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This book is dedicated to all my family and friends for their tolerance and indulgence of my lifetime’s passion for firearms.
 
 


CONTENTS
 

	INTRODUCTION
 
	DEVELOPMENT 


	A modern Japanese firearm
 





	USE

	The Arisaka goes to war
 






	IMPACT

	The verdict of history
 





	CONCLUSION
 
	SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY
 



 
 



[image: ../img/WPN070_055.jpg]

INTRODUCTION
 
When I started to write this book, I was immediately struck by the scarcity of surviving Arisaka rifle material. Specimens are rare in Europe, most being located in the United States where World War II servicemen returned with them as trophies of war. Original ammunition is also rare, being confined to the collections of specialist ammunition collectors. If Arisaka rifles and their ammunition are rare, however, then their ancillaries such as pouches and cleaning equipment are almost non-existent. Those original specimens that do exist command high prices, taking them beyond the means of most collectors. This lack of original items has presented its own problems during the research and illustration phases of this book. However, I believe I have overcome these problems by the judicious use of good-quality replicas.
 
I first owned an Arisaka rifle in the 1980s. It was a Type 38 that had been smooth-bored to evade part of the UK’s ridiculous (and largely ineffective) firearms legislation. I marvelled at the way the Japanese had applied their talent for innovation to what was essentially just a Mauser Gewehr 98 bolt-action rifle. This spirit of innovation was counterbalanced by the fact that the Type 38 was not innovative in and of itself, being a typical infantry rifle of its time as it was long and very clumsy, especially when its sword-bayonet was fixed. I think it was this paradox of modernity coupled with endemic military conservatism that attracted me to becoming interested in the Arisaka and to acquire further specimens for my collection.
 
The acquisition of such specimens has proved difficult, few appearing on the UK/European market at any one time. The situation is better in the United States, where Arisaka rifles seem more plentiful due to the greater number brought back by servicemen. However, in either case, I have never seen a large number of Arisakas come onto the market in one lot. This is because the Arisaka never survived in large-enough numbers to become war surplus. Most were destroyed after Japan’s surrender in 1945. Some were stockpiled and issued to friendly powers for use in post-war conflicts such as Korea, only to be destroyed as those powers later re-armed with modern rifle technology. Despite some 6.4 million Arisakas being manufactured, it is a relatively rare rifle on the collector market today.
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A posed photograph of a Japanese naval landing party in Shanghai, 1937. The troops are armed with typical section-level weapons of the time, including Type 38 rifles fitted with Type 30 bayonets, a Type 11 light machine gun and a Type 89 grenade discharger, the so-called ‘knee mortar’. (AirSeaLand Photos)
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The 6.5mm Type 30 Arisaka rifle replaced the older Murata small arms carried by Japanese forces, but the older rifles continued in service for several years after the introduction of the Type 30 rifle in 1897. Here, three Japanese infantrymen, photographed during the Boxer Rebellion of 1899–1901, are armed with Type 22 Murata rifles and bayonets. They are wearing M1886 wool winter uniforms and full service marching order equipment. (AirSeaLand Photos)
 



Although the Arisaka rifle, its ammunition and ancillaries are rarely encountered today, the written record of their use in contemporary Japanese sources appears to be non-existent. Extensive research failed to reveal any accounts of the Arisaka’s use by the men who were issued with it. Actually, that is easily explained. After its surrender in August 1945, Japan became totally demilitarized, both as a political state and as a civil society. In that atmosphere, there would have been no market for the memoirs of a Japanese serviceman had he been inclined to write them down. In any case, no former Japanese military man would have wanted to draw attention to himself in a political environment that totally eschewed warfare. It is also likely that any former serviceman would have feared retribution at the hands of the occupying forces.
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A view of the breech area of a Type 44 Arisaka carbine, showing the Kanji characters for ‘44 Type’, gas-escape holes, Imperial chrysanthemum mon, reduced-size rear sight and side sling-swivel. (Chantel Taylor)
 



One aspect of the Arisaka’s use struck me as being immediately ironic. During World War I, Japan’s contribution to the Allies was largely naval, with very little land engagement. However, Japan’s service rifle was used to train British recruits and to arm the Royal Marines and sailors of the Royal Navy. It was also provided in huge numbers to arm Russian troops due to the loss of indigenous Mosin-Nagant rifles in one disastrous engagement after another. Yet barely a decade earlier, Russia and Japan had been at war with one another. In another bizarre twist, after Britain packed off her redundant Arisakas to Russia in 1915, nobody could have reasonably foreseen that British servicemen would be facing similar rifles in the Far East during 1941–45.
 
