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BROWNING .30-CALIBER MACHINE GUNS
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A jeep of Company M (Heavy Weapons), 3rd Battalion, 315th Infantry Regiment, 79th Infantry Division mounts an M1917A1 on an M24A1 pedestal mount at Camp Blanding, Florida, 1943. Normally they were provided an M48 dash mount. Each of the heavy-weapons company’s eight HMG squads was provided a jeep for mobility. In practice the ten jeeps – each of the two platoons had a jeep in the headquarters – were often turned over to the battalion. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)
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INTRODUCTION

Any number of weapons serving in World War II can be called iconic. Such renowned weapons ranged from handguns to rifles to machine guns. Few will argue that the various Browning .30-caliber machine guns should not be included among these. The “.30-cal” machine gun has had a long and honorable service record as the predecessor and little brother of the Browning .50-caliber.1 First adopted in 1917 and seeing World War I service, the .30-caliber appeared in new models through the interwar years and remained in regular use with US forces into the 1970s.

There were three basic versions of the Browning “thirty”: the M1917 heavy water-cooled, M1919 light air-cooled, and AN-M2 aircraft guns. (It must be pointed out that the AN-M2 is not a variant of the M1919 as is so often suggested. It was a separately developed weapon with few interchangeable parts.) The “thirty” has been employed in every imaginable machine-gun role – antipersonnel, antiaircraft, aircraft defensive and offensive armament, defensive and offensive armament aboard vehicles (armored and soft-skin), mounted on watercraft, and as a training weapon. A large number of “Brownie” variants have been developed, including licensed foreign models.

To soldiers, the various Brownings were known as the “1917 water-cooled” or “heavy machine gun” and the “1919 air-cooled” or “light machine gun.” The term “tank gun” referred to those fitted in fixed mounts on AFVs. These were usually “coaxial guns,” that is, mounted in the main gun’s mantle. Such guns were aligned to be sighted using the main gun’s optical sight. The term “fixed gun” also applied to aircraft guns. These were guns mounted in aircraft wings, engine cowlings, or turrets. Turret guns were elevated and traversed, of course, but the guns were fixed to the trainable mount. “Flexible guns” were handheld weapons used in aircraft aft cockpits, bombardier compartments, waist positions, etc. Flexible guns were mounted aboard certain types of landing craft and other small craft, and were also found on AFVs in side sponsons, bow positions, in crew compartments on side or pedestal mounts, and atop light tanks.

While the M1917 saw some use in World War I, the M1917A1, the M1919 series, and AN-M2 aircraft guns were developed between the wars, and further development continued during and even after World War II. The heyday of the .30-caliber Brownings was World War II and the Korean War. They began to be replaced at the end of the 1950s, but remained in service into the 1970s and are still used in some countries. As this book’s title suggests, most of these guns were .30-caliber, commonly called the .30-06, the same round used in various US-issue rifles and the BAR. Limited use was made of the 7.62mm NATO round in the 1960s and several countries used guns of that caliber, either conversions or newly produced under license. The Commonwealth countries made wide use of aircraft versions in .303in caliber. Belgian license-produced Brownings were sold to countries all over the world in a variety of rifle calibers. Some countries were equipped with license-built or US-made Colt export guns between the world wars.

The various Browning rifle-caliber light machine guns discussed here are among the most numerously produced and widely used weapons of this class ever designed. From the 1901 prototype, and considering its offspring can still be found in use, these Browning guns have now been in service for well over a century.
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A gunner aboard a landing craft vehicle and personnel (LCVP) searches the sky for enemy aircraft. He mans an M1919A4 fitted with a [image: images]in-thick shield. LCVPs and other small assault landing craft typically mounted two M1919A4s for air defense. They were seldom used for suppressive fire directed ashore. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)

1 See the present author’s Browning .50-Caliber Machine Guns, Weapon 4, Osprey Publishing.
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DEVELOPMENT

Browning’s versatile “thirties”

ORIGINS

Before 1917

The US Army, as per most armies of the era, was slow in embracing the newfangled machine gun that appeared on the military scene in the 1890s. The United States employed several machine-gun models prior to World War I. The first of these was the Browning-designed Colt M1895,2 the infamous “potato-digger.” It was more widely used by the Navy and USMC than by the Army. Its nickname was derived from the motion of the articulated operating lever beneath the barrel: when fired from a mount low to the ground, the gas-operated weapon’s jointed operating rod literally dug up the ground. During the 1898 Spanish–American War, some state militia units called to active duty were equipped with Colt guns while there were no machine guns in the regular Army. The Army actually implemented a regulation directing that militia units (designated National Guard from 1903) could not organize units that did not exist in the regulars. The role of machine guns was far from being understood.

