference in 
control to be marginal.”

The pivoting locking 
block helps make the 
P.38 a very rugged 

gun. Unlike most 
recoil-operated 
pistols that use a 
titling barrel, the 

P.38’s barrel travel 
is strictly linear. 

The front sight post is dovetailed into its 
base at the front of the 4.9-inch barrel. 



PROVEN PERFORMANCE
By any standard, the P.1 and its parent, 

the P.38, are important benchmarks in 
firearms history. The P.38 was Walther’s 
first pistol in 9mm and the first DA 
semi-automatic pistol adopted by a mili-
tary service, while the P.1 was the first 
military issue semi-automatic handgun 
with an aluminum frame. Both share a 
simple, rugged design compatible with 
mass production. They are proven per-
formers having remained in service with 
the German military and police for more 
than 50 years, so they present students 
of firearms design with a rich collecting 
field. These German surplus P.1s have 
been on the market for many decades, 
and the well is starting to run dry. So, if 
you are interested, the time to buy is now. 
For more information, visit centuryarms.
com or call 800-527-1252. n
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WALTHER P.1  
CALIBER: 9x19mm, 9x21mm
BARREL: 4.9 inches
OA LENGTH: 8.5 inches
WEIGHT: 28 ounces
SIGHTS: Fixed post front,  
 adjustable rear notch
GRIPS: Plastic
ACTION: DA/SA
FINISH: Parkerized

CAPACITY: 8+1 

Specif ications:

rifles. In addition to these iconic fire-
arm designs, the book also considers 
rare variants and other offerings from 
the company’s past. Volume 2, coming 
in at 414 pages, continues the story of 
the modern-day Walther, covering its 
cutting-edge firearms that continue 
the company’s tradition of excellence 
as well as the many sport, competitive 
and recreational shooting products 
that cater to the enthusiasts involved 
in these communities. 

If you are interested in gaining an 
inside look at this fascinating company 
and the many twists and turns of its 
storied background, then this two-
volume work certainly deserves a 
close look from you. For more  
information, visit waltherarms.com  
or call 479-242-8500. n

Parchill orescip sapernam, es dolorec 
uptuscipid ut fugit labo. Nam laborro 

Parchill orescip sapernam, es dolorec 
uptuscipid ut fugit labo. Nam laborro 

Parchill orescip sapernam, es dolorec 
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W
hen the United States 
entered the First World 
War on April 6, 1917, it 
was soon painfully appar-
ent that our armed forces 
were woefully unprepared 

regarding equipment. Other than 
the excellent Springfield Model 1903 
rifle and Model 1911 .45 pistol, the 
troops of the American Expeditionary 
Force (AEF) had virtually no modern 
weapons in their arsenal. One of the 
most pressing needs was the acquisition of suitable automatic 
weapons. The Vickers water-cooled, belt-fed machine gun 
was procured as an interim weapon until the M1917 heavy 
machine gun designed by the legendary John Moses Brown-
ing was standardized and put into mass production.

THE REPLACEMENTS
While the heavy machine gun situation was being 

addressed, the War Department was also focused on the 
acquisition of a satisfactory light machine gun or automatic 
rifle in order to provide portable firepower on the squad level. 
The only American weapons extant in the general category 
were the Hotchkiss Model 1909 Benet-Mercie machine gun 
and the Lewis light machine gun. The Benet-Mercie was 
obsolete by the time of the First World War and never 
functioned particularly well. The Lewis was a satisfac-
tory design, and large numbers in .303 

caliber were made under British contract 
during the war. A version of the Lewis 
chambered for the American .30-06 
Springfield cartridge was adopted and 
put into limited production by Savage 
Arms, but for various reasons, reportedly 
including petty disagreements within the 
Ordnance Department, it was not issued 
to our troops in France. As an expedient 
measure, the U.S. adopted the French Fusil 
Mitrailleur Modele 1915 CSRG automatic 
rifle chambered for the standard French 

8mm cartridge. Some 16,000 of these weapons were acquired 
from the French. The gun was widely, but unofficially, referred 
to as the “Chauchat” after its French inventor, and the pro-
nunciation was soon fractured by Doughboys, who generally 
called it the “Sho-Sho.”

As the Chauchats began to see service by the Americans, it 
soon became obvious that it was a rather wretched weapon. 
It was shoddily made and proved to be quite unreliable. The 
fact that the French 8mm round was not a standardized U.S. 
military cartridge often resulted in logistical problems. It was 
decided to procure a version of the Chauchat chambered 
for the standard U.S. .30-06 Springfield cartridge. Although 
the American round was superior to the French cartridge in 
almost all aspects, the additional power 
increased the stress on the already 
marginal Chauchat. Rather than being 

RAISING THE BAR
The U.S. M1918 

Browning Automatic 
Rifle gave our troops 

the edge in the 
trenches of World  
War I and beyond!

By Bruce N. Canfield
Images courtesy NRA 

National Firearms Museum
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RAISING THE BAR
the solution to the problem, the .30-06 version performed 
even worse than the French 8mm model. It was obvious that 
a better light machine gun/automatic rifle was sorely needed.

On May 1, 1917, a War Department board was convened 
to study the problem and recommend suitable alternatives. 
Proposals were solicited from a number of firearm com-
panies and gun designers. One of the designs submitted 
was an automatic rifle conceived by John M. Browning. 
Mr. Browning had previously entered into a working 
agreement with Colt, and the company purchased the 
patent rights to the weapon. After preliminary testing, the 
Browning Automatic Rifle, henceforth generally referred 
to as simply the “BAR,” was the overwhelming selection of 
the board. It was officially adopted as the “Rifle, Caliber .30, 
Automatic, Browning, M1918.”

The War Department made immediate plans to put the 
BAR into mass production. Since Colt owned the patent 
rights, the firm received the first production contract. 
However, Colt’s Hartford, Connecticut, plant was already 
operating at near peak capacity and would not be able to 
manufacture the BAR in quantity as quickly as desired, so 
other manufacturers were sought out to augment produc-
tion. In September of 1917, Winchester and the Marlin-
Rockwell Corporation were granted production contracts 
for the Model 1918 BAR.

Even though Winchester was also heavily engaged in 
manufacturing several types of firearms under government 
contract, the company tackled the task in earnest. There 
were no detailed engineering drawings for the gun, or even 

detailed specifications. The sole working 
model was the handmade prototype 
fabricated by Browning that had been 

tested by the War Department board. 
Winchester’s engineering department was permitted 
to borrow the prototype from Colt for just one week-

end. Working around the clock, the necessary blueprints and 
production drawings were completed and the prototype was 
returned to Colt the following Monday morning. Winchester 
subsequently assisted the Marlin-Rockwell Corporation in 
getting its BAR production line up and running.

“John Moses Browning invented 
many successful firearms during 
his remarkable career, but the 
Model 1918 BAR is unquestionably 
one of his great achievements.”

The Model 1918 was developed to 
address the United States’ need for a 

capable light machine gun during WWI. It was 
an attractively made weapon, featuring a 

high-quality blued finish and walnut stock set.  

Developed on the eve of WWII, the M1918A2 variant of the BAR rifle 
added a bipod attached at the end of the barrel, a magazine guide in 
the receiver and a hinged buttplate shared with the earlier M1918A1 
variant. It is shown in action (above) in Korea with U.S. troops.

DoD Photo



A NEW DIRECTION
The Model 1918 Browning Automatic Rifle was an attractive 

weapon with a commercial-grade blued finish and a walnut 
stock and forend. In order to speed up production, the buttplate 
and rear sight of the BAR were the same pattern as those on the 
Model 1917 U.S. Enfield service rifle, which was in concurrent 
production by Winchester. The M1918 BAR was gas-operated 
and weighed approximately 16 pounds, which, given the heft of 
most other contemporary automatic weapons, was quite light. It 
fed from a detachable 20-round box magazine. The receiver was 
milled from a solid block of steel, and the entire weapon was 
crafted to exacting tolerances.

 The 24-inch, tapered barrel was marked on top (behind the 
front sight) with the initials of the manufacturer, the month and 
year of production and the Ordnance 
Department “flaming bomb” insignia. 
A screw-on cylindrical flash suppres-
sor was attached to the muzzle. The 
model designation of the weapon, the 
serial number and the name of the 
maker were stamped on top of the 
receiver. The gun’s cocking lever and 
fire-selector lever were located on the 
left side of the receiver. The weapon 
could be fired in either semi-auto or 
at a fully automatic rate of approxi-
mately 550 rounds per minute.

Winchester delivered the first 
completed Model 1918 
BARs to the govern-

ment in December 1917. Marlin-Rockwell followed in January 
1918, and Colt began deliveries the following month. Although 
adopted in 1917, the Browning Automatic Rifle was designated 
as the “Model of 1918,” presumably to avoid confusion with the 
Browning “Model of 1917” water-cooled machine gun that had 
already gone into service. The initial-production BARs were 
sent to France in limited numbers for testing and demonstra-
tions. Interestingly, Lt. Val Browning, the son of the inventor, 
conducted the first demonstrations. Issuance to the front-line 
troops was delayed until sufficient numbers could be acquired 
and also, reportedly, to prevent the Germans from capturing an 
example, thus negating the surprise factor of the BAR’s initial 
employment in combat.

The first recorded combat use of the BAR was on September 
12, 1918, by the U.S. Army’s 79th Infantry Division. The BAR 
proved to be an immediate success, especially compared to the 
universally reviled Chauchat. After the war, Assistant Secretary of 
War Benedict Crowell authored a lengthy report on the various 
weapons employed by the Americans during the war. The section 
on the Model 1918 BAR stated:

“The Browning Automatic Rifles were highly prized by our 
officers and men who had to use them. Although these guns 
received hard usage, being on the front for days at a time in the 
rain and when gunners had little opportunity to clean them, they 
invariably functioned well.”

In addition to its popularity with the Doughboys, the BAR 
quickly gained the attention of our allies. As stated in the afore-
mentioned report:

RAISING THE BAR
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RIGHT: While the M1918 
design was developed by 
John Moses Browning, 
manufacturers such as 
Winchester were brought 
in to produce them under 
wartime contracts. 

BELOW: The buttplate 
and the rear sight of this 
M1918 were the same 
as that of the M1917 
U.S. Enfield rifle. 

The heavy-duty receiver of the M1918 BAR was machined  
from a solid block of steel. Note the three-position selector 
located above and behind the trigger. 



“Not only our own forces but the allied armies as well were 
enthusiastic about the Browning guns…as soon as they had 
seen them in action. The best proof of this is that in the sum-
mer of 1918 the British, Belgian and French governments all 
made advances to us as to the possibility of the United States 
producing Browning automatic rifles for their respective forces. 
On November 6, 1918, a few days before the end of hostilities, 
the French high commissioner requested that we supply 15,000 
light Browning rifles to the French Army. We would not make 
this arrangement at the time because we thought it inadvisable 
to divert any of our supplies of these guns from our own troops 
until the spring of 1919, when we expected that our capacity of 
making light Brownings would exceed the demand from our 
own troops. Our demand for the lighter guns, incidentally, was 
far greater than we had originally expected it to be. As soon as 
the Browning rifle was seen in action, the General Staff of our 
Expeditionary Forces at once increased by 50 percent the number 
of automatic rifles assigned to each company of troops, and we 
were manufacturing to meet his augmented demand when the 
war ended. By spring of 1919, we expected to 
be furnishing light Brownings to the British 
and French Armies as well as our own.”

As revealed by the reaction of our armed 
forces and those of our allies, the new BAR 
was a remarkable weapon. At the time of the 
Armistice, the three plants had manufactured 
an aggregate total of 52,238 Model 1918 
Browning Automatic Rifles. Production con-
tinued after the end of World War I, and the 
three firms made a sum total of 102,125 Model 
1918 BARs until the cessation of production 
in 1919. The number in inventory was deemed 
sufficient to meet the needs of our pared-down 
armed forces for the foreseeable future.

AFTER WWI
The Model 1918 Browning Automatic Rifle was in the inven-

tories of the U.S. Army, U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. Navy in the 
post-WWI era. The weapon saw a surprising amount of use in 
“hot spots” around the globe in the 1920s and 1930s, including 
China, Haiti and Nicaragua. It is interesting to note that the BAR 
was also popular with some of the domestic criminal elements 
prevalent in the early 1930s, including the infamous duo of Clyde 
Barrow and Bonnie Parker. These gangster-used weapons were 
generally stolen from National Guard armories in the South and 
Southwest. Colt produced a civilian version of the BAR known 

as the “Monitor,” but it was not a particularly good seller as it was 
rather expensive and had little application as a sporting arm. Also, 
police departments and other law enforcement agencies often 
had access to military BARs when necessary.

In 1937, the Model 1918A1 BAR was developed. The weapon 
was basically identical to the Model 1918, but a bipod was 
attached to the gas cylinder and the forend was reduced in height 
to provide for better cooling of the barrel. A hinged buttplate 
was fitted to the stock. It is believed that all M1918A1 BARs 
were converted from existing M1918 guns. On the eve of World 
War II, the final major variant of the BAR, the Model 1918A2, 
was adopted. The weapon was similar to the M1918A1, but the 
bipod was attached to the end of the barrel and a magazine guide 
was added to the receiver. Some M1918 BARs were converted 
to the M1918A2 configuration, but most were newly made by 
International Business Machines (IBM) and New England Small 
Arms Corporation. A slightly modified version of the M1918A2 
was manufactured during the Korean War era by the McBee Type-
writer Corporation. While intended to be an improvement over 

the original M1918, the M1918A2 weighed a 
hefty 20-plus pounds (over 4 pounds heavier 
than the M1918). Many soldiers removed the 
bipod in order to reduce the weight, which 
essentially put the “improved” M1918A2 back 
into the configuration of John Browning’s 
original model.

VENERABLE WARHORSE
The BAR remained the standard U.S. 

military squad automatic weapon until the 
adoption of the M60 in 1957. Even after the 
introduction of the M60, the BAR remained 
in use by the American military and with 
many of our allies well into the Vietnam 

War. The primary tactical drawback of the BAR was that the 
barrel was not easily changed, which required that the weapon 
be taken out of service and sent to an ordnance facility to replace 
a shot-out bore. More modern automatic weapons of the genre 
typically feature barrels that can be quickly replaced. Neverthe-
less, even after it was rendered obsolete, the BAR continued to 
provide valuable service to our armed forces.  

The Model 1918 Browning Automatic Rifle was the first vari-
ant of what was to become one of the most venerable U.S. military 
weapons of any era. Later variants served our armed forces well 
in WWII, Korea and Vietnam. The M1918 BAR is unquestionably 
one of John Moses Browning’s great achievements.  n
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MODEL 1918 BAR
CALIBER: .30-06 Springfield
BARREL: 24 inches
OA LENGTH: 47 inches
WEIGHT: 16 pounds (empty)
STOCK: Walnut
SIGHTS: Fixed front,  
 adjustable rear
ACTION: Select-fire
FINISH: Blued

CAPACITY: 20+1 

Specif ications:

FAR LEFT: U.S. troops train-
ing with the M1918 BAR  
during WWI. The revolutionary 
BAR provided a great deal of 
offensive firepower in a light 
and portable package.

LEFT: John Moses Browning  
is shown here holding the  
prototype M1918 BAR with an 
executive from the Winchester 
Repeating Arms Co. 
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BALKANS 
BATTLE RIFLE
The Mauser-pattern Puška 
M.24/47 that armed the ambitions 
of the former Yugoslavia.

By Paul Scarlata
PHOTOS BY STEVE WOODS
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T
hrough history, the Balkans has 
been the scene of constant Völker-
wanderung as wave after wave of 
peoples moved through the region. 

While some came simply to raid, others settled 
down, creating kingdoms large and small. So it 
was that around 600 A.D. a Slavic tribe known 
as the Servoi settled in the region. They proved 
a warlike people and steadily expanded their 
state by conquering neighboring tribes. By the 
12th century, under their famous leader, Stefan 
Dušan, they had displaced the Byzantines as the 
regional power and created a Serbian empire. 
The empire lasted until 1389 when, at the Battle 
of Kosovo, the Serbs were defeated by the armies 
of the Ottoman Sultan Murad I, resulting in five 
centuries of Turkish domination in the Balkans.

In 1804 and 1815 the Serbs rebelled against 
the Ottomans, who recognized the country as 
quasi-independent. Serbia sided with tsarist 
Russia in the Russo-Turkish War (1878) and in 
1879 was recognized by the European powers as 
an independent principality. 

The bolt action Yugoslav 7,9mm 
Puška M.24/47 was a reconditioned 

pre-World War II FN or Kragujevac 
-made M.1924 Mauser combat rifle.

World War II-era Chetniks 
employed a wide range of 
weapons in their fight 
against the Germans. 
The one shown above is 
armed with a Pešadisjka 
Puška M.1924 rifle.

 2015 n  MILITARY SURPLUS   87    

Photo Courtesy Author



In keeping with the best traditions of Balkan 
tribalism and vendetta, Serbia was usually at odds 
with its neighbors, especially the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire. The first and second Balkan Wars 
(1912 to 1913) saw Serbian power, influence and 
territory expand. In 1914 a Bosnian-Serb terrorist, 
Gavrilo Princip, assassinated Archduke Francis 
Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian 
throne, an event that served as the catalyst for 
World War I.

The Serbian Army defeated the Austrians 
early in the conflict. Ultimately, however, with the 
help of their German allies, Austria defeated and 
occupied Serbia. The Serb Army was evacuated 
by the Allies, reequipped and continued to see 
service on the Thessaloniki front in northern 
Greece until 1918.

After WWI, Serbia formed the core of the 
“Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes.” 
The new kingdom had a polyglot population of 
Serbs, Albanians, Macedonians, Croats, Slovenes, 
Bosnians and Montenegrins who coexisted in 
a tense atmosphere exacerbated by centuries of 
tribal and religious distrust. In 1929 the country 
was renamed Yugoslavia.