A word about the Imperial Japanese chrysanthemum crest or mon (often referred to incorrectly as a ‘mum’ by some collectors). I do not subscribe to the notion that the mon was deliberately ground off the receivers of captured Arisaka rifles either by surrendering Japanese troops (they would have had more pressing matters of concern with which to occupy themselves) or by order of the Allies as a way to humiliate the Japanese. The latter is implausible, given General Douglas MacArthur’s courteous treatment of Emperor Hirohito and the Japanese royal family. Furthermore, the Japanese ordnance already had a recognized way of cancelling the mon by over-stamping, so it seems unlikely that it would be further defaced by grinding. In my opinion, those rifles with crudely ground-off mons will have been so modified by new end-users of captured arms who wished to disassociate themselves from Japan’s imperial past or at unit level on an ad hoc basis.
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A view of the author’s Type 99 Arisaka rifle, with muzzle cover fitted. (Chantel Taylor)
 



 


THE JAPANESE DATING SYSTEM
 
In order to discover the date when any particular Japanese military small arm was adopted, it is vital to understand the Japanese dating system, which is totally different from that which prevailed in Europe. Most European military weapons have a simple year designation, normally preceded by the words ‘Model’ or ‘Pattern’. Not so in Japan; there the system depended on either the year in which the Emperor’s reign began or the last two digits of the Japanese calendar.
 
Thus, in the era of the reign of the Emperor Mutsuhito (1867–1912), who took the reign name Meiji (Enlightened Rule), the designation ‘Type 13’ was used for the Murata rifle adopted in 1880. Subsequently, the Type 18 Murata (1885), Type 22 Murata (1889), Type 30 Arisaka (1897), Type 35 Arisaka (1902), Type 38 Arisaka (1905) and Type 44 Arisaka (1911) entered service during this reign. The same system prevailed in the reign of Yoshihito (1912–26), who was known as Taishō (Great Correctness). No new rifles were adopted during this reign.
 
Thereafter, the system changed. In the reign of Hirohito (1926–89), known as Showa (Radiant Peace), the last two digits of the Japanese calendar were used. This is predicated upon the Japanese Empire beginning in 660 BC; consequently, the Type 99 Arisaka rifle was adopted in 2599 or the Western year, 1939, while the Type 2 paratrooper rifle was adopted in 1942.
 


 




Owning an Arisaka rifle is like shaking hands with history. Taking one to a shooting club or range excites immediate interest from fellow shooters. When I acquired a Type 99 Arisaka rifle for my collection, I did so largely for the sake of completeness. It was only looking at it in detail, handling and firing it, that made me want to know more about this remarkable rifle. On that basis, it is only fit and proper that the rifle used by Japan to conquer most of the Far East in World War II should have its story told in a readily accessible form. Writing this book has been an enjoyable experience that has replaced the turgidity of received wisdom with the heady sensation of personal discovery. As I worked on the material I was educated, informed and entertained; I hope that in reading it, you will be too.
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Japanese soldiers in China in the late 1930s receive a cup of sake prior to a ceremonial toast. The bayonet bars and cleaning rods of their Type 38 rifles are clearly depicted. Some of the soldiers wear a white armband adorned with Kanji characters; this was often associated with the Kenpeitai, the infamous military police. (AirSeaLand Photos)
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DEVELOPMENT
 
A modern Japanese firearm
 
FIREARMS IN JAPAN 1543–1870
 
It is impossible to understand the development of military firearms in Japan during the last three decades of the 19th century without first understanding the way in which firearms were assimilated and developed in Japan during the preceding three centuries. This differed from the European experience which was a process of gradual evolution within that continent, once guns and gunpowder had been introduced from China and the Islamic world. Instead, Japan was exposed to practical, hand-held firearms on an ad hoc basis when they were brought into the country by Westerners. This introduction of Western hand-held firearms influenced the use and development of firearms within Japan for more than three centuries.
 
