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FOREWORD

by Chuck Mawhinney

In common with most snipers, I enjoy my privacy and have never wanted publicity for my actions, but over time I have become increasingly annoyed with the negative publicity that surrounds snipers and their work. The media’s portrayal of them as paid assassins couldn’t be further from the truth, and totally ignores the bravery, dedication, and sheer hard work that goes into training to be a sniper.

My father bought me my first BB gun when I was six years old, and I have been a shooter ever since. Everyone seemed a little worried when we had to qualify on the rifle range, but for me it didn’t seem too difficult. Becoming a sniper seemed a natural progression when I went to Vietnam on my first tour just after the Tet Offensive in 1968. The training was thorough and we learned to shoot accurately from ranges of 300 to 1,000 yards. There are so many variables when sniping – distance, weather, target movement – but I seemed to have an inherent knowledge of what was required. I could tell instantly if I’d made a good shot or not. Of all the skills a sniper needs, aside from accuracy, patience is the most important. Approximately 40 percent of my confirmed kills were taken at night while working company perimeters. I’d often shoot and then wait, sometimes for hours, for someone to come to retrieve the body, and then I’d hit them too. This was using an M14 with a starlight scope. After the enemy’s first attempt to retrieve the dead soldier, no one else wanted to try. Thus Charlie would still be lying there in the morning. I was often scared, but the work was like the ultimate hunting trip, with a quarry that was dangerous and shot back. It was often very exhilarating and stalking heightened all of my senses. I could see and smell things that I couldn’t at any other time.

I was always unemotional about it: I did exactly what I was trained to do and I followed the rules of engagement. If he carried a weapon, he was a target, and I didn’t think about the guy as someone with a wife and kids. He was the enemy and my job was to kill the enemy. The way I saw it, every Charlie I shot could potentially kill my fellow Marines, so one more down meant more Marine lives saved. After three tours of duty, I asked to be a gunner on a helicopter, but my request was denied. I was returned to Camp Pendleton first as a drill instructor and then as an instructor on the rifle range. I survived because I worked 100 percent at being a sniper, and I try to do everything that way. I wanted to live. It was the only way, and I’ve never looked back.

The instructors taught what was needed to help us stay alive, but there is a lot more to sniping. There were questions no one asked, such as where did the shooting skills we were taught come from, and how did we develop such accurate rifles? This book explains all of that, as well as why a lot of guys like me throughout history have chosen to be snipers. None of us did it to be heroes or to get medals – a sniper with that attitude isn’t going to live long – we did it because we wanted to make a difference. I hope everyone reading this book will understand that, because it is a story that deserves to be told.


INTRODUCTION

There are few countries in the world that have advanced as quickly industrially, materially, and socially as the United States of America. In a little over two centuries it has progressed from a barely explored wilderness, peopled by predominantly native tribes who had existed primarily as hunter-gatherers for millennia, to the most powerful economic and military power in the world. Ask any American how this was achieved and it is likely you will get a wry grin and a reply along the lines of “God, guns, and guts.” Such an answer is given fairly tongue in cheek, but as with so many such ripostes it bears the unmistakable ring of truth. The America we know and accept today was indeed born out of a time where a spirit of adventure was combined with an intense curiosity, a desire for exploration, and a fundamental belief that while God might be master in heaven, on earth it was man who controlled his own destiny. Of course it helped if, on a level playing field, one’s destiny could be materially assisted by some form of advantage. To this end the American love affair with technology, and firearms in particular, began at a very early stage.

The first settlers’ tools were simple: axes, ploughs, hammers and nails, saws, and a few primitive firearms, all of which existed for one simple function: to provide the ability to stay alive in what was generally an extremely hostile environment. The America of the 17th century was not a place of Disneyesque enchantment, but a vast continent of incredibly diverse geographical and climatic regions, with weather conditions that included blistering deserts in the southwest, dense forest on the east coast, a southeast that was tropical, and, in the Midwest, complete extremes of climate, with summer temperatures reaching 100ºF and winters where -50ºF was not uncommon. The continent was thinly peopled by Native Americans, for whom internecine warfare was a matter of both tradition and pride. Their attitude to the slow influx of settlers varied widely from region to region. Some tribes became implacable enemies of the whites at a very early stage, while others were happy to coexist in relative harmony. The differences in social attitudes between the Old and the New World did not always assist the settlers, and the widely held belief among the pioneers that land, once settled on, was the property of the new occupier was one that the natives found fundamentally impossible to understand or accept. In time this tension would lead to sad and bloody conflict. As if the climate and resident natives were not enough, there was of course a bewildering selection of hostile animals, ranging from snakes to mountain lions, which regarded anything on two legs as either a potential threat or dinner.