STATE OF UNREST
Being that they were so often at odds with their 

neighbors, the Serbs attempted to equip their army 
with the most up-to-date weaponry. In 1880 they 
adopted the Puška 78/80, a variation of Mauser’s 
Infanterie-Gewehr M.71 rifle. This was followed 

by a series of rifles based upon Mauser’s M95 
and M98 actions, all chambered for the 7x57mm 
cartridge: the Puška 1899, Puška the 99/07 and the 
Puška 1910. These were the rifles, supplemented 
with French, Russian and captured Austrian weap- 
ons, with which the Serbs fought the Great War.

After WWI, Yugoslavia received rifles as war 
reparations from Austria, Germany, Turkey and 
Bulgaria. In an attempt at standardization, it 
was decided to adopt the 7.9x57mm chamber-
ing and most suitable rifles were re-barreled for 
this cartridge.

As Allied restrictions prevented the Serbs 
from buying rifles from their traditional suppli-
ers in Germany, in the 1920s they approached 
Fabrique Nationale (FN) of Herstal, Belgium, 
and Ceskoslovenska Zbrojovka (CZ) of Brno, 
Czechoslovakia, for new rifles. Both companies 
were only too happy to sign contracts with Serbia 
for 98-style Mauser rifles. 

Between 1924 and 1927, the Yugoslavs pur-
chased 100,000 Modéle 1924 rifles from FN and 
40,000 vz. 24 rifles from CZ. To ensure a local 
source of rifles, in 1927 the necessary machinery 
was ordered from FN and installed in the state 
arsenal at Kragujevac. The rifle produced at 
Kragujevac, the Pešadisjka Puška M.1924 (Infan-
try Rifle Model of 1924) was a copy of the FN 
Modéle 1924. The 7.9mm metak za pušku M.24 
was identical to the German 7.9mm Patrone s.S. 
and consisted of a rimless, bottle-necked case 57 
millimeters in length and loaded with a 197-grain, 
FMJ, boat-tail, spitzer bullet with a muzzle velocity 
of 2,575 fps.

When the Wehrmacht invaded Yugoslavia in 
1941, resistance, while fierce, was uncoordinated 
and the Germans handily defeated the Yugoslav 
Army, ultimately occupying the main population 
centers. Guerrilla bands formed in the moun-
tains and soon coalesced into two factions: the 
Chetniks, Serbian nationalists who supported the 
deposed royal family, and the Partisans, who were 
composed of many nationalities and were domi-
nated by the Yugoslav Communist Party. 

Both groups spent almost as much time 
and energy fighting each other as they did the 
Germans and Italian occupiers. As was to be 

BALKANS BATTLE RIFLE
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ABOVE: The Puška 
M.24/47 shared features 
with most of its Mauser 
contemporaries.  
Note the straight bolt 
handle, stock recoil bolt, 
tangent rear sight and 
H-style muzzle band.

The Puška M.24/47 has 
the Yugoslav national  
crest stamped on the 
chamber hood.

The M.24/47 features a 
98-type Mauser action. Note the 

full length rotating extractor, wing type safety 
and third “safety” locking lug on the bolt.



expected in the Balkans, the Germans and Italians 
were aided by various ethnic and religious groups 
seeking revenge for past wrongs, both real and 
imagined. Apparently, the hatreds between the 
guerrillas was such that some Chetnik units coop-
erated with the Germans against the Partisans.

While the Chetniks and Partisans were 
equipped with a variety of rifles, their main 
weapon was the 1924-type Mauser of Belgian, 
Czech and Yugoslav manufacture supplemented 
with captured German Karabiner 98k Maus-
ers and Italian firearms. The Partisans gained 
the support of the Allies and performed a vital 
service by tying down many divisions of German 
troops that were sorely needed on other fronts. 
With the end of the conflict the communists, 
under Marshal Tito, were recognized as the lead-
ers of liberated Yugoslavia.

To equip the post-war Yugoslav People’s Army 
with rifles, thousands of pre-war FN Modéle 1924 
and Pešadisjka Puška M.1924s were reconditioned 
at Kragujevac. Designated the “7,9mm Puška 
M.24/47,” they were fitted with new barrels, if 
necessary, new or repaired stocks, and the metal 
parts were refinished. In all, approximately 50,000 
rifles were assembled. Kragujevac also recondi-
tioned large numbers of ex-German Karabiner 
98k and Czech vz. 24 Mausers, designating the 
former the “7,9mm Puška M.98(n)” (n = nemacka, 
“German”) and the latter the “7,9mm Puška 
M.1924/52-Č” (Č = Češka, “Czech”).

BROTHERS IN ARMS
During the Greek Civil War (1945 to 1949), 

Yugoslavia provided aid to the Communist ELAS 
guerrillas. This aid included numbers of Yugoslav 

M.24 and ex-German Karabiner 98k Mausers. 
I believe it is quite likely that some M.24/47s 
were included in the largess that Marshal Tito 
provided in the name of “international socialist 
brotherhood.”

Unlike most of the new communist states of  
Eastern Europe that adopted Soviet pattern small  
arms after the war, the Yugoslavs displayed an 
independent streak and refused. In place of the 
ubiquitous Mosin-Nagant and SKS carbine, Krag-
ujevac developed a 98-type Mauser that combined 
features of Yugoslav, Belgian and German Maus-
ers. Production of the Puška M.48 began in 1950. 
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ABOVE LEFT:  
Yugoslav soldiers 
armed with Puška 
M.1924 and 
M.24/47 rifles. 

ABOVE RIGHT: 
The Chetniks were  
Serbian nationalists 
who supported the 
deposed royal family  
of the region.

Yugoslav female 
reservists training 
with a Puška 
M.24/47 rifle (left) 
and a Poluauto-
matska Puška 
M59/66 carbine.

A Yugoslav soldier, 
armed with an M.24/47 
rifle, stops to smell
the flowers.
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In an effort to reduce production costs 
and time, the Puška M.48A was intro-
duced two years later. Numerous parts, 
such as the buttplate and magazine floor-
plate that had previously been made from 
forged steel were replaced with parts 
made from stamped steel. The Yugoslavs 
also produced the Puška M.48B, which 
made even wider use of stamped parts. 

While the M.24/47 is very similar in 
appearance to the M.48, the quickest way 
to tell them apart is that the M.24/47 has 
its sling swivels mounted on the bottom 
of the buttstock and barrel band. The 
M.24/47 uses a forged steel buttplate 
while the M.48 uses a bracket on the left 
side of the barrel band, a cutout in the 
buttstock to attach the sling and a cup-
type buttplate made of stamped steel.

Production of the M.48 series of Maus-
ers reportedly continued until 1965. While 
the Yugoslavs were avowed communists, 
they displayed a strong entrepreneurial 
streak and had few qualms about selling 

weapons to any and all buyers. Accord-
ingly, their Mausers saw service with the 
armies of Burma, Syria, Egypt, Nigeria, 
Algeria, Iraq, Indonesia and Chad. 

In 1959 Kragujevac began production 
of a copy of the Simonov semi-automatic 
carbine, followed in 1964 with a variation 
of the Kalashnikov rifle. While the regu-
lar Yugoslav Army was equipped with 
these modern weapons, large numbers of 
Mausers were held in storage for use by 
the reserves. 

When Yugoslavia began to disintegrate, 
its arsenals were emptied of Mausers to 
equip the expanding Serbian paramilitary 
and police forces. The newly formed 
nationalistic forces of the breakaway 
republics needed weapons and any 
Mauser they could get their hands on 
saw service. I have little doubt that large 
numbers of them had been hidden away 
in basements, attics and barns after 1945 
and were dusted off and used by the 
irregular units that were common during 
the turmoil.

AT THE RANGE
For the purposes of this article, Mitch- 

ell’s Mausers was kind enough to lend 

me an M.24/47 Mauser from their stocks 
to test fire. The rifle was in excellent 
condition with a blemish-free stock and 
mirror-bright bore. Markings included 

the Yugoslav national crest on 
the top of the receiver ring and 
“M24/47” on the left side. The 
left receiver wall has “Preduzece 

44” in Cyrillic letters indicating the 
Preduzece Crvena Zastava (Red Flag 

Enterprise, as the Kragujevac arsenal 
had been renamed in 1947). Matching 

serial numbers grace the receiver, 
bolt, magazine floorplate and butt-
stock. Mitchell’s also thoughtfully 

sent along a supply of their 8mm 
Mauser ammunition loaded with 196-

grain, boat-tail, spitzer bullets.
To see how the M.24/47 performed, I 

trekked out to the 100-yard backstop at 
my gun club and set up several bullseye 
targets. Using an MTM K-Zone rest to 
steady the rifle, I proceeded to shoot for 
score. With the rear sight’s lowest setting 
of 200 meters, it took a few rounds to fig-
ure out where to hold at half that distance. 
But once I had the measure of it, I was 
able to produce well-centered groups in 
the 3.5- to 4-inch range, which is about 
par for an open-sighted military rifle of  
this age. Seeing no need to haul any ammo 
home, I fired the last five rounds and 
put all in the 10 ring, forming a group of 
exactly 3 inches. See, sometimes perse-
verance does pay off!

While the Yugoslav Pŭska M.24/47 
might not be as aesthetically pleasing as 
those Mausers of pre-WWII manufac-
ture, it is based upon a firearm that was 
built of quality materials and at a time 
when workmen took pride in their craft. 
Despite approaching the fact that its 
70th birthday, I believe it is still capable 
of performing any task it might be put to 
today—and performing it very well!

If you are looking for a rugged and 
affordable 98-type Mauser for shooting, 
my advice would be to check out the 
M.24/47 Mausers that Mitchell’s is offering. 
You won’t be sorry. For more information, 
visit mauser.org or call 800-274-4124.

Author’s Note: I would like to thank my 
good friend Branko Bogdanovic for all the 
help he provided. I recommend his book, 
Serbian And Yugoslav Mausers (North 
Cape Publications, 2005), to anyone seek-
ing more information on these rifles. n
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PEŠADISJKA PUŠKA M.1924
CALIBER: 7.9mm metak za pŭsku  
 M.24
BARREL: 3.25 inches
OA LENGTH: 42.9 inches
WEIGHT: 8.4 pounds
STOCK: Walnut
SIGHTS: Inverted front blade,  
 rear notch
ACTION: Bolt action
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 5

MSRP: $399 (as tested) 

Specif ications:

BALKANS BATTLE RIFLE

The notch rear sight is adjustable by 
tangent from 200 to 2,000 meters.

The Puška M.24/47’s inverted V blade 
front sight is protected by a hood. Note 
the bayonet lug and cleaning rod.



• Vltor Basic IMOD
Stock $94.95

• Vltor Carbine
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$119.65

• Geissele Super Modular KeyMod 13 Inch Rail MK4 $350

• Geissele
SSA Trigger
$210

• B5 Systems
SOPMOD Bravo
Stock $58.00

• Midwest Industries SSK-KeyMod
12 Inch Free Float Handguard

• BattleComp 1.0
$149.99

• SureFire X300 Ultra
LEDWeaponLight

• Midwest Industries
Folding Front Sight $79.95

• IWC KeyMod
QD RL Sling
Mount $17.00

• Midwest Industries
SPLP Rear Sight $119.95

• EOTech XPS2-0
HWS $499.00 • EOTech G33 STS Magnifier $549.00

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Grip Mod 0 $29.95

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Grip Mod 3 $17.95

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Grip Mod 2 $29.95

• TangoDown
BattleGrip $35.75

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
VPG-KeyMod QD
Vertical Grip $44.95

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Buttstock

• BCM® Enhanced
Trigger Guard

• TangoDown ARC
MK2 Magazine
$14.95

• TangoDown
PR-4 Rear
Sling Mount
$73.65

• BCM® KMR-13 KeyMod
Rail 13 Inch $269.95

• BCM® KMR-10 KeyMod
Rail 10 Inch $254.95

• BCM® A2X Flash
Suppressor $34.95

• ALG
Defense
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Trigger
$65.00

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Compensator Mod 1
$94.95

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Vertical Grip $49.95

• BCMGUNFIGHTER™
Compensator Mod 0
$89.95

• PWS FSC556 Tactical
Compensator $98.95

• PWS KeyMod
Bipod Adapter $23.95 • Wilson Combat

Tactical Trigger
Unit $269.95

• BCM® Low Profile
Gas Block $44.95

• CTT Solutions
Mag Cap

• ADM AD-B2 Base $65.95

• ADM T1 SOCOM Spacer $19.95

• Centurion Arms C4 Rail 12 Inch $314.00

• Aimpoint PRO
Patrol Rifle Optic $416.00

• Daniel Defense AR15
Lite 7.0 Rail $219.00

• Aimpoint
Micro H-1
$617.00

• Trijicon TA31RCO-M4
$1,422.05

• GDI R-COM B-Model
Mount $205.00

• BCM®

Diamondhead
Folding Front
Sight $99.00

• BCM®

Diamondhead
Folding Rear
Sight $119.00

• TangoDown SCAR
Panel 6 Inch $13.70

• Thorntail
Offset Adaptive
Light Mount
$50.00

• Inforce HSP WML $119.00

• Blue Force Gear
VCAS Sling $45.00

• TangoDown Short
QD Vertical Grip
$89.73• ALG

Defense
QMS
Trigger
$45.00

Your m4 superstore with one of the largest stocking inventories
of the latest AR15, M4 and M16 Parts, Accessories and Tactical Gear!

Hartland, WI  U.S.A. / Toll Free: 1-877-BRAVO CO (1-877-272-8626) / Fax: 262-367-0989 / BravoCompanyMFG.com

All pricing is subject to change without notice.  Please see our website for current pricing.
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F
ew powers at the beginning of World War II had issued 
their troops workable self-loading battle rifles, and 
the Japanese were no exception—but they certainly 
tried. In fact, the Japanese developed a number of 
semi-automatic prototypes, experimental designs and 

copies both prior to and near the end of World War II.
The Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) and Navy (IJN) had 

largely been armed with one version or another of the 
bolt-action Arisaka rifle since around the turn of the 
last century. Its origins can be traced back to 1897, 
when the superintendent of the Tokyo Arsenal, 
Colonel Nariaki Arisaka, oversaw the development 
of a rifle intended to replace the cumbersome 
and outdated single-shot Type 13 Murata 
and tubular-magazine Type 22 rifles then in 
service. (The nomenclature of these and all 
Imperial Japanese weapons was related to 
the year of the emperor’s reign in which 
the weapon was adopted, so, in the case 
of the Murata, it was adopted in the 
13th year of Emperor Mejii, and the 
Type 22 was adopted in the 22nd 
year, etc.). The result of this 
program was the Type 30 rifle, 
chambered in 6.5x50mm.

TOJO’S 
GARANDS 
Japan’s experimental self-loading 
rifles of World War II.
By W. Darrin Weaver

Left and right views of one of the 24 experimental 
Koishikawa (Yoshida) Pedersen-type rifles. The main 

differences between these examples and the original 
Pedersen are the 10-round Schönauer-style spool 

magazine, which could be filled by two 5-round  
stripper clips, offset front and rear sights, the fit 

and finish, and the wooden furniture. 

TYPE 30 LEGACY
Arisaka, whose name has forever 

since been colloquially used to describe 
Japanese rifles, borrowed several features 

from contemporary Mauser-designed rifles 
for the Type 30. This included the rotary bolt 

action and a non-detachable, staggered, five-round 
magazine arrangement. Unlike the Mausers, though, 
the Japanese actions cocked on closing instead of 
on opening, and there were several other features 
peculiar to these Japanese small arms. These 
include the magazine release, the straight bolt 
handle with an oval-shaped knob, the long receiver 
tangs to reinforce the stock wrist, and the famous 
“hook safety.” Also, since their industry had long 
had difficulty obtaining enough suitable hardwood 
stock blanks, a two-piece stock was developed, 
which was used on nearly all Japanese small arms 
onward. The Type 30 was successful enough—Images Courtesy of Rock Island Auction Co.
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once all of the bugs were worked out—to be put into 
production, and it was the primary weapon used by the 
Japanese in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 and 1905.

The Types 35 (1902) and 38 
(1905) soon followed. The hook 
safety was eliminated and replaced 
with a rotating knob, and the bores 
and bolt faces were given chrome 
plating. Sniper, carbine and cavalry 
variants followed. The Type 38 was 
first issued in 1907. Used by gar-
rison troops in Manchukuo, it saw 
action in World War I and beyond. 
Then, in 1931, Japan invaded Man-
churia, seeking a limitless supply of 
raw materials, labor and a natural 
buffer zone between it and the 
Soviet Union.

The brutal IJA troops often 
found themselves outgunned by the Chinese, however. 
First, many Chinese units were issued Mauser 98s 
chambered in the larger 7.92x57mm round, and Japa-
nese troops also encountered self-loading Czech ZH-29 
rifles for the first time. Second, certain Chinese units 
were able to put massive amounts of firepower down-
range with their automatic and semi-automatic “Broom-
handle” C96s. At the same time, the Japanese were aware 
that the U.S. Army was experimenting with the Czech 
ZH-29, Bang, Pedersen and Garand self-loading rifles, 
so it must have seemed the right time to take another 

look at the standard Japanese 
6.5x50mm cartridge and the 
semi-auto concept to replace 
the Type 38.