The Army’s first “official” machine gun was the Maxim M1904, produced both by Colt in the United States and by Vickers in Britain, but used only in limited numbers. The next was the French-designed, US-made (Springfield Armory and Colt) M1909 Benét-Mercié automatic machine rifle, a rudimentary LMG meant to be more maneuverable than the heavier tripod-mounted weapon. A Hotchkiss product, the complicated Benét-Mercié was provided with a bipod, but a tripod with a gunner’s seat was also available. A much-updated version of the Colt “potato-digger” was developed, eliminating the agricultural tilling feature and with improved cooling, and adopted as the M1914.

During this period the hand-cranked, rotary Gatling guns were still available; the later models were even chambered in .30-40 and .30-06, and Gatlings were not declared obsolete until 1914. The Army, knowing it was in need of machine guns, adopted the British Vickers Mk I in .30-06 as the M1915, to be built by Colt.3 They would not become available until after the United States entered World War I; 12,125 were produced. Lewis LMGs were purchased beginning in 1916, but in .303in British.

Into World War I

By early 1917 the United States possessed 670 M1909 Benét-Merciés, 353 M1917 Lewis guns, 282 M1904 Maxims, 148 M1914 Colts, and 125 M1915 Vickers. All except the Lewis and Vickers were obsolete and only the Vickers and Maxim were water-cooled, as was needed for the long-range sustained-fire role. What was needed was a rugged and reliable weapon that could be mass-produced at a reasonable cost. The Colt-built Vickers M1915 was a good gun, but complex, and slow and costly to make. There was, of course, a preference for an American design. It made little difference if Sir Hiram S. Maxim (1840–1916) – the inventor of the Maxim and Vickers guns, who had received British citizenship in 1900 – and Benjamin B. Hotchkiss (1826–85) were Americans. The Hotchkiss Mle 1914 was actually designed by an Austrian cavalryman, Baron Adolf Odkolek von Augeza (1854–1917), and the rights purchased by the Hotchkiss firm. Their weapons were largely viewed as being British, German, and French, as these countries had adopted them before the United States did.
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The M1895 Colt-Browning “potato-digger,” the United States’ first self-powered machine gun. (Gonzolito/CC-BY-SA-3.0)


John M. Browning – the Edison of guns

John Moses Browning was born on January 23, 1855 in Ogden, Utah Territory to Jonathan Browning, a Midwestern gunsmith who settled in Utah in 1852. Jonathan was recognized for producing early repeating rifles, known as cap-and-ball slide rifles owing to a harmonica-like sliding bar magazine. John and his younger brother, Matthew, were apprentices under their father. By his teens John was making rifles himself. He began to learn his trade by reconditioning an old lathe. Browning never had any formal engineering education. He learned his trade from his father, practical experience, and trial and error. Of course once he began working at Winchester, Colt, and FN he learned a great deal from their engineers.

Browning was granted his first patent in 1879, a single-shot falling-block rifle that caught the attention of Winchester Arms, which produced it from 1885. John and Matthew opened a hardware store, J. M. Browning and Brothers, with John turning out guns and Matthew running the business. Their other four brothers were also involved. John went on to design a number of legendary arms for Winchester – the Model 86, 92, 94, and 95 lever-action rifles; Model 97 pump-shotgun; Remington Model 8 rifle and Model 17 pump-shotgun; Stevens Model 520 pump-shotgun; and a Browning automatic shotgun. Browning also developed a series of semi-automatic, recoil-operated pistols for Fabrique Nationale d’Armes de Guerre (FN) as well as designing the cartridges for them. These were license-produced by Colt. Among these were the Colt .45-caliber M1911 pistol, the standard US sidearm until the mid-1980s.

He had a reputation for turning out weapon designs rapidly and with little effort. Redesign and improvements before production runs began were usually minimal. While Browning did a great deal of work for Winchester, his relationship with the firm can best be described as uncertain, with disagreements over difficulties with the production of a shotgun. He terminated his contracts and did not work with Winchester again until World War I. A more amenable affiliation was maintained with Colt and FN. He began work on his first machine gun in 1890, resulting in a Colt-produced design. During the hectic days of World War I as America attempted to rearm the Army, Browning developed the M1917 .30-caliber machine gun, the M1918 BAR, the .30-caliber tank machine gun, and the .50-caliber machine gun and its cartridge. Additionally, he oversaw the management of five arms plants at the request of the US government.

