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INTRODUCTION
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General George Patton called the M1 Garand rifle “the greatest battle implement ever devised.” Bear in mind that Patton was a tanker who had commanded the first US tank school during World War I – he understood that the job of a military force is to kill the enemy, and the M1 Garand was good at that. In an age when other major armies were still armed with bolt-action rifles, the self-loading Garand gave US troops a distinct advantage. In fact, the “US Rifle, Caliber .30, M1” – as the Garand was officially designated – was the first semi-automatic rifle in general issue to any army. The M1 Garand rifle replaced the M1903 Springfield as the US service rifle in 1936 and would remain the standard until supplanted by the M14 rifle in 1957, though Garands continued to see limited US service well into the 1960s. It served with some Garand-supplied US allies for even longer periods. In total, the M1 Garand was used by more than 30 countries.

The Garand rifle was known by various names, and it is worth commenting here on nomenclature within this work. The term “Garand” is widely used today among US collectors, but among World War II and Korean War troops it was usually referred to as the “M1” or “M1 rifle.” There was little confusion with the M1 Carbine, as troops just referred to the latter as the “Carbine.” In this work “Garand,” “M1 Garand,” “M1 rifle,” and “M1 service rifle” will normally be used interchangeably, while the designation “US Rifle, Caliber .30, M1,” or the variation in use during the period under discussion, will be given when referring to official documentation or testing.

The US Army had shown interest in a semi-automatic rifle before World War I, and during that war had produced the Pederson Device, which turned the M1903 Springfield rifle into a semi-auto, though using a pistol-caliber cartridge. The impetus for the Garand can be traced to the belief that future wars would avoid the stalemate of trench warfare through mobility and maneuver, combined with overwhelming small-arms fire. To some extent, the Thompson submachine gun was developed based on the same assumptions, and many countries opted for submachine guns rather than self-loading infantry rifles. The Soviet Union, however, did develop a semi-auto rifle in the form of the SVT-38, then the SVT-40, the latter seeing substantial service during World War II. The United States created and adopted the M1 Garand.

Development and testing of the M1, discussed in detail below, continued throughout the 1920s, with a design by John C. Garand being considered the best; early examples were produced during 1933 and prototypes were sent for field trials in May 1935. It took more than two more years before manufacturing problems were overcome, and the US Army received its first deliveries in September 1937.

Two years later, production had reached 100 M1 rifles per day, but there were still some outstanding design issues that resulted in further changes. Output continued to increase, however, reaching 600 units per day by January 1941. By the end of 1941, the Army was fully equipped with the M1, just in time for US entry into World War II. At least some Garands saw combat during the defense of the Philippines early in 1942, but it was their effectiveness in the hands of US Army personnel on Guadalcanal that helped convince skeptics – including the US Marine Corps, which had continued to use the M1903 Springfield rifle – of the rifle’s utility.

During World War II, two manufacturers – Springfield Armory and Winchester – produced all of the M1 rifles. After 1945, during the Korean War and the early Cold War, International Harvester and Harrington & Richardson produced M1s, as did Springfield Armory, which re-opened its production line. So effective was the Garand in combat that US enemies and allies alike were prompted to develop self-loading rifles of their own. US troops liked the semi-automatic operation of the M1, not least because it allowed them to stay low while firing and precluded the need to operate the bolt after each shot. The eight-round magazine capacity – considered low for a semi-automatic weapon – along with the distinctive sound made by the empty M1 clip when ejected from the empty rifle (thus alerting any enemy nearby that the US soldier had to reload), were considered imperfections. The inability to top off the magazine when it was partially empty made the eight-round magazine even more problematic. Yet compared to other infantry rifles in use at the time, the eight-round capacity was greater than that of the German K98 Mauser, Japanese Arisaka Type 99, or Italian Carcano M91 rifles.
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Garand-armed US infantrymen of the 3rd Division hold their line above the 38th Parallel, June 1, 1951. The M1 Garand served through World War II and Korea, before being replaced by the M14, a 7.62mm NATO derivative of the Garand with a box magazine. (NARA)