MORE FIREPOWER
The IJA issued a contract 

to the Nambu Rifle Manufac-
turing Company (NRM) in 

1931 to quickly develop and test a semi-automatic rifle 
and light machine gun for possible issue to the Japanese 
military. After several failures and three-month contract 
extensions, a prototype rifle was delivered to the IJA and 
sent to the Tokyo Koishikawa Arsenal for testing and 
evaluation. This test model used two locking lugs and 
was operated by a gas piston along the barrel. The maga-
zine held 10 rounds. The weapon showed promise, so 
another contract extension ensued, and Nambu delivered 
two improved examples in short order. These functioned 
better but failed extreme environmental tests. Two more 
examples were delivered, but after several contract exten-
sions, the company had still not satisfied the IJA.

The talented designer John Pedersen, formerly of 
Remington Arms, had been working on a toggle-action 
self-loader since the 1920s. Ultimately, his design was 
beaten out by the Garand in U.S. Army trials, at least 

partially due to the need to 
use waxed cartridges to ensure 
proper functioning. Despite this, 
Pedersen travelled to the United 
Kingdom to supervise start-up 
production of his design at 
Vickers-Armstrong in the hope 
that the British Army would 
adopt the rifle. They didn’t. But 
Pedersen persisted and ulti-
mately offered the design to the 
Japanese Army for testing.

With the Nambu rifles failing 
to meet expectations, in 1932, the 
Tokyo Gas & Electric Company 
(TG&E) and the Japan Special 

Steel Company (JSSC) were each asked to submit sam-
ples of self-loading rifles. Both companies were shown 
examples of the Pedersen rifle as well as Czech ZH-29s 
recently captured on the Chinese mainland.

NRM continued working on its original design, by 
now in its fourth iteration. TG&E decided to concentrate 
on slight modifications of the ZH-29, chambered in the 
6.5x50mm service cartridge. JSSC on the other hand was 
quite impressed with the Pedersen, but its chief engineer 
worked on modifying and improving the design.  
For instance, the gas system and action were modified, 

“The Imperial  
Japanese Navy…  

started its own program 
in 1943, recognizing  

that IJN Marines and 
paratroopers were  

desperately outgunned 
in the Pacific by  
U.S. troops.”•    •    •    

General Hideki Tojo (1884-1948) was 
the prime minister of Japan, and de 
facto dictator, during most of WWII. 
Although not as personally involved in 
the development and acceptance of 
weapons as, say, Adolf Hitler, he was in 
charge of the country when the Impe-
rial Japanese Navy began working on 
copies of the U.S. M1 Garand. 



and the first example used a stock and 
metal handguard very similar to the origi-
nal, but it had a different right-side safety 
lever. Later examples utilize a significantly 
different two-piece stock, a ventilated 
wooden handguard and a larger detach-
able magazine.

SEMI-AUTO SHOOTOUT
The IJA tested samples from all of the 

manufacturers in 1933. The NRM rifle 
malfunctioned again, forcing Nambu to 
bow out of the competition to concentrate 
on light machine gun and pistol designs. 
TG&E’s ZH-29 also failed to impress the 
evaluators. The JSSC Pedersen-based rifle 
malfunctioned after around 100 rounds, 
but the basic design appealed to the ord-
nance department.

At that point the IJA began developing 
a Pedersen-based design of its own at the 
Koishikawa site, supervised by General 
Yoshida of the Kokura Arsenal. This was 
in direct competition with the two private 
companies still in the running: JSSC and 

TG&E. The 6.5mm Koishikawa (Yoshida) 
rifle and carbine version were more faith-
ful copies of the original Pedersen action, 
but utilized 10-round, Schönauer-style 
spool magazines, which could be filled by 
two 5-round stripper clips via a stripper 
clip guide at the front of the toggle. This 
magazine arrangement required a notice-
able bulge in the one-piece stock forward 
of the triggerguard, but most of the 
remainder of the stock and furniture was 
common or at least similar to the Type 38 
rifle then in widespread service.

JSSC was able to work out the 
functioning problems on subsequent 
prototypes, but was plagued with poor 
accuracy. TG&E modified and improved 
its ZH-29-based design, and General 
Yoshida made just small refinements to 
his Koishikawa rifles. All of the weapons 
were tested again in the 1935 IJA trials. 
TG&E’s rifle suffered from extremely poor 
accuracy, which forced the company to 
withdraw from the competition. This left 
the JSSC modified-Pedersen toggle action 

design competing against the Koishikawa 
(Yoshida) rifle, which more closely copied 
the toggle mechanism of the original 
Pedersen. Both designs were modified and 
improved, and another round of trials was 
conducted between 1936 and 1937.

JSSC supplied 12 improved examples 
with detachable magazines for testing in 
various barrel lengths. Koishikawa also 
submitted 24 slightly modified copies of 
the Pedersen examples in two different 
barrel lengths. General Yoshida and his 
staff of engineers apparently failed to 
appreciate the need for waxed cartridges 
in the original Pedersen design, and 
without the coating the Koishikawa rifles 
tended to malfunction at around 100 
rounds. JSSC’s samples fared better and 
showed great improvements in reliability 
and accuracy.

Despite this, though, both rifles would 
have cost twice as much as a comparable 
Type 38. The country also did not have 
the industrial capacity to produce as 
many as required, nor could it match the 
manufacturing quality of Western firms, 
necessary for the reliable functioning of 
the designs. Thus the IJA’s interest waned 
and neither design was adopted. In short 
order thereafter, by June of 1936 Japan 
found itself in a full-blown war in China. 
It was also during this time that the IJA 
decided upon the larger 7.7mm cartridge 
(roughly equivalent in ballistics to the 
German 7.92mm and U.S. .30-06) and 
the simplified but stout Nagoya Arsenal-
designed Type 99 bolt-action rifle to equip 
the bulk of its troops (“99” taken from the 
Japanese calendar year 2599).

GARAND CLONES
With a few years of combat experience, 

in 1941 the IJA again took another look 

TOJO’S GARANDS
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An example of John Pedersen’s toggle-action self-loader made by 
Vickers-Armstrong. The Imperial Japanese based many of their prototypes 
on Pedersen’s action, believing it was the simplest and most effective of the day.

The Koishikawa (Yoshida) rifle, as seen 
from above and from the left, illustrat-
ing the toggle mechanism, stripper clip 
guide and rear sight. This example was 
also made with an integral sniper base 
machined on the left of the receiver.Im
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at self-loading rifles. Kokura developed 
several experimental recoil-operated rifles 
that utilized a delayed locking mechanism 
and a fixed five-round magazine. Tests 
were conducted at Kokura Arsenal, but 
raw material shortages, pressures on the 
war industry and other events halted the 
effort by 1943.

The Imperial Japanese Navy, 
on the other hand, started its own 
program in 1943, recognizing that 
IJN Marines and paratroopers 
were desperately outgunned in 
the Pacific by U.S. troops. With 
the war going badly and Japanese 
industry stretched beyond its limits, 
a lengthy ground-up development 
program would not be possible. So, 
the IJN examined captured U.S. M1 
Garand rifles stored at the Yokosuka 
Naval Arsenal, and simply decided to 
reverse-engineer and slightly modify 
the U.S. design.

The main problem with simply 
copying the American Garand was 
the cartridge and the magazine. To 
ensure commonality, the weapon 
would have to be chambered in the 
by then standard Japanese 7.7mm 
on five-round stripper clips. The 
Garand’s magazine took an eight-
round en bloc clip and could not 
be “topped off ” once loaded. When 
empty, as most shooters and collec-
tors know, the clip is ejected with 
a very perceptible ping. This 
could give the firer’s position 
away and alert the enemy that he 
needed to reload the magazine, 
a weakness in the design that the 
IJN decided to remedy.

The initial Japanese Garand 
copies were given the designa-
tion “Type 4” (“4” taken from 
the Japanese calendar year 2604). 
The main differences between 
the Type 4 and the U.S. M1 
Garand included the 7.7mm 
chambering, the stock and its 
hardware, the rear sight and 
the magazine. IJN engineers 
chambered the weapon 
in the standard Japanese 
round and designed a fixed 
magazine that could be 
topped off via the stan-
dard five-round stripper 
clip. The simpler and 
cruder stock was made 

from oriental hardwood, given finger 
grooves on either side, and then stained 
and varnished. The stock hardware 
was also simplified, with, for instance, 
a standard Japanese Arisaka-style 
buttplate and side swivels. The overall 
length was shortened as well. Lastly, 
the micro-adjustable rear sight of the 
M1 Garand was dispensed with in 
favor of a simplified Japanese sliding-
ramp variant.

The Type 4 prototypes were 
submitted for trials in late 1944. 
Frequent malfunctions and com-
ponent breakages were reported. 
Engineers worked to correct the 
problems and by April of 1945, the 
effort showed enough promise that 
the navy decided to adopt the rifle 
as the “Type 5” (“5” taken from the 
Japanese calendar year 2605).

Small-scale production of the 
Type 5 is said to have occurred 
in the machine gun factory at 

Yokosuka. This facility was already 
in full production making established 

machine gun designs and could not have 
had much, if any, excess capacity. The 
metal fit and finish was not up to the 
quality of United States’ M1s, and most 
observed exhibit a mix of blued, painted 
or parts left “in the white.” The priority of 
materials and skilled labor was presum-
ably the issue, and only about 125 to 150 
examples with perhaps enough parts and 
components to assemble another 50 to 75 
are thought to have been made by V-J Day, 
September 2, 1945.

RARE RELICS
In the end, the IJA and IJN were not 

able to develop a practical self-loading 
rifle for general issue. The shortage of 
weapons to defend the empire between 
1944 and 1945 meant that even some of 
the early prototypes were thrown into the 
fray. Indeed, some of the Pedersen-type 
rifles were reportedly captured during 
the Battles of Mindanao and Okinawa, 
and GIs recognized some as unusual and 
sent them home as souvenirs. After the 
U.S. Navy and Army inspectors finished 
examining Type 5s at Yokosuka and 
shipped several back to official arsenals 
in the U.S., the rest of the complete 
rifles and even the partial/incomplete 
rifles appear to have been scooped up 
by occupation troops as souvenirs, and 
those too were sent home.

The Japanese WWII self-loaders are 
extremely rare and command exorbitant 
prices. And while these days they’re usu-
ally found in only the most exhaustive 
private and museum collections, the 
possibility exists that there are still a few 
more out there in closets waiting to be 
discovered!

For more in-depth reading on this sub-
ject, I highly recommend Fred Honeycutt 
Jr. and F. Patt Anthony’s book, Military 
Rifles of Japan. I would also like to thank 
the National Firearms Museum; Rock 
Island Auction Company; Collector’s Fire-
arms in Houston, Texas; the staff of the 
U.S. Marine Corps Museum; and David 
W. Davis for assistance with this article.  n
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ABOVE: Some differences between  
the successful U.S. M1 and the IJN 
Type 5 include the finger-groove stock 
and the sliding ramp rear sight.

LEFT: The Type 5 rifle represented the 
Japanese attempt to develop a reliable 
semi-auto rifle by reverse engineering a 
simplified version of the M1 Garand. 

•   •   •

TYPE 5
CALIBER: 7.7x58mm Arisaka
BARREL: 23.1 inches
OA LENGTH: 43.2 inches
WEIGHT: 9.12 pounds (empty)
STOCK: Red varnished wood
SIGHTS: Tangent-style
ACTION: Semi-auto
FINISH: Various bluing and paint
CAPACITY: 10+1 

Specif ications:

Image Courtesy NRA National Firearms Museum



MK I
JUNGLE CARBINE

The compact, powerful and collectible 
BRITISH .303 LEE-ENFIELD bolt-action carbine.
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I 
WAS FORTUNATE that when I first 
became seriously interested in firearms 
during my high school and college years 
in the 1960s, surplus and vet bring-back 
firearms were still readily available at rea-
sonable prices. I got a chance to own and 
shoot a wide array of rifles, often using 

very inexpensive World War II surplus ammunition. 
I soon learned the proper technique for cleaning 
after shooting corrosive ammunition and got on 
with lots of inexpensive shooting. What was inter-
esting is that I rarely owned a Lee-Enfield rifle. I 
knew from friends who used them that they 

were usually accurate, but they never really struck 
my fancy. This was especially odd as later I became 
somewhat of an Anglophile, living in the UK 
while attending graduate school, and later became a 
collector of Webley revolvers and autos. I did finally 
purchase a Lee-Enfield, a No. 5 Mk I Jungle Carbine, 
mostly because I liked its looks and handiness. I 
heard from other shooters that it would kick like 
the mules that supplied the Chindits and found 
that true. Over time, the recoil bothered me less as 
I shot the carbine more. That Jungle Carbine was 
traded away, but a few years later I acquired another 
one, which I still have.

PHOTOS BY KEN MACSWAN

By Leroy Thompson
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MK I

Originally derived from the No. 4 Mk I rifle as 
a lighter and handier carbine for British airborne 
troops, the No. 5 Mk I began production in 
March 1944. Originally, some No. 4 Mk I rifles 
were altered to have detachable stocks to make 
them easier to stow for parachuting. One problem 
with this was that during a jump one portion  
of the rifle could become lost, rendering it use-
less. However, as an offshoot of the program, a  
lighter, shorter carbine was developed. Weight was 
reduced wherever possible by making lightening 
cuts in the barrel and receiver, drilling out the 
bolt’s knob as well as lightening the wood stock 

During a rest, an 
Australian soldier 

wipes down his Jungle 
Carbine during the 

Malayan Emergency. 

Although developed in World War 
II, the Jungle Carbine saw the 
most use in Korea and Malaya, the 
latter where it got its name. Note 
the cone-shaped flash suppressor.



and forend wherever possible. It was found that recoil and muzzle 
flash were substantially greater than with a standard rifle, so the 
No.5 Mk I carbine was fitted with a conical flash suppressor and 
a rubber buttpad intended to cushion recoil. There were some 
experiments combining the No. 5 Mk I with a detachable butt-
stock, but none ever went into production. British airborne troops 
continued to use the Sten gun along with standard No. 4 Mk I 
rifles. However, the No. 5 Mk I was used by some airborne troops 
during Operation Market Garden. 

Because of the Jungle Carbine flash suppressor’s large front 
diameter, standard bayonets would not work with the No. 5 Mk 
I. As a result, a special bayonet with a large mounting ring had to 
be developed. It is of clip-point design and could serve as a fight-
ing knife. Generally, British-made No. 5 Mk I bayonets have been 
harder to find than the rifles.

DESIGN SIDE EFFECTS
Other than increased recoil, the primary concern British 

troops had with the No. 5 Mk I was its accuracy. Complaints 
were that once zeroed, the carbine did not hold to that point of 
aim. Problems with accuracy were usually attributed to the light-

ening cuts in the receiver, which caused it to flex more, or wood 
stocks swelling in humid jungle conditions affecting harmonics. 
There was some speculation, too, that the barrels were poorly 
bedded. Still others blamed the rubber buttpad of the No. 5 Mk 
I for poor accuracy. Some combination of these factors may 
well have influenced accuracy. Just the fact that the carbine had 
more recoil and a shorter sight radius may well have had some 
effect. I’ve often wondered if alteration of the location of the 
sling swivels on the No. 5 may have been a factor as well. On the 
No. 4 Mk I the swivels were designed so that the shooter could 
use the sling to lock in for steadier shooting. On the No. 5 Mk 
I, the slings were designed only to allow a sling to be affixed for 
carrying. It was determined that affixing the bayonet decreased 
accuracy by about 20 percent. Additionally, mounting the 
bayonet affected point of bullet impact for the Jungle Carbine. 
As a result, a well-trained user would have known how to adjust 
his sights with the bayonet mounted. How many troops actually 
shot groups to determine sight adjustment with the bayonet 
mounted is another question.

When the No. 5 Mk I was designed, it was presumed that it 
would not be used at longer ranges. Standard No. 4 Mk I rifles 
had rear sights graduated to 1,300 yards, while the No. 5 Mk I 
rear sight was graduated to 800 yards. This was probably still 
quite optimistic. Whatever the reason for complaints, the British 
discontinued production of the No. 5 Mk I in 1947, after 251,368 
rifles had been produced, about one-third at British Small Arms 
(BSA) Shirley and two-thirds at Royal Ordnance Factory (ROF) 
Fazakerley. This was short of the original contract numbers, 
which called for 250,000 from ROF and 100,000 from BSA. Prior 
to cancellation of the No. 5 Mk I contract, consideration had 
been given to producing a Mk II version with a strengthened 
action to fire rifle grenades or with other changes, but it never 
got beyond the experimental stage. Early in the development 
stages of the No. 5 Mk I, there had been consideration that it 
would eventually replace the No. 4 Mk I as the primary British 
service rifle, but the accuracy problems and other issues damp-
ened enthusiasm for the carbine. 

Although the carbine did see service in World War II, it saw 
most of its combat in Korea, and especially the Malayan Emer-

MK I JUNGLE CARBINE
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“The rifle’s lightness 
and handiness made 
it a good choice as it 
could be brought into 
action quickly, even in 
dense jungle.”

Note the Jungle  
Carbine’s protected 
front sight, bayonet  
lug and distinctive 
flash suppressor.

On the left side of the Jungle Carbine 
you will find the lever safety. Note the 

detachable box magazine system.



gency, the latter giving the rifle its nickname, the “Jungle Carbine.” 
The rifle’s lightness and handiness made it a good choice as it 
could be brought into action quickly, even in dense jungle.

IMPACT EFFECT
I have to admit that though I like the Jungle Carbine as a col-

lectible, I don’t really shoot mine much. I’ve probably put 500 
rounds through the two I’ve owned over 40+ years. From those 
shooting experiences I’ll offer a few comments. When I got my 
first Jungle Carbine and fired it for the first time, I did, indeed, 
feel that it had excessive recoil. I’ve noticed the last couple of 
times I’ve fired my current one, though, 
the recoil hasn’t seemed as ferocious as I 
remember. That’s probably because during 
the ensuing years I’ve fired many powerful 
rifles. Lately, I do a lot of shooting with 
.338 Lapua rifles, the recoil of which I do 
not find especially daunting. I used to 
shoot my first Jungle Carbine with highly 
corrosive surplus ammunition and found 
that hot water, then GI bore cleaner and 
then oiling might not be enough. I only 
shoot non-corrosive ammunition through 
the one I have currently.