Between 1921 and 1939 Browning developed an entirely different type of weapon, the Colt-Browning 37mm automatic cannon used as a ground antiaircraft gun and aircraft cannon. In all, John Browning developed almost 40 weapons and seven cartridges. He was granted 32 patents and his commercial success has not been surpassed. Browning has been called “the greatest gun wizard of the modern age” and “the Edison of guns.” Among his accolades was the John Scott Legacy Medal presented by the Franklin Institute of Philadelphia in 1905 and the Order of Leopold for meritorious service to Belgium in 1914.

John Browning had married Rachel T. Child in 1879 and they had four boys and four girls. Besides his skill as an engineer, he was an avid outdoorsman with trap-shooting and hiking being his favorite pastimes. John Browning died of heart failure at the FN plant in Liège, Belgium on November 26, 1926 and is buried in Ogden City Cemetery, Utah.
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John M. Browning. (US Navy)



THE M1917

Origins

John Browning had mostly designed sporting lever-action repeating rifles and pump-action shotguns, but in 1889 he made a prototype gas-operated rifle. He continued development and built a prototype machine gun, which he offered to Colt Patented Firearms in 1892. The gun was demonstrated to the Navy the next year. Development continued and the Model of 1895 machine gun, the “potato-digger,” was ordered by the Navy in 1896. The Army rejected the weapon as “not suitable for ordinary service and has no place in the land armament.” This was not because of any flaws; they simply could not foresee a tactical need.

Browning saw the value of less complex, more efficient short-recoil-operated machine guns as designed by Maxim. He applied for a patent for such a weapon in 1900 and it was granted in 1901. Browning’s water-cooled Model of 1901 short-recoil-operated gun was significantly different from the Maxim, with a hammer-driven firing mechanism, different trigger and feed lever systems, different belt, and left-side ejection rather than bottom. Holding the shortsighted view that machine guns were unnecessary, the Army did
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Into production
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	The Browning M1917 and M1917A1



	 
	M1917
	M1917A1



	Gun weight without water
	33lb 8oz
	32lb 10oz



	Gun weight with water
	40lb 12oz
	40lb 2oz



	Overall length
	38½in
	38½in



	Barrel length
	23.9in
	23.9in



	Rate of fire
	400–525rds/min
	450–600rds/min



	M1917 mount weight
	52lb 6oz
	 



	M1918 mount weight
	45lb
	 



	Mk IV mount weight
	56lb
	 



	M1917A1 mount weight
	51lb
	 




Postwar modifications




The M1917A1
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THE M1919

Origins
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The M1919A2
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The “M1919A3”



The M1919A4 (flexible)
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The M1919A6




THE .30 CAL EXPOSED
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The Mk 21 Mod 0
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BROWNING TANK MACHINE GUNS
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The M1919 and M1919A1
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The M1919A4 (fixed) and M1919A5
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The M1919A4E1


The M37


BROWNING AIRCRAFT MACHINE GUNS

Origins





The M1918 and M1918M1





	Browning M1918M1, AN-M2, and Mk II (.303in) aircraft machine guns



	
	M1918M1
	AN-M2
	Mk II (British)



	Gun weight
	23lb 8oz
	21lb 8oz (fixed); 23lb (flexible)
	21lb 14oz



	Overall length
	37.25in
	39.8in
	44.5in (with flash hider)



	Barrel length
	23.9in
	23.9in
	23.9in



	Rate of fire
	1,000rds/min
	1,000–1,350rds/min
	1,150rds/min




The M1919



The AN-M2
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The .303in Mk I and Mk II



The M37C


.22-CALIBER TRAINING MACHINE GUNS

The M1 machine-gun trainer


The M3, M4, and M5 machine-gun trainers
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AMMUNITION

Cartridge development






.30-caliber belts and boxes
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GROUND GUN MOUNTS

Tripods
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Vehicle mounts




	World War II vehicle mounts*



	Mount
	Vehicles



	M24 and M24C pedestal mounts
	½-ton weapons carrier



	M24A1 pedestal mount**
	¾-ton truck



	M24A2 pedestal mount
	¾- and 1½-ton trucks



	M25 pedestal mount**
	halftracks



	M31 pedestal mount
	¼-ton truck (jeep)



	M35 skate mount**†
	M3A1 scout car, mortar halftracks and amtracs



	M48 dash mount**††
	¼-ton truck (jeep)



	* .50-caliber MGs were primarily used on these mounts, but .30-calibers could also be used.



	** Mainly for .30-caliber MGs.



	† Skate mounts incorporated a rail running around the inside of the troop compartment on which the gun could be moved to different positions. The mounts included the M30 skate trolley.



	†† The dash mount was fitted on the jeep’s dashboard in front of the passenger seat and could not mount a .50-caliber.





TRANSPORTING THE GUNS

Carts
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Pack mules and horses
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