The first settlers were likely to encounter most, if not all, of these problems, and at the outset it was the use of one advanced form of technology, the gun, that enabled them to improve the odds appreciably in favor of their survival. As neither animals nor Native Americans had firearms, the settlers indeed held an overwhelming advantage. For, crude as these early weapons were, they were still capable of delivering a mortal wound at distances that teeth, horns, a bow, or a spear could not. Distance was, in fact, the key to the success of the gun and it was the desire – one may almost say obsession – within the ranks of firearms owners to improve continually both the range and the accuracy of their weapons that led to the eventual development of the rifle.

The legendary prowess of the American rifleman, which has endured from the 18th century to the present day, has its antecedents in the story of exactly how these firearms came to America. The story begins with the diverse and disparate groups of Europeans who brought them over in the 15th and 16th centuries, developing and improving them in times of peace and war.

It is a curious anomaly that the apogee of the 18th - century rifleman, the modern military sniper, has in very recent times suddenly emerged into the limelight from the outer fringes of warfare. The recent conflicts in the Gulf and Iraq have been called, with good reason, snipers’ wars and the snipers themselves have changed from being nobody’s children to the most sought after military specialists on the battlefield. Their weapons too have evolved from little more than iron tubes containing firework powder, to precision tools capable of placing a bullet with surgical accuracy out to 1,500 yards or more. How this came about is both a complex and fascinating tale involving greed, politics, science, and man’s unquenchable desire for technological improvement.


PART I

THE EVOLUTION OF THE RIFLE


Chapter 1

NEW WORLD, NEW WEAPONS

While the founding fathers of America are generally celebrated as having been a small group of Pilgrims landing on a windswept beach in what is now Cape Cod in November 1620, this is not the entire truth. The beginning of the colonization of the Americas stretches back at least a century prior to the Pilgrims’ arrival to when three ships commanded by a Genoese sailor, Christopher Columbus, left Palos harbor in August 1492. Among their assorted cargo they carried with them a technology that had changed the face of the Old World and would soon do likewise in the New World. In the inventory of the vessels were included items listed as “ships cannon and one handgonne.”1 The term handgonne is frequently encountered at this period and is an important defining term that differentiates between a weapon too large to be man-portable and a lighter form of longarm that can be hand carried and fired from the shoulder or, more commonly, the waist. These simple hand cannon are the first positive evidence of the use of a portable firearm in the Americas. That these weapons proved of practical use is evidenced by the fact that the following year, when Columbus’ new ship, La Navidad, returned to the recently founded settlement of La Navidad on Hispaniola (now Haiti), it carried with it no fewer than 100 assorted firearms, referred to rather ambiguously as espignardas. There is a basic problem in understanding exactly what sort of firearms are being referred to here. It is difficult to be specific about the weapons carried by the Spaniards in the 15th and 16th centuries, as not only did chroniclers have the unfortunate habit of using generic terms to cover every type of firearm, but Spanish contemporary references to firearms types appear utterly different from those in use in the rest of Western Europe. So while the term “musket” is now the accepted modern description for any muzzle-loading, smoothbore shoulder-fired longarm, it had a far more specific meaning during the 15th and 16th centuries. In Europe it applied to a long-barreled shoulder arm that was normally too heavy to be fired without the use of a supporting forked rest. Calibers were large, usually about .75in, and the guns themselves could weigh in excess of 18lb with barrel lengths of up to 65in. Where the term musket actually originated will probably never be known. Historians of early firearms attribute it to the Italian moschetto, literally a young male sparrow-hawk, which relates to the tradition of naming cannon after types of birds, such as Falconet or Basiliski. It may even have been a corruption of the name “Muscovites” given to the Russian fur trappers and hunters who traveled the upper reaches of North America, the word for their guns being muscovetes. A simpler answer may be that it was simply a corruption of the Spanish term escopeta introduced around the first decade of the 17th century. In England, with its variable phonetic spelling of the period, the firearms were variously referred to as “mousquits,” “muskets,” or “muskitts” and to the French they were mousquets. However, there were at this time two basic forms of hand musket in use in Europe, the harquebus (or arquebus) and matchlock musket, the former being generally understood to be a lighter type than the much larger primitive matchlock guns. The name harquebus was actually derived from the German word hack-buss, literally “hook-gun.”