The lever safety is located to the left 
rear of the receiver and can be operated 
with the thumb of the shooting hand, but 
not without shifting the hand enough that the trigger cannot be 
reached. This still works better than sliding the support hand 
back from the forearm. The magazine-release button is inside the 
triggerguard and may be hit with the edge of the trigger finger, 
though it takes some pressure to operate the release. The rear 
peep battle sight is open but not quite a ghost ring, which allows 
fast target acquisition at ranges out to 100 yards. The smaller 
peep sight, which is screw adjustable, is still a good size for me. 

Lee-Enfield rifles have a reputation for fast bolt operations 
due to the short throw. This allowed bolt-action-armed British 
infantryman to offer very sustained volleys of fire, a feat aided 

by the 10-round detachable magazine. However, since the No. 5 
Mk I bolt cocks on closing, which slows the final hard push of 
the bolt, I don’t find I operate it especially quickly. As with typical 
bolt-action military rifles, the bolt may be readily removed for 
cleaning the bore. Access to the firing pin is fairly easy, too, as the 
bolt head just needs to be unscrewed. A special armorer’s tool is 
needed, however, to remove the firing pin from the bolt. 

I have to admit that I’ve never shot especially well with the 
Jungle Carbine, so I’m not too sure if I ever encountered the 
“wandering zero” problem. From what I’ve read, 2.5-inch groups 
at 100 yards are considered quite good for a Jungle Carbine. I’d 

certainly be happy if I ever shot mine that 
well! About 20 years ago, a Canadian friend 

living in the U.S. gave me a couple of boxes 
of match .303 ammunition, some of which 
I shot in my Jungle Carbine. If I remember 
correctly, I managed a five-shot group 
of between 4 and 5 inches. I was happy, 
which tells you how well I shoot my Jungle 
Carbine! I still had some of the ammo on 
a more recent outing and managed to put 
three rounds between 3.5 and 4 inches. 

Despite its accuracy problems, the 
Jungle Carbine remains a very collectible 
military rifle. For anyone interested in 
owning a Jungle Carbine, I recommend 
purchasing a true British production No. 

5 Mk I with proper markings for ROF or BSA. Beware of many 
SMLE (Short Magazine Lee-Enfield) No. 1 Mk III or No. 4 Mk I 
rifles that were converted to Jungle Carbine configuration. Cop-
ies may be easily spotted by improper markings or the presence 
of the rear sight on the barrel; true No. 5 Mk I carbines will have 
the sight mounted on top of the receiver. I’ll offer one other piece 
of advice about buying a collectible Jungle Carbine. Often, I see 
a combination of a correct Jungle Carbine and a correct bayonet 
for sale together. Purchasing the combo will almost always be 
less expensive than purchasing a carbine and later trying to track 
down a bayonet. Believe me, I know!  n
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LEE-ENFIELD NO. 5 MK I 
“JUNGLE CARBINE”  
CALIBER: .303 British
OA LENGTH: 39.5 inches
BARREL: 18.8 inches
WEIGHT: 7 pounds (empty)
STOCK: Wood
SIGHTS: Rear flip-up, front post
ACTION: Bolt
FINISH: Blued

CAPACITY: 10+1 

Specif ications:

The mag release button is inside the tigger-
guard and can be hit with the edge of the 
trigger finger, but be forewarned, it takes 
some pressure to operate the release.

The rear peep battle sight is screw adjust-
able and sturdily built. The sight was 
graduated out to 800 yards due to the 
carbine length of the weapon.

Shown is the Jungle Carbine’s recoil pad 
and rear sling swivel. The design of the 
swivel precludes the shooter “locking in” 
with the sling for increased accuracy.
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W
hen the “Yanks” went “Over There” 
in 1917 they were forced to rely 
primarily on equipment from 
France and Great Britain. At the 
time the United States was actually 
rather unprepared for the conflict, 

but the nations of Europe had already been 
fighting in the trenches for nearly three years. 
In that time the front lines on the Western Front 
had become nearly static, with a line of trenches 
that stretched from Switzerland 
in the south to the English 
Channel in the north. This 
environment had caused the 
combatant armies to adapt their 
weapons, and thus the modern 
steel combat helmet was born 
somewhat out of necessity.

The Americans entered the war a little ahead 
of the game as the soldiers actually arrived 
in the trenches with helmets. In the case of 
these helmets, the American Expeditionary 
Force was provided with the British Mk I steel 
helmet, which was made under contract in the 
United States as the Model 1917. Additionally, 
other units, notably ambulance drivers and the 
all-black combat division, the 93rd Infantry 
Division, wore French-produced Model 1915 

“Adrian” helmets. But despite the 
adoption of the British helmets 
and limited use of French helmets, 
American military planners were 
actually working on an original 
American helmet. The results 
would be deemed “experimental” 
helmets by collectors today.

HELMETS
GREAT WAR

Rediscovering the American experimental  
prototypes of World War I.

By Peter Suciu

ABOVE: Members of the 
American Expeditionary 
Force wearing a mix of  
helmets. Several in the 
photo are wearing the  
Model 5, which saw  

limited field testing on  
the front lines.
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DR. BASHFORD DEAN
As with many military projects, the develop-

ment of the American steel helmet involved a 
number of people. However, one individual stood 
out who guided the process in these early years. 
This man was Dr. Bashford Dean, and thanks 
to his research and later efforts to chronicle the 
helmets, a great deal is actually known about these 
American helmets. 

Dean, along with the other members of the 
Ordnance Corps, also had an advantage over the 
other attempts to devise a modern helmet. For one, 
he and the team were able to design and test their 
helmets from the relative safety of the Aberdeen 
Proving Grounds in Maryland. He was also able 
to draw upon what had already seen field-testing 
and learned from what worked and what 
didn’t. However, as with the helmet designers 
in France, England and Germany, there was 
an urgency to produce the best helmet to 
protect the soldiers in the field.

Born in 1867, Dean was an interest-
ing character. He was an American 
zoologist and armor expert, and served 
on the board at both the American 
Museum of Natural History and the Metro-
politan Museum of Art. A graduate of the College 
of the City of New York, Dean earned his Ph.D. 
at Columbia University, where he taught zoology. 
He was also a noted authority on medieval arms 
and armor, and as a curator at New York’s “Met” 
he established the arms and armor collection 
in 1912. Dean oversaw the rapid growth of this 
collection, and through his world travels acquired 
many impressive items, notably the largest 

collection of Japanese armor outside of Asia. 
He even acquired many of the “second best” 

items for himself, which in turn inspired a 
generation of American collectors of the 

era, many of whom would later make gener-
ous donations to the museum. It should also be 

noted that when Dr. Dean died in 1928, he left his 
own collection of more than 1,000 pieces to the 
Met, where the gallery is now named in his honor.

Dean’s greatest contribution to the world of 
helmet collecting actually was his book, Helmets 
and Body Armor in Modern Warfare. First pub-
lished just after his death by the Yale University 
Press, this book has been the premier reference for 
helmets of the early 20th century. 

With America’s entry into the Great War in 
1917, Dean was appointed to the rank of major 
in the U.S. Army’s Ordnance Corps, and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art placed its Arms 
and Armor Department at the disposal of the war 
effort. During this time the team, which included 
other scientists, metallurgists and designers, 
began to look at the helmets currently in use by 
England, France and Belgium, and even consid-
ered captured helmets from Germany.

The effort to develop an American helmet 
began in earnest just after America’s entry into the 
war, and continued until shortly after the end of 
hostilities in Europe. For nearly three years, Dean 
and others designed no less than 16 helmets. While 
some of the models were single prototypes, others 
were produced in the thousands. Some of the test 
subject models were even field-tested in Europe, 
and while not adopted as official helmets of the 
U.S. military, these can of course be considered 
combat helmets in their own right. 

ABOVE: Two “Liberty 
Bell” helmets, the first 
truly original American 
steel helmet to be 
adopted by the U.S. 
military. It was disliked 
by the troops and was 
abandoned as the re-
placement to the British 
style Model 1917.

BELOW: The Model 2 
experimental helmet was 
apparently based on the 
“standard” helmets of 

classical Greece and 
Italy in the 15th 

century. It saw 
limited testing 

in France.



EXPERIMENTAL DESIGNS
Ironically missing in the list of “experimental 

helmets” seems to be a so-called “Model 1.” 
Instead, it can be assumed that perhaps the 
Model 1917 was considered the “first” model. 
Alternatively, perhaps the most original idea 
never made it off the drawing board. At any 
rate, for collectors, the numbering essentially 
begins with the Model 2.

Designed in June of 1917, this helmet aimed 
to protect more completely the sides and back 
of the head. The Model 2 was based on the 
“standard” helmets of classical Greece and Italy in 
the 15th century, and this particular design even 
saw limited field testing during World War I. The 
helmet was found to be comfortable to wear and 
provided satisfactory ballistic results. Some 2,000 
Model 2 helmets were produced by Ford Motor 
Company of Detroit, Michigan. Its failing was that 
it was too familiar. Deemed to be too similar to 
the German Model 1916 helmet, it was discarded 
and taken out of consideration.

As with the Model 1, the Model 3 is not men-
tioned in Dean’s book and records don’t indicate 
that such a helmet existed. Subsequent books, 
including those by author/collector Chris Armold, 
suggest that this pattern may have been one of 
many so-called one-of-a-kind experimental 
helmets shown in photographs from the era. To 
date, no information has come to light regarding 
the Model 3.

The Model 4 was actually produced in small 
numbers by armor expert Daniel Tachaux of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Tachaux had also 
been one of the original designers of the Model 2, 
and worked closely with Dean throughout WWI. 
The Model 4 took the basic shape of the British 
Mk I/American Model 1917 but produced a 
deeper bowl that sat lower on the head. The look 

is reminiscent of a medieval “Man at Arms”  
helmet. The only known surviving example is 
housed at the U.S. Army Ordnance Museum.

One of the more common experimental  
helmets to have survived is also the one that 
apparently saw some usage in the trenches in 
France. This is the Model 5, which has the basic 
deep bowl features of the Model 2. It reportedly 
was as easy to produce at the Model 1917/Mk 
I-pattern helmet. Its dome protected the wearer’s 
head while not impairing vision.

The Model 5 used a three-pad liner system 
with a canvas chinstrap, a feature first adopted in 
the Model 2, and no doubt “borrowed” from the 
German Model 1916 “coal scuttle” helmet. About 
2,000 of these experimental helmets were pro-
duced by the Philadelphia firm of Hale & Kilburn, 
but unlike the Model 2, this helmet design actually 
saw limited testing in the trenches in France at 
the end of WWI. Despite this, it was deemed (like 
its predecessor) to look too close in shape to the 
German Model 1916 helmet and was thus not 
adopted by the U.S. Army. 

Tachaux also devised the Model 6, which 
featured the novel concept of tilting forward. 
In the up position it was a basic helmet with 
a long visor, but in the lower position the 
brow doubled as a facemask. It was considered 

unbalanced and awkward to wear, and when 
in the down position provided virtually no 
protection to the back of the head. It was only 
produced as a concept, and thus no ballistic 
testing was ever done. Today, the only known 
example of this model is in the collection of the 
U.S. Army Ordnance Museum.

The Model 7 was yet another “blast from 
the past” in terms of design. It is not known if 
this unique-looking helmet—which resembled 
something a medieval knight in shining (or 
mud-covered) armor might have worn—was 
ever field-tested, but to date only three examples 
are known to have survived. The helmet was a 
round bowl that protected the top of the head 
while two flaps closed in on the sides. Those who 
tested it claimed it was heavy and uncomfortable 
to wear, limiting the field of vision. According to 
Dean’s writings, the Model 7 was produced by 
W.H. Mullins Company of Salem, Ohio, in three 
different weights, including 11, 15 and 18 pounds, 
which may indicate that one of each size/weight 
was produced. Also known as the Sentinel’s 
Helmet, the surviving examples are known to 
be in the collection of the U.S. Army Ordnance 

GREAT WAR HELMETS
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The ominous looking 
Model 8 featured a  
visor that could be raised 
and lowered, but this 
proved to be impractical 
and the helmet never 
went beyond the  
prototype stage.

The Model 6 featured another notable  
design in that instead of a moveable visor 
the entire helmet could tilt forward to  
protect the wearer’s face.



Museum and the Imperial War Museum in 
London. A third example was owned by Robert 
Wilson of the Wilson History & Research Cen-
ter until his untimely passing in 2012. That 
example was offered for sale for $42,000.

The Model 7 may have influenced the 
design of the Model 8, which featured the 
basic shape of the Model 5, but with a visor 
to protect the wearer’s face almost com-
pletely. The manufacture of the Model 8 
was undertaken by Ford Motor Company of 
Detroit, Michigan in November 1918. About 
1,300 helmets of this model were produced 
and it featured a three-pad liner system similar 
to the ones found in the Model 2 and Model 5. 
The benefits of this helmet were that with the 
visor down it does protect the face almost entirely, 
while the slits would provide reasonable field of 
view. Arriving just as the Armistice was signed, 
the Model 8 never saw service in France, and 
likely was set aside and never field tested. As a 
result it is one of the more “common” and unique 
experimental helmets to survive from this period.

The Model 7 was not the only full head helmet, 
and a one-of-a-kind prototype Model 9 revisited 
this design, but little else is known about it. Only 
photos of this particular pattern remain. In 
addition, the concept of a full bowl helmet was 
revisited once again with the Model 10, which was 
produced in very limited numbers in the summer 
of 1918. According to Dean, some examples were 
sent to France for further testing, but it is also 
unknown whether these were actually used in 
combat or if these arrived after the end of hostili-
ties. The only known surviving specimen is in the 
collection of the U.S. Army Ordnance Museum. 

Several other models—such as the Model 
11 and Model 12—may not have existed at all 

beyond the drawing board, but the Model 13 
was designed as the first prototype tanker helmet, 

while the Model 14 and Model 15 were designed 
as flight helmets. These weren’t so much the 
last of the American experimental helmets, 
but rather the beginnings of specialized hel-
met designs that would continue for many, 
many years.

THE LIBERTY BELL
There is one other American experimental 

helmet that also stands out. It seems not to 
have a number and was simply called “The 

Liberty Bell.” Perhaps it was in fact even the 
Model 1, but to date no evidence has surfaced 
that would clarify that point.

It has been long believed that the name origi-
nated because of the helmet’s unique shape, which 
does sort of look like an off-center bell. According 
to a Stars and Stripes article dated from November 
1918, some models of this design were stamped 
with an impression of the Liberty Bell on the 
front. For a long time this was believed to be an 
embellishment (or even a misunderstanding) on 
the Stars and Stripes author’s part.

What is known is that the helmet pattern was 
designed by Major James E. McNary and submit-
ted to the American Helmet Committee for con-
sideration as a replacement for the Model 1917 
helmet. It was initially accepted but was disliked 
by the troops, who compared it to a dome-like hat 
of a Chinese fisherman. The helmet was officially 
abandoned as a replacement helmet in 1920. 
Interestingly, the basic shape of the helmet has 
been compared to the British Mk III “Turtle Shell” 
design, which was adopted nearly 25 years later!

What is also notable about this pattern is that 
several different liner types and chinstraps were 
used with the Liberty Bell, including a three-pad 
system similar to the German Model 1916, a liner 
that was basically a holdover from the Model 
1917, and the final version, which was an oil cloth 
donut-type liner that was supported with four 
springs that acted as shock absorbers. 

CONCLUSIONS
Ironically, for both the soldier at the time and 

the collector today, the best efforts to design a 
better helmet were unsuccessful, and as a result 

the generally inferior Model 1917 remained 
in service, only being upgraded as the Model 
1917A1 in the late 1930s until the arrival of 

the M1 helmet in 1940. And while none of these 
would-be helmets went on to be Dean’s final 
legacy, his designs and understanding of armor, 
as well as those of Tachaux and others, did help 
influence later designers to craft better headgear 
and protect our troops in combat. For that we 
should be eternally grateful.  n
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ABOVE: Major Bashford 
Dean was a scholar, 
historian and designer of 
many of the experimental 
helmets that were tested 
by the U.S. military.

BELOW: The Model 5 
may have been the  
most promising of the 
experimental designs.  
It offered more protec-
tion to the wearer’s 
head than the Model 
1917 helmet, but its 
close resemblance to 
the German helmet was 
considered a serious 
design flaw.

•  •  •
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STORY & PHOTOS

The fascinating and highly collectible 
COLT 1860 ARMY .44 REVOLVER.

T
HE NAME COLT is synonymous with 
Civil War-era revolvers, with the com-
pany having produced numerous vari-
ants in large numbers throughout the 

conflict. Between 1842 and 1861, Samuel Colt 
had gone from bankruptcy and failure with 
the Patent Arms Mfg. Co. of Paterson, New 
Jersey, to his own resurrection and vindication 
in 1847 with the .44 caliber Walker Model, to 
establishing himself as the largest supplier of 
small arms to the U.S. government.

CIVIL WAR 
WHEELGUN

By Dennis Adler
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Since the early 1850s, the Colt’s Patent Fire-
Arms Mfg. Co. had been providing the .36-cali-
ber Model 1851 Navy to federal troops, as well as 
fulfilling the last Ordnance Department requisi-
tions for the .44-caliber Third Model Dragoon, 
which was the third variation of Colt’s large-caliber 
revolvers built between 1848 and 1851. Adding 
to his good fortune, Colt’s 1848 and 1849 Pocket 
Models also were the best-selling small-caliber 
revolvers in America. However, while Samuel 
Colt’s star had continued to rise throughout the 
1850s, the stars on the American flag had begun to 
grow further apart with each passing year. The U.S. 
was on the verge of war with itself over slavery and 
with increasing disparities between the Northern 

and Southern states—a social and political 
imbroglio that had been festering for 

nearly a decade.