The M1 rifle had a very sound reputation for reliability in the Pacific, Mediterranean, and European theaters in World War II. Range and striking power made the Garand especially popular in Europe, though many soldiers and Marines in the Pacific appreciated the ability of the Garand to stop Japanese troops instantly during a banzai charge as well. The author has always been impressed with how World War II veterans who were armed with the M1 rifle overwhelmingly considered it an excellent weapon. Some preferred the lighter M1 Carbine for fighting in jungles or heavy forests, but they never lost appreciation of the Garand’s effectiveness. During the Korean War, once again, veterans found its range, striking power, and reliability exactly what they wanted in a combat rifle.

The M1 was officially replaced by the M14 in 1957, but it continued in service with some units until well into the 1960s or even later. The author has friends who served on US Navy ships who report that Garands (generally converted to take 7.62×51mm NATO ammunition) were still in the ship’s armory certainly into the 1970s, if not later. Sniping versions such as the M1C or M1D were used even later. The M14 was in reality a Garand upgraded to assault-rifle configuration with select-fire capability, detachable 20-round box magazine, flash-suppressor, and a few other features. It was still based on the Garand, and is rated by at least some as the best battle rifle ever to enter US service. In fact, the M14, and the M21 derived from the M14, have seen a resurgence in use in Afghanistan and Iraq as designated marksman rifles.

The M1 Garand also proved very popular in service rifle competitions; a limited number of Garands were specifically selected for competitive use. The M1 continued to appear in service rifle matches well into the 1960s, when it was replaced by the M14.

Among military weapons sold through the US Civilian Marksmanship Program, the M1 Garand ranks with the M1 Carbine and M1911A1 pistol among the most popular weapons ever offered. In fact, it was through the Director of Civilian Marksmanship (DCM) that US World War II veterans finally had a chance to acquire the kind of rifle they had carried throughout the war. Furthermore, many firearms enthusiasts who were too young to have used the Garand during military service (such as the author) now have had a chance to appreciate the Garand, thanks to the rifles made available through the DCM. As this book is published, 85 years have passed since the introduction of the Garand, but the M1 is still widely appreciated, both by those who understand its historical significance and those who continue to value it as an excellent rifle.


DEVELOPMENT

The switch to semi-auto
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Within a decade of adopting the M1903 Springfield rifle, the US Army was already interested in a semi-automatic rifle chambered for the .30-06 service round. The semi-automatic rifle was viewed as desirable for many reasons, including that it allowed a round to be chambered while the soldier retained his sight picture and finger on the trigger. In combat, the semi-auto allowed each soldier to fire more rounds more rapidly, thus increasing his lethality. The basic criteria were that it be chambered for the .30-06 service cartridge and that it weighed no more than the M1903 rifle. Whether stated or implied, the new weapon would also require an action that could stand up to the pressures of the .30-06 round.

In basic terms, a semi-automatic rifle uses the energy of the fired cartridge to feed, chamber, and eject the spent cartridge mechanically. The M1903 rifle and other contemporary military rifles used a bolt action, which required manual operation to perform these functions. Because of the pressures generated by the service cartridge, the desired semi-auto design would require a locked breech at the time of firing. The locked breech allowed pressures to drop enough prior to the bolt being allowed to recoil rearward to ensure safe functioning.

PRECURSORS TO THE M1 GARAND

Prior to World War I, there were successful semi-automatic rifle designs such as the Winchester 1907 and Remington Model 8 being produced in the United States, but neither had an action capable of handling the .30-06 service round’s pressures. There were other designs as well, such as the Mondragon, which had been adopted by Mexico and manufactured in Switzerland by SIG. This rifle was important to the future development of the Garand and other semi-auto military rifles as it was gas operated, using a cylinder and piston and a rotating bolt. It was chambered for the 7mm Mauser round and had an eight-round box magazine. By 1901 SIG had shipped some Mondragon rifles to Mexico, and by 1908 it was being manufactured in Mexico and issued to the Mexican Army. Production would continue until 1943. Generally considered the first semi-auto rifle adopted for military service, the Mondragon saw limited service in World War I with the German Army, which had purchased the remaining stock of those produced at SIG.