For the Spanish in the New World, however, these varied terms mainly seem to apply to the hacabuche. In an order dated 1532 by one Pedro de Avila, he asked that “there be supplied 200 espignardas for use by the infantry, and 35 hacabuches each of thirty pounds weight for defence.”2 Clearly for the Spanish, hacabuches (arquebuses) were longarms regarded as being too heavy to be man-portable and were for use mounted on a fixed wall or ship’s rail. From known European examples of handguns of the mid-15th century, it is likely that these weapons were nothing more sophisticated than large simple cast-iron tubes, with an ignition hole at the breech end, in a caliber of anywhere between .50in and 1in. Significantly, their weight determined that they required a mount under the barrel to enable them to be fixed on a parapet or ship’s rail, and they may even have been what we would now refer to as “swivel guns.” Therefore the use of the term espignardas for use by the infantry would seem to imply a different type of lighter construction than the arquebus, each gun weighing perhaps 10–12lb and therefore far more practical for carrying.3

The difference within the Spanish written definitions of firearms is important, for it is from such documents that can be drawn the first conclusive evidence of the introduction of a form of light, long-barreled shoulder arm into the Americas. These primitive longarms were the ancestors of all that were to follow and they were neither accurate nor particularly powerful, for gunpowder at that period (then known as “serpentine”) was of poor quality, generating little in the way of propellant gas. There is, however, little doubt that they were vitally needed, for when Columbus returned with his 100 new firearms the scene was set for a series of confrontations between the Europeans and native tribes that would last for nearly 500 years.

Yet in the time it took Columbus to sail to and fro between Europe and America, there were already major improvements being made in firearms design, and the first matchlock types were already well established. These advances were to do as much with function as form, the introduction of a mechanism for holding the slow-match being of particular relevance. Firing a charge in an early handgonne was a complicated matter of applying a flame to the touch-hole while holding it firmly at waist level and pointing the gun in the general direction of the enemy. While the noise and smoke would certainly frighten the horses and doubtless terrify the enemy, the gun’s practical effect as a killing weapon was limited as it was almost impossible to aim accurately. The introduction of the matchlock mechanism simplified the whole process and added a very faint element of sophistication to the weapons. While the barrel was still a simple iron tube, held by bands onto a wooden stock, a simple hinged arm, or “serpentine” (not to be confused with the gunpowder bearing the same name), was introduced. This screwed onto the side of the stock and could pivot on a spindle. Into its jaws was clamped a piece of slow-burning matchcord. The serpentine was actuated by a lever that projected underneath the stock, and this simple trigger system provided the shooter with two main advantages. First, he was able to raise the gun more or less to eye level and take aim. Second, the match enabled ignition to take place at the moment chosen by the firer. The Spanish had introduced it in the form of the escopeta at some period in the first decade of the 16th century, although European examples were known well before this date.

THE COLONISTS’ FIREARMS

The behavior of the Spanish adventurers and soldiers towards the largely peaceable Indians did not always promote harmony. Their poor treatment of the Tainos tribe, for example, had led to the first of a series of retaliatory attacks, beginning with the massacre of the entire settlement in the stockade of La Navidad in early 1493; but the early Spanish adventurers were mostly neutral in their attitude toward the Native American peoples. However, those who were to follow in Columbus’ footsteps and travel to the New World after his death in 1506 were an entirely different breed, whose emergence was to herald the age of the Conquistadores, literally “the Conquerors.” These Spaniards, not known for their gentle treatment of native peoples, were voracious in both their lust for precious metals and their subjugation of local tribes, usually with extreme brutality.

Yet it was not the West Indies that initially drew the attention of this new type of government-sponsored mercenary, but mainland America. Adventurer and soldier Juan Ponce de Léon had landed in the lush tropical region now known as Florida in early April 1513, where he established the infrastructure that within two decades would become the forts of St Augustine and Santa Elena. Meanwhile, while the Spanish were busying themselves in the Americas, other European explorers, such as the Cabot brothers sailing under the protection of English king Henry VII, had also been busy, visiting Nova Scotia and Newfoundland and also probably the coast of Florida, at least a decade or more prior to de Léon. Dutch, Flemish, English, French, and Spanish mariners were regular callers on the eastern seaboard of America, looking for fresh food and clean water. That they traded with the Indians is accepted fact, although exactly what was traded is not known. Certainly by 1500 the Indians who inhabited that coastline must have been familiar with firearms even if they did not at the time own any.

While there was little doubt in the minds of these early adventurers of the superiority of their firepower and the value of carrying firearms, some already had misgivings about one of the most fundamental shortcomings of the firearm, and that was its vulnerability due to its poor rate of fire. A good musketeer could load and fire a matchlock three times in a minute, though the accuracy unless at very short range would have been questionable. However, the native tribes resident in Florida, such as the Ais, were both skilled fighters and extremely efficient bowmen and therein lay the problem. Both de Léon and Manuel de Soto, the leader of several expeditions across the Mississippi in the late 1520s, took with them not only muskets but also crossbows because, as de Soto later said:


The Indians never stand stille but are always running and traversing from one place to another: by reason whereof neither crossebow nor arquebuse can aime at them; and before one crossbowman can make one shotte, an Indian will discharge three or foure arrows; and he seldome missethe what he shootethe atte.4



This problem over the relative firepower of the simple but effective technology of the bow and that of the firearm was one that was to rage for decades. Indeed, it was still of considerable military importance during the American Indian Wars of the mid-19th century.

It is an interesting question as to how effective these early muskets really were against the relatively primitive technology of the natives
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