As the nation raced toward cataclysm, Samuel 
Colt was selling arms to the government at an 
astounding rate, with deliveries to federal gar-
risons in both the Northern and Southern states. 
More than 2,000 of the new Colt revolvers were 
already in the hands of Southerners before the 
war, and Colt even sent a shipment of 500 new 
revolvers to Richmond, Virginia, three days after 
the attack on Fort Sumter in April 1861. The 
threat of war was profitable. The reality of war 
increased Colt’s bottom line from annual earnings 
of around $237,000 to over $1 million.

EMERGENCE OF THE REVOLVER
A year prior to the onset of hostilities between 

the Union and the newly minted Confederate 
States of America, Sam Colt had introduced the 
most advanced and powerful medium-frame 
handgun of his career, the .44-caliber New Model 
Holster Pistol, or as it is most commonly referred 
to, the 1860 Army. Since the early 1850s, the U.S. 

Cavalry had been armed with the .36-caliber 
Colt 1851 Navy or larger .44-caliber Dragoons, 
the latter often supplied from Colt’s with a 
detachable shoulder stock. Since the adoption 
of Colt’s revolving pistols, the U.S. Cavalry had 

been faced with making a choice between 
the lightweight .36-caliber Colt Navy 
holster models or the more robust but 

substantially larger and heavier .44-caliber Colt 
Dragoons. The New Model Holster Pistol, a hand-
gun barely larger than the 1851 Navy but cham-
bered for .44, was Samuel Colt’s grand solution.

The secret to building a smaller-framed 
revolver to handle the powder charge required to 
fire a .44 caliber bullet was a new type of metal 
developed by Samuel Colt and his chief engineer, 
Elisha King Root. It was called Silver Spring 
Steel, a lighter yet stronger metal that allowed 
the .44-caliber loads formerly limited to the 
heavier Dragoons to be fired from a revolver that 
weighed just 40.5 ounces. That is a lot less than 
the 66-ounce weight of a Third Model Dragoon, 
which was regarded by many in the military as too 
heavy for use as a cavalry belt pistol. Large-caliber 
revolvers dating back to the 1847 Walker were 
more traditionally carried in pommel holsters.

A classic Civil War survivor, this 
Colt 1860 Army (serial number 
152919) was produced toward 
the end of 1864. Original pistols 
in this type of condition are  
always a wonderful find for Colt 
and Civil War aficionados.



The lightweight 1860 Army measured 
13.62 inches overall with an 8-inch bar-
rel, whereas the Third Model Dragoon 
measured just under 14 inches long with 
a 7.5-inch barrel. The extra half-inch in 
barrel length gave the 1860 a bit more 
weight up front and a longer sight radius. 
When fitted with a detachable shoulder 
stock, as were the Third Model Dragoons 
used by the Cavalry, the military version 
of the 1860 Army also made a reasonably 
accurate six-shot carbine.

According to John McAulay’s article 
in the March 2013 issue of American 
Rifleman, after testing the new 1860 Army 
against a Third Model Dragoon, a military 
board of ordnance concluded, “[T]he 
board are satisfied that the new model 
revolver with the 8-inch barrel will make 
the most superior cavalry arm we have 
ever had…” In the June 1860 issue of the 
Valley Spirit, published in Chambersburg, 
Pennsylvania, the construction of the new 
Colt pistol was hailed as a metallurgical 
breakthrough: “We have just witnessed 
at the establishment of Colonel Colt the 
operation of making what he calls Silver 
Steel, of a very superior quality, for gun 
metal. It possesses all the qualities of the 
most refined cutlery steel without the 
brittleness; it will receive the most perfect 
polished or burnished surface of the 
brightness and reflective powers of a mir-
ror. Tests by hydraulic pressure and gun-

powder explosion in closely sealed tubes 
have proved it at least three times stronger 
or tougher than the best cast-steel hereto-
fore made; hence its great superiority for 
rifle and pistol barrels, and the cylinders 
of revolving breech-pin arms.”

BUILD SPECIFICS 
In its styling, the 1860 Army was a work 

of art: a slim firearm with a tapered, round 
barrel, an easily actuated loading lever, a 

trim, color case-hardened frame with a 
polished brass or steel triggerguard and 
frontstrap, a sturdy steel backstrap, and a 
long, contoured, one-piece walnut grip. 
(Additionally, a number of 1860 Army 
models were built with the smaller 1851 
Navy–size grips.) Among the 1860 Army’s 
distinguishing features was a cylinder that 
was larger in circumference forward of the 
bolt stops, corresponding to a drop in the 
frame’s contour. This was because the 1860 
Army was actually a modification of the 
1851 Navy frame, thus allowing Colt’s to 
rationalize production and manufacturing 
costs and make use of the Navy model’s 
lockwork. The step down in the frame was 
necessary to accommodate the .44 caliber 
cylinder’s slightly larger circumference. 
The 1860 also used a new type of loading 
lever derived from the 1855 Roots Side-
hammer pistol. The design, referred to as 
a “creeping” loading lever, was so named 
because a cog in the rear of the lever 
forced it to solidly pivot, or “creep,” when 
seating a round ball or conical bullet into 
the chamber. Earlier lever designs used on 
the 1851 Navy, Dragoons and Colt Pocket 

CIVIL WAR WHEELGUN

106   MILITARY SURPLUS n 2015  

 Shown is an original early Cavalry set with full-fluted 
cylinders and a detachable shoulder stock. Roughly 
4,000 fluted-cylinder revolvers were built, with most 

cased sets issued to the U.S. Cavalry.

Samuel Colt’s 1859 patent for the 
third variation of a “Stock for  
Fire-arm” shows the details of the 
design and the ease of mounting.



Models had pivoted freely under the barrel 
and did not deliver as much torque when 
loading the cylinder chamber. Like those 
of its predecessors, the 1860’s loading lever 
was color case-hardened for strength, as 
was the hammer.

Another cost-saving measure was reus-
ing the 1851 Navy’s roll-engraved cylinder 
scene depicting a battle between Texas 
and Mexican naval vessels. This became 
necessary when Colt’s had switched from 
the original, unadorned, fully fluted cyl-
inder design to the later rebated cylinder 
style. The change arose after the military 
began experiencing problems with the 
fluted cylinders, which on random occa-
sions failed Ordnance Department testing 
almost always as a result of a bursting 
or swelling chamber. Silver Spring Steel 
wasn’t quite as strong as expected when 
it came to cylinders, particularly the fully 

fluted cylinder of the 1860 Army, which 
had too little steel around the chambers, 
particularly under the bolt stops where 
many of the problems occurred.

Elisha King Root’s solution was to make 
the bore conical (tapering), leaving more 
steel around the chambers and bolt stops. 
This required a different cylinder shape, 
the now familiar rebated (stepped down) 
design, which was put into production 
between July and September of 1861. The 
transition in design is believed to be the 
reason that 1860 Armys with fully fluted 
cylinders were sometimes referred to as 

“cavalry” models, since most if not all 
were issued to the U.S. Cavalry. The new 
rebated cylinder was also interchangeable 
with the earlier fully fluted version, thus 
making original 1860 Army sets scarcer. 
It is estimated that Colt’s only produced 
around 4,000 fluted cylinder models out of 
a total production run exceeding 200,000, 
from 1860 to 1873.

There were two different barrel addresses 
used on 1860 Army models manufactured 
in the U.S.: either “ADDRESS COL. SAML 
COLT NEW-YORK U.S. AMERICA” 
or “ADDRESS SAML COLT HART-
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BELOW: Shown with an original Mathew Brady portrait of General Ulysses S. Grant, 
this 1860 Army (presented to Grant) exhibits the high level of embellishment done 
in the Colt’s engraving shop during the Civil War. Note the elegant vine scrollwork on 
the frame and barrel and fine detail on the cylinder shoulders. The word “Union” is 
surrounded by a banner engraved along the left side of the barrel, with the right side 
(shown) having a continuation of the banner with the words “And Liberty”.

Distinguishing character-
istics of the Richards Type 
I conversion ring are the 
integral rear “V” sight cast 
into the top of the breech 
plate, the internal firing pin 
and a 0.03-inch overlap of 
the cylinder at the breech. 



FORD CT.” The left side of the frame, a 
feature often embellished, surrounded with 
a cartouche or removed during engraving, 
was stamped with “COLTS/PATENT”. 
The left shoulder of the triggerguard was 
stamped with “44 CAL.” The military 
version of the 1860 Army generally had 
notched recoil shields, a protruding fourth 
screw in the frame and a cutout in the 
base of the pistol grip to permit mounting 
of a detachable shoulder stock. Civilian 
models had full recoil shields and no 
provision for the shoulder stock.

WARTIME NECESSITIES 
At the start of the Civil War, the Union 

became the largest purchaser of 1860 
Army revolvers, eventually procuring 
more than 127,000 from Colt’s plus several 
thousand additional guns on the open 
market. Tragically, on January 10, 1862, 
Samuel Colt passed away at the age of 
47, and a little over two years later, on the 
morning of February 4, 1864, a fire razed 
the main Colt factory, destroying not only 
the first structures erected by Colt in 1855 
along the banks of the Connecticut River, 
but also the buildings where revolvers 
were manufactured and completed for 
delivery. The fire also consumed the com-
pany office, which was the depository for 
factory sales records (shipping books) and 
design drawings dating back to 1847. The 

loss was total, amounting to $1 million 
in firearms alone. The destruction of the 
massive, three-story, 500-foot-long build-
ing and most of the tooling it contained 
cost over another $1.5 million.

The cause of the fire, which began 
in the East Armory attic and quickly 
spread to the roof, was never discovered. 
Speculation ranged from a failing piece 
of machinery to sabotage by Confederate 
spies. A new factory, designed by General 
William B. Franklin, was completed in 
1867, but in 1864 the outlook was grim. 
A new assembly plant was hastily set 
up in a nearby tobacco warehouse from 
which Colt’s delivered fewer than 3,000 
additional revolvers before the war’s 
end, forcing the federal government to 
increase orders for the .44 caliber Army 
Model manufactured by E. Remington & 
Sons, to procure additional revolvers from 
other manufacturers such as Starr, and to 
increase imports of foreign-made guns.

1860 ARMY ADAPTATIONS 
In 1861, Colt’s sold the .44 caliber 

Model 1860 Holster Pistol for $25. The 
attachable carbine breech was an addi-
tional $8. Colt’s later delivered guns to the 
U.S. government for $14.50 to $13.73, and 
guns with shoulder stocks, for $31 each.

With the war over and a growing 
demand for revolvers that could fire 

(Top to bottom) The three variations 
of the 1860 Army conversion were the 
Richards Type I, Richards Type II and 
Richards-Mason. The Type II has the  
firing pin on the hammer, whereas the 
Type I has a rebounding firing pin within 
the breech ring. The Type II used a  
similar breech ring and hammer  
design that would appear on the new  
Richards-Mason conversion.
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A Richards Type I conversion with 12  
bolt cylinder stops. The extra set of 
stops was intended to serve as a safety 
between loaded chambers. Before Colt’s 
began making new cartridge cylinders 
for the Richards and later models, the 
percussion cylinders were bored through, 
and the chambers were expanded to  
accommodate the .44 caliber cartridges. 

Photographed with Hickok memorabilia from Little John’s Auction Service and a vintage 
pocket watch from the author’s collection, this accurate reproduction of Wild Bill Hickok’s 
last gun, a .44 caliber Colt Richards Type I 1860 Army conversion, is set alongside a copy 
of Wild Bill’s Slim Jim holster, gun belt and buckle, recreated by Chisholm’s Trail Leather.

CIVIL WAR WHEELGUN



breech-loaded, self-contained metallic 
cartridges, the Colt’s Patent Fire-Arms 
Mfg. Co. found itself burdened with large 
inventories of out-of-date revolvers. Colt’s 
solution was to reinvent itself by convert-
ing its own cap-and-ball revolvers to fire 
metallic cartridges. This kept it in busi-
ness while developing the new .45-caliber 
Model 1873 Single Action Army revolver 
and making use of old Civil War–era 
frames, cylinders and barrels left in inven-
tory. As it turned out, Colt conversions 
were both affordable and well liked by 
the military and civilians. Many ventur-
ing West after the war could not afford a 
new Colt Peacemaker, whereas the price 
of a rebuilt percussion revolver (such as 
an 1860 Army converted to chamber the 
readily available .44 rimfire Henry rifle 
ammunition or the new .44 centerfire 
cartridges) was around $15. Colt’s would 
even convert a customer’s revolver for 
less. The most famous of the 1860 Army 
cartridge conversions were the Richards 
Type I and Richards-Mason (designed 
respectively by Colt’s superintendents 
of the armory Charles B. Richards and 

William Mason), with the latter models 
produced until the early 1880s.

In 1871 the U.S. Ordnance Department 
ordered the conversion of approximately 
1,200 U.S.-issued 1860 Army percussion 
revolvers to the Richards design. Colt’s 
handled the alterations in Hartford. Every 
gun within the Ordnance Department 
order was stamped with a new conversion 
serial number located beneath the original 
factory stamping. 

The U.S. Richards variants were issued 
and used by the Cavalry well into the 
1880s, by which time the Colt Single 
Action Army and various S&W models 
made them obsolete. The Richards Type I 
was built from 1871 to around 1878, and 
it is estimated that 9,000 examples were 
manufactured.

The majority of Richard Type I 
conversions used the traditional six-stop 
cylinder, either converted from a percus-
sion cylinder or newly manufactured. 
Among the most rare examples of the 
Richards are those with 12 cylinder stops, 
the additional set having been intended 
to serve as a safety by locking the cylinder 

between chambers. Although the design 
worked, you had to make certain that 
the cylinder was firmly set on the stop; 
otherwise it could easily rotate back to a 
loaded chamber. The 12-stop safety system 
proved more or less as effective as the 
slots cut between chambers on Remington 
cylinders, and the safety pins on 1860 
Army models, which similarly functioned 
as a hammer-rest safety. The principal dif-
ficulty with the 12-stop design (as with the 
six-stop conversion cylinders) was that the 
bolt slots occasionally broke through when 
the percussion chambers were enlarged 
to accommodate .44 caliber rounds. The 
slots also had a tendency to wear through 
over time, and many examples have one or 
more broken bolt slots. 

For those interested in collecting the 
1860 Army, values vary from around 
$4,000 to $5,000 for average examples, 
to more than $22,000 for those in fine to 
excellent condition. Factory engraving 
and documented historical provenance 
can drive those prices upwards of $50,000, 
with the most rare examples easily com-
manding $100,000 or more. A Richards 
Type I cartridge conversion averages from 
$5,500 to over $30,000 depending upon 
condition, engraving and provenance. 
Thus there are 1860 Army percussion and 
conversion models on the market to fit a 
range of collectors’ budgets. You can find 
out more in Fjestad’s book Thirty-Fifth 
Edition Blue Book of Gun Values. n
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“A year prior to the onset of hostilities between the Union  
and the newly minted Confederate States of America, Sam Colt had 

introduced the most advanced and powerful medium-frame handgun 
of his career, the .44-caliber … 1860 Army. ”   

Cut-down 1860 Army revolvers were not limited to percussion guns. Dallas Stoudenmire, 
the city marshal of El Paso, Texas, carried a Richards-Mason 1860 Army conversion with 
the ejector housing removed and the barrel shortened to 2.62 inches.

COLT 1860 ARMY 
CALIBER: .44 (round ball  
 or conical bullet)
BARREL: 8 inches
OA LENGTH: 13.62 inches
WEIGHT: 40.5 ounces (empty)
GRIPS: One-piece walnut
SIGHTS: Blade front,  
 hammer notch rear
ACTION: SA
FINISH: Blued w/color case- 
 hardened frame, ham- 
 mer and loading lever

CAPACITY:  6-shot 

Specif ications:
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Rock-solid Winchester 12 Ga. 
that served U.S. troops in 

WWII, KOREA AND VIETNAM!

U.S. Marines land on 
Blue Beach at Okinawa 

on April 1, 1945. The  
Marine in the center fore-

ground carries a Model 12 
Trench Gun. Note also the  
World War I grenade vest  

stuffed with shotgun shells.
USMC Photo

                            •  •  •
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Although the Winchester Model 97 Trench 
Gun is the most widely recognized U.S. 
fighting shotgun and the most sought after by 
collectors, among U.S. troops who used a shotgun 
in combat, especially among U.S. Marines, the Win-
chester Model 12 Trench Gun is often considered 
the best U.S. military fighting shotgun. 

First introduced in 1912 as Winchester’s first 
hammerless shotgun, the Model 12 would continue 
production until 1964. During World War I, Win-
chester developed a trench version of the Model 12 
using the same ventilated handguard and bayonet 

lug used on the Model 97. 
However, none seem to 
have been acquired by the 
Ordnance Department. 
At least some Winchester 
Model 12 Riot Guns were 
acquired, though. 

It was during World War 
II that the Model 12 first saw combat, and it saw 
quite a bit. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Har-
bor, most shotguns in U.S. military armories were 
Model 97 Trench or Riot Guns remaining from 
World War I, along with a few Remington Model 
10 Trench or Riot Guns. However, with the per-
ceived need for shotguns for guarding military and 
critical defense installations, as well as for guarding 
prisoners and other tasks, in March 1942 shotgun 
contracts were placed with Winchester, Remington 
and Savage. Winchester’s orders were for M97 and 

Rock-solid Winchester 12 Ga. 
that served U.S. troops in 

WWII, KOREA AND VIETNAM!