Although US ordnance officers at Springfield Armory were aware of the Mondragon, prior to World War I they showed more interest in an experimental Danish design known as the Bang rifle. Two examples were received at the Armory in 1911. The Bang used a system in which gas released from the muzzle would pull a cap forward to transmit force to a wire, which in turn would cam open the rotating bolt and push it to the rear. Although the system sounds complicated, apparently it worked well enough for the Ordnance Department to remain interested in it. A major problem, however, was that to meet the weight requirements set forth by the Ordnance Department, the Bang had its stock hollowed out and its barrel turned down to lessen its external diameter, so that it was very thin. As a result, the heat generated by the rifle in operation caused the barrel to twist and the stock to char. Yet the Bang was the first semi-automatic design submitted to the US Ordnance Department, which retained some interest in it until 1927, when the designer Søren Hansen Bang submitted the rifle once again but with a few improvements. Although not adopted, the Bang did influence John Garand in his design.

In 1916, before the US entered World War I, there were attempts made to convert the 1903 Springfield rifle to semi-automatic operation, but once wartime production of the M1903 began these experiments made little progress. The most interesting development was the Pederson Device, in which a semi-automatic mechanism with a short barrel replaced the M1903’s bolt, turning the M1903 into a semi-auto rifle firing what was in effect a pistol cartridge. The Pederson was not produced until late 1918, and it is questionable whether any of them made it into combat, though it is possible that prototypes were tested in France.

Also during World War I, the French developed the St Etienne M1917 semi-auto rifle, which used a gas-operated rotating bolt. Chambered for the French service 8mm Lebel round, the M1917 saw service late in the war. Since it used many components from the standard Lebel bolt-action rifle, the M1917 was relatively easy to produce, with 85,000 delivered to French forces by the end of the war. It did not, however, prove popular with the troops, who found it hard to maintain in the trenches, as well as being too heavy and too long. An improved version, the M1918, addressed most of the issues with the M1917, but only about 10,000 were produced. These two models used a gas port beneath the barrel near the muzzle to power the action, and this design would be carried over into the Garand rifle.

THE M1’S PREDECESSORS AND TRIALS COMPETITORS
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One other design that generated some interest at Springfield Armory was the Swiss Rychiger, which was a semi-auto based on the high-quality and accurate series of Schmidt-Rubin rifles that served the Swiss armed forces from 1889 to 1953 in various configurations. The bolt-action Model 1911, which was used for the semi-auto conversion, was especially renowned for its accuracy. The Rychiger was recoil operated, with the barrel moving backwards under recoil to unlock the bolt. The rifle was deemed to be of enough interest that at the outset of World War I the Ordnance Department hired an arms designer named Elder from Savage Arms, and commissioned him as a major with the assignment to develop the Rychiger design. His goals were to give it a box magazine and make it simpler and sturdier. As was to be expected of a Swiss-made rifle, the Rychiger was well made and nicely finished, but it was found to need constant oiling to function, and it was decided that if a beautifully made test-rifle type would not function reliably, a mass-production version would have even more problems.

ENTER JOHN GARAND

After World War I, when the Ordnance
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THE GARAND EXPOSED
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THE M1 GARAND IS ADOPTED















INITIAL PROBLEMS AND CHANGES














GEARING UP FOR WAR








THE MARINES CONSIDER THE GARAND













REFINING PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES









“CLEAN AND REPAIR”



M1 Garand accessories: slings, bayonets, scabbards, and belts










POSTWAR PRODUCTION




Winter triggers








EXPERIMENTAL MODELS AND SNIPER VARIANTS













The M7 grenade launcher













MOVING TO 7.62MM NATO



The National Match rifle
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