MODEL 12 
TRENCH GUN

A

PHOTOS BY KEN MACSWAN

By Leroy Thompson

The Model 12 Trench 
Gun served from World 
War II through Vietnam 
and beyond and was 
always a favorite of the 
U.S. Marines Corps.



M12 Trench Guns and Riot Guns, as 
well as some longer-barreled training 
guns. Although almost 25,000 Model 97 
shotguns were delivered by March 1943, 
when production ceased, there were far 
more Model 12 Trench and Riot Guns 
as well as some training guns delivered 
between April 1942 and March 1944, a 
total of 61,014. In addition to the guns 
produced in 12 gauge, the government 
also purchased 7,636 16-gauge Model 12s 
in a longer barrel configuration, many 
for use as guard guns early in the war as 
rifles were scarce due to being issued to 
frontline troops.

IN THE PACIFIC
Among the features that made the 

Model 12 especially appealing to troops 
in the Pacific who were fighting in thick 
jungle cover was that, like the Model 
97 Trench Gun, the Model 12 did not 
have a trigger disconnect, thus allowing 
the trigger to be held back and rounds 
fired as quickly as the pump action 
could be operated. Marines especially 
liked this feature for breaking a Japanese 
attack. Unlike the Model 97, which did 
not have a safety, the Model 12 had a 
crossbolt safety that could be operated 
with the trigger finger. Also, the Model 
12’s bolt release lever, located at the rear 
of the triggerguard, was easier to locate 
with the finger than the button on the 
receiver of the Model 97. Like the Model 
97 Trench Gun, the Model 12 Trench 
Gun used the M1917 bayonet. Marines 
always like bayonets, so that was a plus 
for them with the Model 12 as well. 

A typical TO&E (Table of Organiza-
tion and Equipment) for a Marine divi-
sion in WWII specified 490 shotguns. 
However, the Marines were known to 
favor the shotgun for clearing Pacific 
Islands, so this number would be 
frequently inflated as Marines grabbed 
as many shotguns as they could find. 
Although they used both M97 and 
M12 Trench Guns, the Marines favored 
the Model 12. One thing the Marines 
quickly discovered when breaking 
Japanese suicide assaults was that their 
shotguns went through ammunition very 
quickly. As a result, Marines were always 
scrounging for extra buckshot rounds. 
Marines also found that the paper 12- 
gauge cartridges they were issued would 
swell in the Pacific humidity and cause 
feeding problems. This same problem 
had occurred with trench shotguns in 
WWI and had been effectively solved 
with brass shells, which is what was then 
done in WWII. 

Carrying enough shotgun shells was 
often a problem as well. The standard 

MODEL 12 TRENCH GUN
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“Among U.S. troops 
who used a shotgun in 
combat… the Winchester 
Model 12 Trench Gun is 
often considered the  
best U.S. military fight-
ing shotgun.”

ABOVE: “Devil Dog” on Peleliu on  
September 23, 1944. His Model 12 
Trench Gun is to the left, while his  
faithful Doberman is to the right.

BELOW: The forward portion of the Model 
12 Trench Gun’s heat shield features a 
bayonet lug mount designed to accept 
M1917-pattern bayonets. This made for a 
fearsome close-range combination.

The Model 97 Trench Gun along with the Enfield 
1917 bayonet that was used on it. The combo of 

12 gauge buckshot and a bayonet was especially persuasive 
when used by MPs guarding pisoners of war.

U
S

M
C

 P
hoto



M1938 shotgun shell pouch issued in 
WWII held 12 rounds, sufficient for MPs 
or others on guard duty in the States or for 
those behind the lines but not in jungle 
combat. Marines improvised and used gas 
mask cases, WWI-type grenade vests, or 
whatever would carry lots of ammo. 

Trench shotguns were used by point 
men on patrols, to guard the flanks of 
machine gun and communications posi-
tions, and during assaults. So prized were 
the shotguns that in preparation for the 
assault on the Japanese home islands, 
which would have been necessary had 
the atomic bomb not been dropped, the 
4th Marine Division reportedly managed 
to scrounge three times their authorized 
number of shotguns. Based on Japanese 
plans to defend their homeland by send-
ing swarms of spear-armed citizens as 
well as troops to stop the Marines on the 
beaches, the shotguns would have been 
invaluable in cutting a swathe through 
the defenders.

From the point of view of the World 
War II collector, the Model 12 is very 
desirable. For one thing, a collector who 
wants a nice representative group of World 
War II long arms could acquire a Model 97 
Trench Gun and Model 12 Trench Gun, an 
M1 Garand and an M1 Carbine, all manu-
factured by Winchester. 

At the end of World War II, three shot-
gun types were standardized for continued 
usage: the Winchester Model 12 Trench 
Gun, the Stevens 520-30 Trench Gun and 
the Stevens 620A Trench Gun. Although 
some Model 97 Trench Guns and other 
models remained in armories and would 
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The ventilated handguard of the Model 12 Trench Gun was designed to provide users 
with a cool section over a hot barrel to be gripped for bayonet usage. 

Left side of the receiver shows the location of the safety at the front of the trigger-
guard, while the slide release is located behind the triggerguard.

The right side of the shotgun with the bolt to the rear; 
note the “U.S.” marking and the Ordnance marking.



see use through at least the Vietnam War, 
the three listed above were deemed suf-
ficient for anticipated post-World War II 
needs. Many of those that had seen hard 
use in the Pacific, especially Model 12s, 
underwent arsenal overhaul, which did 
not affect their effectiveness as combat 
weapons but did make them less desirable 
for later collectors.

KOREA & VIETNAM 
In Korea the shotgun was used in 

protecting against Communist infiltra-
tors around command posts and other 
installations, and on the front line to 
protect machine gun posts, which were 
often targeted during wave assaults. As in 
WWII, the Marines particularly used the 

shotgun in Korea, and their favorite was 
the Model 12. It seems the predominant 
users of shotguns in the Army were MP 
units assigned to guard installations or 
prisoners. After the Korean War, many 
shotguns underwent arsenal overhaul and 
were put into storage. 

That “need” arose in Vietnam, where, 
once again, the Model 12 Trench Shotgun 
was the favorite of the U.S. Marines. In 
fact, Bruce Canfield in Complete Guide 
to U.S. Military Shotguns notes that 
there is evidence that a run of Model 12 

Trench Guns were produced just prior to 
Winchester closing down the production 
line for this model in 1964. However, 
these appear to have been made for use 
by Vietnamese forces rather than U.S. 
troops. Nevertheless, World War II Model 
12 Trench Guns were widely issued in 
Vietnam. I have one friend who served 
in the Marines circa 1966 who has talked 
about the confidence he felt carrying a 
Model 12 Trench Gun on patrols. I have 
read and heard of other Marines who 
used the Model 12.

Although early in the Vietnam War 
troops were still using World War II-era 
M19 buckshot in all-brass cases, when 
these ran out, buckshot in plastic cases, 
which were resistant to moisture and 
proved as reliable as the brass ones, were 
ordered. Two loads were acquired—the 
XM162 load of 00 buck and the XM257 
load of #4 buck. The “X” prefix was 
 eventually dropped and the M162 remains 
the current U.S. military buckshot load. 
The M257 load remained in use for some 
years but is rarely encountered today. The 
Marines also experimented with the “Bee-
hive” round, which fired flechettes that 
had better stability at longer ranges but 
lacked the stopping power of the buckshot 
loads. Since most troops chose the shotgun 
for stopping power, 00 buckshot remained 
the primary combat load in Vietnam.

COLLECTOR’S TIPS
Like the Winchester Model 97 and 

other U.S. World War II trench guns, 
collectors have driven the prices of 
authentic Model 12 Trench Guns quite 
high. For a really nice one that was 
not arsenal rebuilt and has all original 
markings, $4,000 would not be an 
unreasonable price. Even ones that were 
arsenal rebuilt (if authentic) otherwise 
would probably bring $2,000 or more. I 
would recommend that anyone planning 
to purchase a Model 12 Trench Gun do 
extensive research. 
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Close up of the Model 12 
Trench Gun’s bayonet lug and 
front sling swivel. The same 
sling used on the Garand rifle 

was often used 
on the Model 12 
Trench Gun.

(Above) The Ordnance bomb and GHD inspection stamping on  
the stock that help identify an original Model 12 Trench Gun and  
(right) the buttplate, which is often missing.

One of the shotgun shell pouches 
used by the U.S. in World War II, 

Korea and Vietnam, and some of the 
brass 12-gauge shells adopted for 

their moisture resistance.

MODEL 12 TRENCH GUN



The serial number range for WWII 
Model 12 Trench Guns will be between 
940,000 and 1,036,000, though some 
examples a little above or a little below 
might be authentic. All use the takedown 
receiver. Early examples would be blued 
while later ones (over 1,030,000) would be 
Parkerized. WWII-era Model 12 Trench 
Guns use the same type of four-hole 
handguard and bayonet lug as WWII 
Model 97 Trench Guns, but unlike the 
Model 97, the Model 12’s barrel does not 
protrude from the handguard. Note that 
WWI Model 97 Trench Guns had a six-
hole handguard. The Ordnance Depart-
ment’s “flaming bomb” is stamped on the 
right side of the receiver and on top of the 
barrel just in front of the receiver. “U.S.” 
is stamped on the receiver just in front of 
the Ordnance “bomb” marking. Examples 
with original stocks will have stamped 
“G.H.D.” in a rectangle and the crossed 
cannons of the Ordnance escutcheon to 
indicate inspection. One test to make 
sure that it is an original is to remove the 
handguard and check that there are three 
grooves milled into the bottom of the 
barrel for the attachment screws. 

At least some Model 12 Trench Guns 
have been made from U.S. military Model 
12 Riot Guns using fake handguards or 
salvaged original handguards. The irony 
here is that martial Model 12 Riot Guns 
are quite scarce, yet currently bring about 
one-half what a Model 12 Trench Gun 
brings on the market.

It should be apparent that great care 
must be taken in purchasing a Model 12 
Trench Gun to make sure it is authentic. 
It is a wonderful collectible. I like all U.S. 
military weapons of WWI and WWII, but 
I have special affection for the shotguns. 
I’d be hard-pressed to say whether I like 
the Model 97 Trench Gun or the Model 
12 Trench Gun the best. n
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WINCHESTER 
MODEL 12 TRENCH GUN 
GAUGE:  12
BARREL:  20 inches
OA LENGTH:  40 inches
WEIGHT:  8.5 pounds (empty)
STOCK: Wood
SIGHTS: Bead front 
ACTION: Pump
FINISH: Blued/Parkerized
CAPACITY: 5+1 

Specif ications:
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T
hose of us who pay attention to such arcane militaria 
matters as the relative prevalence of one type of arm, 
uniform, insignia, etc., over another cannot fail to notice 
the plethora of French Chassepot and Gras bayonets that 

are, and have been for a long time, available on the market.
You can be assured that there will be several examples listed 

on eBay no matter when you check, and if an antique store has 
any kind of edged weapon at all, it will most likely be a Gras 
bayonet. Obviously, many of them were made and imported. 
Famed early surplus firearms dealer Francis Bannerman listed 
them in his catalog as early as 1912 for 95 cents each. (Chas-
sepots could be had for 75 cents.) One would assume, then, 
that there were probably a like number of rifles made to match 
up with these blades.

This is interesting, as up until the advent of firearms deal-
ing on the Internet, both Gras and Chassepot firearms were 
rarely seen. I can only attribute this to a lack of collector or 
shooter interest, with these two fine, French designs being 
eclipsed by the more instantly recognizable early cartridge 
Mausers and Springfields. Even today, a Gras will generally 
sell for considerably less than many of its Continental, British 
and American counterparts. In my opinion, the Gras is one 
of the 19th century’s most unjustly forgotten rifles.

 THE FRENCH  
GRAS

The Fusil modèle 1874 served 
as the French military’s first 
metallic-cartridge bolt action!

By Garry James
PHOTOS BY  J I LL  MARLOW

While the Gras saw little front-line action during 
World War I, it served its country well in the hands  
of reservists. Shown here in a patriotic postcard.
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 THE FRENCH  
GRAS

LEARNING FROM DEFEAT
This is perhaps understandable to a degree when France’s 

ignominious defeat in the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 
eclipsed things Gallic for a time, as the country recovered 
from a German occupation and rebuilt its government and 
infrastructure. Even though the French were equipped with 
the Chassepot, a superior infantry arm to the Prussians’ 
superannuated Dreyse zundnadelgewehr, or “needle rifle,” 
they were simply overmatched when facing superior Teu-
tonic artillery and tactics.

Also, the French were something of a Johnny-come-lately 
in the metallic-cartridge breech-loading rifle field. With the 
exception of some surplus arms purchased from the United 
States and a Snider-style conversion of earlier 17.8mm 
muzzleloaders, their first general-issue centerfire long arms 
would not appear until 1874—well behind the Americans’ 
1866 Springfield, Belgium’s M67 Albini-Braendlin, the Italian 
Vetterli M70, Russia’s M1868 Berdan I, Germany’s Mauser 
Model 1871 and Britain’s 1871 Martini-Henry.

The French Fusil modèle 1866, designed by Antoine 
Alphonse Chassepot, was an excellent bolt-action breech-
loader that chambered a self-contained paper/linen cartridge 
similar to that of the Prussian round. Unlike the German 
needle rifle’s load—which placed its priming pellet in the 
middle of the cartridge, requiring the use of a long, delicate 
firing pin—the Chassepot round had priming in the base. 
Thus a shorter, stouter firing pin could be employed. It also 
had a ballistically superior bullet and much greater range. 
The Chassepot was light and handy, creating a superior 
breech seal via a rubber gasket.

The Gras Fusil, Mousqueton and 
Carabine de Gendarmerie could be 
fitted with the Model 1874 Gras 
bayonet (shown) or that of the 
Model 1866 Chassepot.
 

•  •  •

Standard Fusil rear 
ladder sight graduated 

from 200 to 1,800 
meters with a flip-over 
battle sight marked to 
350 meters. The front 

sight assembly is  
a simple post unit. 

               •  •  •  



The gun’s bolt was stout and locked by 
a single, long bolster that terminated at 
the rear of the bolt shank, which rested 
against a shoulder on the right side of 
the action. To fire the gun, the bolt was 
opened by first thumbing back a dished 
cocking piece against a very stout spring 
and then lifting up on the bolt handle. 
This allowed the bolt to be withdrawn 
and a cartridge inserted. When the trigger 
was pulled, the round discharged and was 
completely consumed. True, in 1866 it 
seems curious a nation would commit to 
the adoption of something of a throwback 
arm when the metallic cartridge was obvi-
ously the wave of the future, but given the 
developmental and approval time inherent 
in adopting any kind of new weaponry, it’s 
understandable.

Though the Chassepot was lighter, 
more accurate and had a greater range 
than the Prussians’ Dreyse, alas, the rifle’s 
advantages were ultimately for naught 
and the Prussians handily defeated their 
adversary. After sustaining a siege, Paris 
was captured a scant nine months from 
the opening shots. Emperor Napoleon III’s 
Second Empire fell, and with it the last of 
Gallic royalty.

COUP DE GRAS
Humiliated, the French swore that 

such a debacle would never happen again, 
and sweeping changes were made in the 
military. One of the top priorities was the 
adoption of a new bolt-action rifle cham-
bering a self-contained metallic cartridge.

Actually, in some respects, this new 
rifle really wasn’t all that new. Like many 
countries, including the U.S., France felt 
it prudent to adopt an arm that could 

be altered from, or take advantage of, 
the technology of weaponry already in 
service. Despite something of a lag time, 
the new Fusil modèle 1874 was eventually 
adapted from the Chassepot by Artillery 
Captain Basile Gras.

Gras’ design employed the same basic 
bolt body as the Chassepot, but obviously 
there were differences dictated by the 
nature of a metallic cartridge versus a con-
sumable one. The Gras eliminated thumb-
cocking prior to opening by incorporating 
a cock-on-opening feature. When the bolt 
was closed, it pushed the bolster against the 
receiver ledge, camming the bolt forward 
to allow a substantial V-spring-loaded 
extractor to grip the base of the cartridge. 
Because of the Gras’ stationary extractor, 
it was necessary to alter the Chassepot 
bolt by incorporating a separate bolt head 
within which the bolt rotated when it 
was closed. This would later provide the 
inspiration for the bolt used on the Lebel 
Model 1886 smokeless powder repeater. 
Like the Chassepot, the Gras had no safety, 
French orthodoxy being that rifles would 
be loaded and fired on command.

THE FRENCH GRAS
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GRAS FUSIL MODÈLE 1874  
CALIBER: 11x59R
BARREL: 31.5 inches
O/A LENGTH: 51.5 inches
WEIGHT: 9.5 pounds
STOCK: Walnut
SIGHTS: Ladder rear with 
 battle sight
ACTION: Bolt 
FINISH: Blued

CAPACITY: Single shot 

Specif ications:

The bolt on the Gras Fusil (above) is straight,  
while that of the compact Mousequeton (top)  

is flattened and turned down. 

Both the Gras Cavalry carbine (top) and the Artillery  
Mousqueton (above) were well-built and well-balanced firearms.  



Most Gras rifles were made from the 
ground up, but fortunately its evolution 
from the Chassepot allowed the latter 
gun to be easily converted to the Gras 
system by simply modifying the chamber 
and altering the bolt. Dubbed the Fusil 
modèle 1866/74 rifle, various versions of 
converted Chassepots saw a widespread 
dissemination.

Following the lead of many other 
European countries at the time, the Gras 
cartridge was 11mm (.43). It had a bottle-
necked brass case; an external Berdan 
primer; a 386-grain, paper-patched, lead 
bullet; and blackpowder propellant. The 
muzzle velocity was 1,493 fps, and the 
muzzle energy was 1,903 foot-pounds. 
The performance was on par with that of 
the British .577-450 Martini-Henry and 
topped that of the German 11mm Mauser 
and Austro-Hungarian 11mm Werndl.

There were four basic models of the 
Gras: the infantry Fusil, the Carabine 
de Cavalerie (which was also carried by 
the mounted gendarmerie, who fitted 
the rifle with a triangular bayonet), the 
Gendarmerie à Pied and the Mousqueton 
d’Artillerie. With the exception of the cav-
alry carbine, the Gras could be fitted with a 
20.5-inch-bladed Model 1874 épée bayonet 
with a wooden grip, or the earlier, brass-
handled Chassepot yataghan.

In 1880, the Gras was modified slightly; 
a groove was cut into the receiver, just 

behind the chamber, to help vent escaping 
gases in the event of a case failure. Gras 
rifles and Chassepot conversions with this 
improvement were given an “M80” mark-
ing on their receivers, and it is unusual 
to find any of these rifles without this 
designation.

ROUNDS DOWNRANGE
Some 83,827 Gras rifles and 146,474 

Chassepot conversions were ultimately 
produced. Gras rifles were made at the 
government facilities of Saint-Étienne, 
Tulle and Châtellerault. Over the years 
I’ve accumulated a small collection of 
Gras rifles and carbines, and while it’s not 
my favorite shooter by any means, nei-
ther is it my least. Robust and trusty it is, 
but the bolt action, because of the heavy 
firing pin spring, requires some force to 
open—especially with the turned-down 
carbine handles. 

I’ve fired my Fusil a bit using hand-
loaded cartridges consisting of reformed 
.348 Winchester brass and unpatched 
350-grain, .437 lead bullets backed with 75 
grains of Hodgdon’s FFFg black powder.

The recoil is manageable, and the trig-
ger pull is a not unpleasing 5 pounds, with 
a smidge of take-up. Like many military 

arms of the time—and later, for that mat-
ter—the Gras Fusil shot quite high, which 
isn’t surprising when one considers the 
battle sight is set at 350 meters. Firing 
from a rest, groups at 100 yards averaged 
9.5 inches, and those at 50 yards measured 
6 inches. This is about as good as I can do 
with an 1871 Mauser and not as good as 
the performance of my 1873 Springfield.

Though given slight regard today, in 
its time, the Gras was a fine arm more 
than up to the tasks it was called upon to 
perform, whether they were located in 
steamy jungles or arid deserts. Though 
officially replaced by the smokeless 
powder Model 1886 Lebel repeater, the 
Gras kept on for a considerable number 
of years. It was used by colonial troops 
and reservists, and even by the Greeks 
who adopted it in 1877. It also found itself 
in the Balkans and South America. The 
Gras saw limited action during World 
War I (some, designated “M14” rifles, 
were re-barreled and re-chambered to 
8x50mm Lebel) and was widely exploited 
in propaganda photographs and patriotic 
postcards of the period—so it definitely 
did its part.

Loath to throw anything useful away, 
the French issued Gras rifles as late as 
1939, and these arms continued to see 
some use through WWII with a hodge-
podge of units—even including the 
Parisian Fire Brigade. Vive la difference!  n
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“In its time, the Gras was a  
fine arm more than up to  

the tasks it was called upon  
to perform, whether they were 

located in steamy jungles  
or arid deserts.”

Taking out a Gras bolt is quite easy.  
One simply removes the receiver screw 
and draws the bolt to the rear while 
pulling on the trigger.



     BRITAIN’S FIRST

AUTOLOADER

Webley & Scott’s 

.455 Model 1912 Mk I Navy, 

a trailblazing British 

military autopistol! 

A 
friend of mine is the 
president of the National 
Automatic Pistol Collec-
tors Association, and one 

afternoon we were discussing the 
ugliest automatic pistols of all 
time. Although it wasn’t nomi-
nated as the ugliest, the Webley & 
Scott M1912 did get an “honor-
able” mention. It does, indeed, look 
ungainly, but it served throughout World 
War I and even saw some use during 
World War II. As with all W&S service 
pistols and revolvers, it had a reputation 
for rugged durability. However, it was 
not known for its reliability, but this was 

likely due at least in part to the 
use of cordite ammunition that 

fouled actions. One of the reasons for 
the M1912’s less-than-stellar looks is its 
awkward grip-to-frame angle. Still, when 
the Royal Navy adopted the W&S .455 
autopistol in 1912, it represented the first 
official automatic pistol of the British 
service. In naval service, the weapon was 
known as the Mk I N (“N” for Navy).

BUILDING BLOCKS
W&S had produced a prototype .455 

as early as 1904, but for the most part 
the company concentrated on producing 
smaller .32 and .25 autopistols as well as 
various revolvers. However, the British 
Armed Forces’ interest in the Colt 1911 
prototypes stimulated W&S to once 
again develop a larger military-caliber 
weapon. In 1906, W&S had developed a 
locked-breech “.45” military pistol, which 
used a system of four ribs on the barrel 
that would drop free of grooves on the 
slide for locking. This chambering may 
have resulted from plans to submit this PHOTOS BY KEN MACSWAN

By Leroy Thompson

The Webley Mk I Navy has a 
distinct appearance; note 

the rather straight grip to 
barrel angle; note also 
the W&S Flying Bullet 

logo on the slide.  
The top view shows 

the top-mounted 
extractor, which also 

acts as a loaded 
chamber indicator.
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     BRITAIN’S FIRST

AUTOLOADER
pistol to the U.S. trials for an automatic 
pistol, which ultimately resulted in the 
U.S. adoption of the Colt 1911.

The U.S. trials had some influence 
on the British Small Arms Committee, 
which in 1909 tested an improved 
version of the W&S Model 1906 pistol. 
Official naval tests resulted in the exam-
iners stating that they felt the W&S .455 
autopistol was superior to the current 
.455 revolver in service. There was one 
recommendation that, to avoid wasting 
ammunition, the pistol be altered into 
a manually loaded, single-shot firearm. 
(The U.S. M1903 rifle had faced the same 
type of requirement, which reflected 
worries about troops wasting ammuni-
tion with magazine-fed weapons.) 
William Whiting, a W&S designer and 
works manager, met this requirement 
by installing an additional locking notch 
for the magazine so it could drop down 
sufficiently and then be held in place, to 
prevent a round from being fed.

“When the Royal Navy 
adopted the W&S .455 autopistol 

in 1912, it represented the first 
official automatic pistol of 

the British service.”
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Additional tests in November 1909, 
including firing tests, drop tests and tests 
of resilience (the gun was thrown in dirt, 
submerged in water and then fired), 
resulted in another favorable evaluation. 
But while the British Royal Navy was 
satisfied with the pistol, the army was not: 
The British Army was happy with the .455 
revolvers in service and saw no need to 
switch to the automatic pistol; it also felt 
that the W&S autopistol’s safety system—
simply a large grip safety—rendered the 
pistol unsafe when the gun was cocked 
and in a holster, as the hand could easily 
depress the safety lever. Army evaluators 
also disliked the greater weight of the 
autopistol, even though, with a full maga-
zine and a round in the chamber, it held 
two more cartridges than the revolver.

LIMITED ENGAGEMENT
In 1910, the British military held 

a comparison trial between the W&S 
.455 and the pre-1911 Colt. Evaluators 
considered the W&S superior for several 
reasons, one of which was its ease of 
disassembly—always a criticism of the 
1911 design. Initially, the Royal Navy 
only planned to acquire .455 autopistols 
to replace the Mk IV .455 revolvers that 
were wearing out, but W&S pushed for 
larger orders so it could gear up for mass 

production. Still, getting into production 
was a slow process, with the first 20 navy 
pistols delivered in April 1913. Each pistol 
was supplied with a cleaning rod and 
an “action implement,” a tool with two 
screwdriver bits and three sizes of drift. 
Prior to shipment each pistol was submit-
ted to a shooting test of 14 rounds—seven 
for functioning and seven for accuracy. 
Early shipments of the Mk I N were 
intended for ships that carried landing 
parties (which would be primarily Royal 
Marines). By September 1913, 1,000 pis-
tols had been delivered to the Royal Navy, 
and for the next two years, deliveries were 
anticipated to be 2,500 annually. Cer-

tainly, W&S would have preferred larger 
orders, but the British Army had chosen 
to pass on the .455 pistol in favor of .455 
caliber Mk V and then Mk VI revolvers.

Production of the Mk I N peaked early 
in WWI, with 6,124 pistols delivered by 
the end of 1915. Afterward, only 1,487 
additional pistols had been assembled 
when production ceased in August 
1917. With only a total of 7,611 Mk I N 
pistols having ever been produced, the 
firearm is one of the more scarce WWI 
pistols sought by collectors. There were, 
however, other examples of the same 
basic Mk I N: Approximately 520 Mk I 
N pistols were sent to Australia in 1913, 

BRITAIN’S FIRST AUTOLOADER
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The Webley Mk I Navy’s slide 
locks open on an empty 
mag and automatically 

goes forward when a full 
mag is inserted. 

WEBLEY & SCOTT 
MODEL 1912 MK I NAVY 
CALIBER: .455 Webley
BARREL: 5 inches
OA LENGTH: 8.5 inches
WEIGHT: 40 ounces (empty)
GRIPS: Black plastic
SIGHTS: Post front,  
 V-notch rear
ACTION: Semi-auto,  
 locked-breech
FINISH: Blued
CAPACITY: 7+1 

Specif ications:

 At the rear of the Webley .455 auto’s frame is 
located the large grip safety and the lanyard ring.



each with a complete set of spare parts 
plus two magazines.

Although the British Army did not 
adopt the .455 autopistol, British officers 
were required to purchase their own 
handguns, and at least a few had pur-
chased these weapons: The Army and 
Navy Cooperative Society Limited (A&N 
CSL), which sold over 200 Mk 1 N pistols 
between 1913 and 1915, had sold most 
of those weapons to army officers, with 
others being purchased by civilians. The 
pistols produced for commercial sale were 
mechanically the same as the Mk I N but 
had a higher-quality finish. By the end of 
WWI, over 850 of the .455 autopistols had 
been sold commercially by the A&N CSL 
and other retailers, and from then to 1925, 
an additional 374 of the .455 autopistol 
had been sold, these probably assembled 
from parts on hand. In total, 9,309 M1912 
Mk 1 N handguns were produced.

It should be mentioned that there was 
one army contract for the Royal Horse 
Artillery, which ordered 100 prototypes, 
half with shoulder stocks and half without. 
The RHA Mk I pistol also had a thumb 
safety to overcome the British Army’s 
objections to the grip safety on the Naval 
models. Some RHA .455 autopistols were 
also issued to the Royal Flying Corps. 
In all, 489 of them were produced.

In terms of appearance and 
ballistics, the .455 Webley 
cartridge is somewhat similar 
to the .45 ACP, but it is not 
quite as powerful. The 455 
Webley does, however, have 
a blunter bullet, which can 
offer a bit more stopping 
power. Normally, as loaded, 
it used a 224-grain bullet at 
about 700 feet per second 
(fps). The .455 Webley 
Mk I round has not been 

loaded for many years, though it was still 
produced in the U.K. during WWII for 
Colt 1911s chambered in this caliber as 
well as for .455-caliber W&S autopistols. 
Anyone who currently owns an Mk I 
pistol, though, will only be able to shoot it 
with custom-made ammunition. (To my 
knowledge, no one is making it commer-
cially.) Rounds are available on the collec-
tor market, but would be rather expensive 
to shoot. I recently saw seven-round 
packs still in their military wrapping 
being sold for under $100 each.

GOING HANDS-ON
I got a chance to shoot the Mk I auto 

when my friend Tim Mullin was doing 
his book The 100 Greatest Combat Pistols. 
He had some custom ammo made for use 

in his gun tests. This was some years 
ago, but the major things I remember 

are that the sights were fairly easy 
to use, I had to grip tightly to 

depress the grip safety, the 
grip-to-frame angle made 
operating the slide seem 

more noticeable than doing 
so on other autopistols, and 
the slide operation seemed 
to increase felt recoil. Still, 

I did not really mind the 
grip and actually found 
that the Mk I pointed fairly 
well for quick engagement. 
Another interesting feature 
is that the Mk I’s extractor, 
located on top the slide, 
is pushed up when a 
round is chambered to 
act as a loaded-chamber 
indicator.

Changing magazines was complicated 
as well, since the button on the grip’s base 
had to be depressed once to drop the mag 
to the single-shot mode and then again 
to remove the mag. However, some of the 
time lost changing the magazine is made 
up for by the slide, which locks open on 
an empty magazine and automatically 
goes forward when a full magazine is 
inserted. There is a slide release button 
located on the left side of the receiver, 
and it’s relatively easy to operate. I also 
concluded that, since the only safety is the 
grip safety, I would have chosen to carry 
the pistol in Condition Three without a 
round chambered.

Two interesting aspects of the Mk I N 
used for this article are the naval holster 
and mag pouch. Royal Navy holsters are 
easily identified by the rivets that hold 
them together. The holsters weren’t sewn 
together because salt water would have 
rotted the thread. As for the mag pouch, 
it was designed to hold six magazines by 
carrying them stacked horizontally.

As is frequently the case among 
collectors, the fact that the W&S .455 
autopistol was not an especially success-
ful design has made it highly desirable. 
Navy-issue weapons usually show 
service wear but are sought for their 
military association. On the other hand, 
some of the commercial examples are in 
nicer condition, with a few cased and/
or marked by the retailer that originally 
sold them. I will advise all who purchase 
a W&S .455 Mk I autopistol to only do 
so because they collect early automatic 
pistols or WWI firearms—not because 
they plan to shoot it or make it their 
concealed-carry choice!  n
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“In terms of appear-
ance and ballistics, the 
.455 Webley cartridge 
is somewhat similar to 
the .45 ACP, but it is not 
quite as powerful.”

Note the post front and  
V-notch rear sight of the  
Webley Mk I Navy autopistol.

The Mk I Navy uses a button at the bottom 
of the grip as a mag release; one push drops 
the mag part way, the second drops it free.

A cocked hammer of the Mk I Navy .455 
auto; the pistol does not have a thumb 
safety but relies on its grip safety.
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By Dennis Adler

MILITARY HOLSTERS are a category 
of holster unto themselves. Unlike civilian belt 
rigs, which could combine any number of popular 
styles or variations to suit the tastes of the cus-
tomer or even the holster maker, those issued to 
the military, be it U.S., British, French or German 
(among others), generally had to meet a speci-

fied requirement for design. This could include 
mounting on a belt or accessory carry for a 

spare magazine or cleaning rod. Also, nearly 
all military holsters used during World War 

I and World War II, regardless of origin, 
shared a common feature—they were full-

flap holsters. There were various means 
for lashing down the leather flap that 

covered the entire top of the gun. The 
most customary was a loop that was 

sewn onto the holster and through 
which a strap extending from the 

flap would pass. The other design 
was similar, only the strap had 

a hole or slash cut into it to 
fit over a brass finial closure 

attached to the holster. 
Even though military holster 

styles changed between the mid-19th 
century and WWI and WWII to accommodate 

WARTIME 
HOLSTERS

Classic carry rigs from the early 20th century.

General officers were issued small-caliber sidearms, including the Colt’s Model 
1903 Hammerless chambered in .32 ACP. An original WWI-era pistol is shown 
with World War Supply’s copy of the Colt Hammerless U.S.-marked officer’s 

holster. The holster comes with the special cleaning rod made to carry in the 
channel sewn into the front of the holster. 
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WARTIME 
HOLSTERS

newer handguns, including 
semi-automatic pistols, these 
two methods of securing the flap 
remained a constant the world over. 
Speed of draw was never as important 
with a military holster as protecting the 
sidearm from weather and debris; the protec-
tive flap was de rigueur. And, while originals can 
be somewhat scarce and expensive due to rarity, 
companies such as World War Supply offer excel-
lent reproductions of many for today’s enthusiast. 
Following is a selection of some of its offerings.

WWI REVOLVER CARRY
By the mid-1880s, the U.S. military had adopted 

the Model 1885 belt holster, which used a half-flap 
variation of the earlier full-flap design. Originally 
designed for the cavalry, the holster rode high on 
the waist belt for comfort in the saddle. The funda-
mentals of this design were passed on through the 
evolution of the military half-flap holster, which 
became the U.S. M1917 during WWI for carrying 
the Colt and Smith & Wesson models of 1917 
chambered in .45 ACP. The revolvers were pro-
duced to supplement the shortage of Colt Model 
1911s in use during the war. Roughly 163,000 were 
produced for the U.S. military between 1917 and 
1919, along with a commensurate number of hol-
sters. The S&W models remained in production 
through 1946 and were also used during WWII 
for much the same reason. Colt manufactured 
approximately 151,000 Model 1917 versions of its 
New Service .45 ACP revolver during WWI.

Shown with a WWI-era Sam Browne 
belt (by John Bianchi) and a vintage 

S&W Model of 1917 revolver, World War 
Supply’s U.S. M1917/1942 revolver holster 

is true to the original U.S. military design.

The World War Supply reproduction 
of the U.S. M1917/1942 military holsters 
for the Colt and S&W .45 ACP revolvers is 
made from premium drum-dyed leather, 
bears the original “US” in oval embossing 

and is handcrafted in India.

WARHORSE LEATHER
On March 29, 1911, U.S. Secretary of 

War Jacob M. Dickinson approved the 
selection of the Colt Model 1911 as the 
“U.S. Pistol, Automatic, Calibre .45, Model 
1911.” The government’s initial order was 
for 31,344 M1911 pistols. With a new 
standard-issue handgun being issued, a 
new holster was also required, and by WWI 
the design was designated the M1916. 
It was a simple and well-constructed rig 
built to fit multiple belt types and provide 
excellent cover for the Model 1911. It was 
not cumbersome to carry or open, and it 
was constructed primarily from one piece 
of leather, which made it easy to cut and 

The Walther PPK was 
a German officer’s 

sidearm and was carried 
in a traditional-style  

leather flap holster with 
sewn-on magazine pouch.



assemble. The flap had a teardrop hole to 
secure it to a brass stud for closure.

This design was so successful it remain 
 ed in use for 65 years, through two world 
wars and the Korean War.

The World War Supply copies of 
the M1916 bear a maker’s mark on the 
reverse side, “JT&L 1917.” Handcrafted in 
India from premium, heavy, drumdyed 
leather, the holster is perfectly formed to 
duplicate the original M1916 in its early 
WWI version, in a deep brown color. A 
World War II model is stamped on the 
reverse with “JT&L 1942.” 

OFFICER’S CHOICE
We all know some U.S. generals chose 

their own sidearms and holsters. Gen
eral George S. Patton is famous for his 
matched pair of Colt SAA revolvers, but 
officers usually went with the traditional 
“general officer’s sidearm,” which, during 
both WWI and WWII, was customarily 
the Colt’s Model 1903 Hammerless .32 
ACP semiauto or .380 ACP Model 1908. 
A finegrade leather holster, a leather 
pistol belt with a goldmetal clasp, a rope 
pistol lanyard with goldmetal fittings 
and twopocket leather ammunition 

pouches with goldmetal fasteners were 
also supplied to officers. Holsters came in 
russet or black leather (depending on ser
vice and regulations) and were primarily 
made for the U.S. government by Atchi
son Leather Products in Atchison, Kansas. 
Two spare magazines were also included 
along with a cleaning rod, which was 
stored in a narrow pouch sewn onto the 
front edge of the holster. The World War 
Supply holster is an authentic copy of the 
1903 and 1908 Colt Hammerless model 
holster in russet and comes complete with 
cleaning rod.

M7 SHOULDER HOLSTER
The M7 shoulder holster design 

evolved during WWII for carrying either 
the M1911 or a revolver. Simply made 
and easily worn over the shoulder with a 
single crosschest strap, or with a second
ary strap around the chest for added 
security, the bottom of the holster could 
be cinched to the wearer’s belt with a snap 
loop. The gun was secured in the pouch 
with a safety strap crossing over the grip 
frame. The strap was fitted with a parallel 
spring snap seated over a brass stud. 
Roughly 500,000 M7 shoulder holsters 
were made by EngerKress during WWII, 
and many originals still survive to this 
day. The standard finish was brown. The 
reproductions from World War Supply, 
in either brown or black finish, are made 
from premium drumdyed leather and 
are marked U.S. JT&L 43 on the back, 

with the U.S. oval on the front.

BRITISH-MADE DESIGNS
The British Armed Forces 

used entirely different sidearms, 
primarily Webley and Enfield 
revolvers in .38 and .455 cali
bers, and took an entirely dif
ferent approach to holster carry. 

Among popular designs still 
seen today for the famed Webley 

and Enfield revolvers are the Service 
Revolver Canvas Holster with its parallel 
spring snap closure flap and stitchedin 
toe plug. This heavy duty canvas rig was 
designed to be mounted with brass wire 
hangers for attachment to a standard web 
belt. This holster was frequently used to 
carry the Webley or Enfield .38 revolvers 
by British tank crews. The World War 
Supply reproduction is true to the original 
British military service holster’s design, 
material, color and construction.

WARTIME HOLSTERS
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LEFT: This original Colt 
M1911 (circa 1918) is 
pictured with World War 
Supply’s complete M1916 
holster, officer’s belt and  
magazine pouch set.  
(Gun and uniform courtesy 
Allegheny Trade Collection)

BELOW: More than 
500,000 M7 shoulder 
holsters were produced 
during WWII. The repro-
duction from World War 
Supply is authentic in all 
details, and available in 
brown or black premium 
drum-dyed leather. 
(Gun courtesy Allegheny 
Trade Collection)

“The M7 shoulder 
holster design evolved 

during WWII for 
carrying either 

the M1911 or a 
revolver.”



BRITAIN’S CLASSIC  
WEBLEY HOLSTER

This is a holster as well recognized as 
the .455 Webley revolvers it was designed 
to carry. And if it seems all too familiar, 
you have probably watched the Indiana 
Jones movies more than once, because 
Indy carried a Webley in a holster just 
like this in Temple of Doom and The 
Last Crusade. But the British military 
had them long before, all the way back to 
WWI. The Webley design is distinguished 
by its contoured shape to the Webley 
revolvers, a sewn-in toe plug, a short, 
high tail flap and a reversed closure strap 
that comes around from the back of the 
holster and latches down over a brass 
finial at the top. 

Even more unusual to the holster’s 
design was a double-stitched belt loop 
that went though a keeper and latched 
down over a brass stud. The idea was 
that the belt loop could be easily pulled 
from the stud and the holster mounted or 
removed without having to take off a belt. 
There was also a brass “D” ring sewn in 
at the top of the belt loop for attaching a 
proper military shoulder harness. While 
it was and remains to be one of the most 
dashing of all military holster designs, it 
was actually preceded in the late 1870s by 
an American-made holster for the Mer-
win, Hulbert & Co. Army revolver!

EARLY DOUBLE-ACTION STYLES
German armsmaker Carl Walther 

developed the first double-action (DA) 
semi-automatic pistol in 1929 with the 
Model PP and compact PPK, the latter 
being introduced in 1931. The DA design 
was used again in 1938 for the 9mm 
Walther P.38. Prior to the U.S. being 

drawn into WWII, the brilliantly 
designed Walther DA semi-autos 
were being imported into the U.S. 
through A.F. Stoeger, which had 
the new Walther 9mm available 

in its 1939 catalog for $75. Holster designs, 
however, were quite different in Germany 

than the rest of the world, especially for 
the P.38, which was being carried 

by German soldiers beginning 
around April 1940.  

There were numerous holsters 
available for the P.38 during both 

its wartime and peacetime use, 
but there are two primary examples 

most often encountered. German 
holsters, especially for the P.38 and 

Luger Parabellum, were complicated 
designs with many separate parts 

sewn together. 
Original WWII holsters 

survive because of their robust 
construction. The World War 

Supply reproduction is true to the design. 
Stamped on the back, “P38,” and “cey 42” 
over the Waffen acceptance stamp. 

The second design was produced later 
in the war and was greatly simplified in its 
construction. The authentic reproduction 
from World War Supply is stamped “P38” 
and “gxy 44” over the Waffen acceptance 
stamp. This is a lighter and faster handling 
holster than the original P.38 design.

PPK CARRY
Just as U.S. general officers were issued 

smaller caliber sidearms, high-ranking 
German officers had the option of car-
rying a Walther PPK. For this gun, the 
holster was a very simple and traditional 
leather flap design, but with two added 
features: a sewn-on spare magazine pouch 
on the front of the holster and a channel 
inside the pouch to hold a cleaning rod.  
World War Supply also makes a reproduc-
tion of this holster.

MODERN REPLICAS
Established in 2007 by former U.S. 

Army paratrooper Mark Petricevic, World 
War Supply is an extension of his life-long 
passion for military history and weapons. 

Petricevic does all of the holster designs 
and works with three manufacturers in 
India that do leather crafting, one special-
izing in saddlery, to produce World War 
Supply’s holsters. 

All of the holsters are reasonably priced 
and average around $30. The company 
also sells reproductions of WWI and 
WWII helmets, garrison belts, slings, 
bayonets and other militaria. For more 
information, visit worldwarsupply. com or 
call 616-682-6039. n
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The classic 
Webley .455 revolver 
was carried by British 
soldiers in both world 
wars. It is shown with a 
quality reproduction Webley 
holster handcrafted in India 
exclusively for World War 
Supply. It features the  
Webley-style reverse 
closure strap, and on 
the back is the easily 
opened belt loop with 
stud closure. 

•  •  •

Few guns and holsters are as recognizable as 
the Walther P.38 and its standard hard leather 
holster. This rugged design gave the P.38 and one 
extra magazine total cover with a hard, curved 
cover that securely latched down over a steel 
loop attached to the holster pouch. At right, the 
second model (circa 1944) with a soft leather 
flap and a conventional brass stud closure.
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By Dr. Martin D. Topper

 1  .30-06 Springfield
In 1906 the U.S. Military upgraded 
its main rifle cartridge by switching 
to a long-range, high-velocity load 
that featured a .308-caliber, 150-
grain FMJ spitzer bullet at 2,700 
fps. The .30-06 was chambered in 
the ’03 Springfield rifle, M1 Garand, 
BAR, Johnson Rifle and the .30-cali-
ber Browning Machine Gun. It was 
the main rifle cartridge of the U.S. 
military from 1906-1957. It was also 
used by a variety of other nations. 
Combining the semi-automatic 
Garand rifle and the ’06 cartridge 
gave American soldiers a significant 
tactical advantage in WWII.

2  7.92x57mm Mauser
Germany’s rimless 7.92x57mm 
Mauser cartridge was invented in 
1888, and its rimless design was 
incorporated into many subsequent 
military rifle cartridges. Also known 
as the “8x57 Mauser,” it propelled a 
225-grain, .318-caliber, round-nosed 
full metal jacket (FMJ) bullet at 
almost 2,100 feet per second (fps). 
In 1905, the round was modernized 
by adding a long-range, 154-grain, 
.323-caliber, spitzer bullet at 2,890 
fps. The round was changed after 
WWI to feature a 198-grain spitzer 
at 2,575 fps.

3  7.62X54R
The 7.62x54R is a rimmed cartridge 
developed in Russia in 1891 for 
the Mosin-Nagant rifle. It is used 

today in sniper rifles and machine 
guns by Russia, China and smaller 
nations. The current infantry version 
is steel-cased and loaded with a 
.312-caliber, 150-grain, steel core 
FMJ bullet propelled at 2,715 fps. In 
addition to the Mosin-Nagant, it has 
been chambered in the Dragunov 
sniper rifle, Winchester’s M1895, the 
PK machine gun, the Vepr sporting 
rifle and many other firearms.

4  .303 British
The .303 British is a .311-caliber 
rimmed rifle cartridge that was 
introduced in 1888 as a blackpow-
der load with a 215-grain, jacketed, 
round-nose bullet. In 1891 black 
powder was discontinued in favor 
of smokeless cordite. The WWI Mk 
VII version used a 174-grain, FMJ 
spitzer at 2,440 fps. This bullet 
yawed significantly in tissue and 
was very effective. The now obsolete 
.303 was used throughout the British 
Commonwealth until the mid-1950s 
in Vickers Machine Guns. 

5  7.62X39mm
The 7.62x39mm is a rimless car-
tridge designed in 1943 in the Soviet 
Union. It was developed in response 
to the 7.92x33mm Kurz cartridge 
used in the German Sturmgewehr 
44 assault rifle. The standard 
military version of the 7.62x39mm 
uses a steel case and a 123-grain, 
.312-caliber, FMJ steel core spitzer 
bullet at 2,330 fps. It is chambered 

in approximately 15 million SKSs 
and about 75 million AK-47s, as well 
as a number of sporting rifles. 

6  .30 Carbine
The .30 Carbine cartridge was 
designed in 1941 for the M1 
Carbine. It is based on the old 
Winchester .32-caliber  and has a 
tapered body and rimless case. This 
round fires a .308-caliber, 110-grain 
bullet at 1,975 fps. The gun and 
cartridge were designed to give 
artillerymen, radiomen, tank crews, 
paratroopers and officers a small, 
light rifle that had more power and 
greater range than the M1911 pistol. 

7  7.62x25mm 
The 7.62x25mm Tokarev cartridge 
was originally designed by Fedor 
Tokarev for his TT-30 and TT-33 
semi-automatic Russian military 
pistols. When fired from TT-series 
pistols, it propels an 87-grain, 
7.62mm bullet at 1,390 fps. The 
PPSh41 submachine gun was also 
chambered in 7.62x25mm, and it 
played a major role in the defeat of 
the German Army during WWII. While 
obsolete, Tokarev pistols and ammo 
are most likely still in military service 
around the world.

8  .45 ACP
The .45 ACP was designed by John 
Browning in 1904 and was used 
in his 1905 semi-automatic pistol. 
Originally, it fired a 200-grain, FMJ, 

.452-caliber bullet at 900 fps. 
After consultation with the U.S. 
military, and in consideration of 
the Thompson-LaGarde terminal 
ballistic study, the standard load 
was changed to a 230-grain bullet 
at 850 fps. It was first issued in the 
Colt M1911 semi-automatic pistol. 
Shortly thereafter, it was chambered 
in Smith & Wesson and Colt M1917 
revolvers and the Thompson and M3 
submachine guns. 
 
9  9x19 Parabellum (Luger)

The 9x19 Parabellum (9mm) was 
developed in 1902 by Deutsche 
Waffen und Munitionsfabriken 
AG in Germany. The standard 
military loading propels a 124-grain, 
.355-caliber, FMJ bullet at 1,200 
fps. In WWI it was used in the P.08 
Luger pistol and MP18 Schmeisser 
submachine gun. In WWII, it was 
standard issue for the Luger and 
P.38 pistols and for the MP38 and 
MP40 submachine guns. 

10  .32 ACP
The .32 ACP cartridge was used in 
a variety of small semi-automatic 
pistols issued to military forces in 
the U.S. and Europe for the purpose 
of discreet carry. American forces 
issued .32-caliber Colt M1903 
pistols to general officers and 
undercover intelligence agents. The 
military version of the .32 ACP round 
propelled a 71-grain, 0.312-inch-
diameter FMJ bullet at 905 fps. n
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Reference Book Reviews By Michael O. Humphries

THE M1 GARAND RIFLE 
Penned by respected expert and author Bruce N. 
Canfield, The M1 Garand Rifle provides readers 
with a thorough consideration of the iconic battle 
rifle. The 872-page hardcover book is filled with 
more than 2,150 photographs and strives to tell the 
complete story of the M1 Garand.

Canfield begins by thoroughly describing the 
earliest days of the design, as well as contempora-
neous designs against which it competed, to provide 
historical context for its eventual success. Then, 
diving into its production and use during World War 

II, Canfield considers not only the core design and 
its variants, but also foreign contenders from the 
same era. The book continues in its consideration 
well into the post-war era, through Korea and 
beyond, as well as the role of the Garand around the 
world and in the domestic civilian market.

Thanks to Canfield’s tackling of such a monu-
mental project and subject matter, collectors and 
enthusiasts have just about all the information they 
could want on the classic M1 Garand in a single 
book. Definitely pick up a copy if you want to learn 
more. Price: $95.99. For more information, visit 
gunandswordcollector.com or call 800-999-4697.

WAR BABY III
In War Baby III: The U.S. Carbine Into the 21st 
Century, renowned expert Larry L. Ruth explains the 
fascinating history of the U.S. Caliber .30 Carbine 
(or, M1 Carbine as it is known to many shooters). 
Expanding upon his work in the first two editions in 
the series (War Baby! and War Baby Comes Home) 
published more than 20 years ago, Ruth continues 
his study of this classic military small arm.

This deluxe, first-edition, hardcover book, span-
ning 952 pages and packing in 1,328 illustrations, 

allows Ruth to present an even more thorough 
consideration of this weapon through his research 
conducted over the past 20 years. Covering up-to-
date collecting data and lore, roughly 85 percent of 
the third volume is new and expanded information. 

For a thorough consideration of the more than 
six million carbines produced during World War II, 
as well as the more than one million commercial 
carbines made or assembled in the interim, Ruth 
delivers the reader the ultimate resource. Price: 
$149.95. For more information, visit collectorgrade.
com or call 905-342-3434.

For those with an interest in the ever-popular 
Thompson series of submachine guns, the new 
book Firearm Anatomy, Book I: The Thompson M1A1 
Submachine Gun by Davis S. Findlay is well worth 
a look. This softcover book features 340 pages of 
hyper-detailed information on this classic firearm.

Written from an engineer’s perspective, the black 
& white tome looks into the technical specifics of the 
design, featuring, for example, a full technical data 
package of a reverse-engineered M1A1 Thompson. 
The drawings are shown as individual operation 

process sheets that show the dimensions for each 
separate cut on an individual drawing. It also provides 
the means for calculating the rate of fire as well as a 
consideration of the weapon’s cycle of operation.

As compared to reference books that cover the 
history or operation of a firearm, this book takes a 
different track. Rather, it considers purely the design 
itself. Through this, it gives the reader an insight 
into both the beautiful simplicity and the hidden 
complexity of the design. Price: $29.95. For more 
information, visit amazon.com. n

ITALIAN SMALL ARMS
Unfortunately an often-overlooked topic, the fas-
cinating history of the 20th-century small arms of 
Italy is the subject of Ralph Riccio’s authoritative 
Italian Small Arms of the First and Second World 
Wars. Spanning 224 pages, the hardcover book is 
thoroughly researched and is illustrated with more 
than 600 color and black & white photographs.

Over the course of the book, the author uncovers 
the developmental history and uses for all of Italy’s 
domestically designed and produced weapons. 
These range from pistols to rifles to submachine 

guns to machine guns. The author does not leave 
any stone unturned, considering also the acces-
sories, ammunition and markings of the weapons, 
as well as the backgrounds of where they were 
produced and who designed them.

For those who want to learn as much as pos-
sible about this important but previously neglected 
subject, this book is a terrific source. With numerous 
previously unpublished photographs and a wealth 
of interesting information for military small arms 
enthusiasts, Riccio’s work richly deserves your 
consideration. Price: $69.99. For more information, 
visit schifferbooks.com or call 610-593-1777.

FIREARM ANATOMY: THOMPSON M1A1 SUBMACHINE GUN