In the first instance, Japan received its first firearms via its neighbour China, probably during the 13th century. These firearms were very primitive hand cannon that were not very much used. Certainly, their introduction did not start a process of evolution and it seems that they were regarded as mere novelties by the Japanese who did not deploy them for military purposes, preferring to rely on the sword, bow and polearm.
 
Then, in 1543 a Chinese merchant ship was forced into the port of Tanegashima by bad weather. On board were Portuguese merchant-adventurers, two of whom had matchlock arquebuses. These were most likely made by the Portuguese arsenal at Macao and probably had crude snapping-type locks. The local feudal lord, Tanegashima Tokitaka, saw the matchlock arquebuses and asked to be instructed in their use. Eventually, he bought them both and instructed his swordsmith to make copies. Consequently, the matchlock arquebus became established as a military weapon in Japan.
 
This weapon became known as the tanegashima teppo, from the Japanese word for iron cannon. While they were made in a variety of sizes, the military examples had relatively small bores. Their barrels had stepped muzzles and quite sophisticated rear sights, while their stocks had short pistol-grip-style butts and were often pierced with holes through which the match was threaded when in use. Their brass locks featured forward-snapping serpentines or match holders, powered by brass coil springs. At some stage a lacquered lock cover was devised, which allowed such weapons to be used in the rain. Their use was confined to the lower-class soldiers or ashigaru. Guns did not feature in the Samurai code of conduct and honour known as Bushidō.
 
At the time the matchlock arquebus came into Japan, the country was in turmoil, as warring feudal lords vied with one another for supremacy. Many saw its potential to give them a tactical advantage over rival factions. Lord Oda Nobunaga ordered 500 examples, but even though this was a large order at the time, it would have still only armed a small proportion of the troops in his army. In 1567 the powerful daimyō Takeda Shingen directed his followers to reduce the number of spears in their possession and to equip their foremost men with guns (Perrin 1988: 35). This command was eerily prophetic as Takeda is believed to have died as a result of a bullet wound in 1573.
 
The battle of Nagashino in 1575 was won by massed arquebusiers whose concentrated fire negated the tactical advantage of the powerful enemy cavalry. At the battle of Sekigahara in 1600, use of the matchlock arquebus proved so decisive that this engagement precipitated the eventual supremacy of the Tokugawa Shogunate (1603–1867) and a politically unified Japan. On both occasions, the arquebusiers were protected by shields or fences. They used their guns to fire close-quarter volleys, effectively destroying their enemies who were expecting the customary close-combat mêlée between individuals.
 
The supremacy of the Tokugawa Shogunate effectively caused firearms development to stagnate in Japan. In any case, as the country’s borders were sealed there was no opportunity for foreign firearms developments to be incorporated. The existing matchlock arquebuses had proved effective so there was no incentive to improve or develop them. They would remain the archetypal Japanese firearms for at least the next 270 years.
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The European parentage of this 11mm Type 18 Murata rifle is readily apparent. The screw in the end of the bolt knob gives access to the ‘V’-shaped striker spring. (© Royal Armouries PR.6335)
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Japanese infantrymen pictured during the Boxer Rebellion. They carry the Type 22 Murata rifle, which was simply a Japanese adaptation of the Austro-Hungarian Kropatschek design of 1880. The Type 22 rifle had a tubular magazine in the forend; but while this magazine held eight cartridges, it took a long time to reload. The soldiers wear the M1886 wool winter uniform with their greatcoats carried en banderole
 



EARLY JAPANESE MILITARY SMALL ARMS
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JAPAN MOVES TO 6.5mm CALIBRE
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THE TYPE 30 ARISAKA RIFLE
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THE TYPE 35 MARINE OR NAVY RIFLE
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THE TYPE 38 RIFLE AND CARBINE
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THE TYPE 44 CARBINE
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THE TYPE I ARISAKA RIFLE
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THE TYPE 99 ARISAKA RIFLE
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THE TYPE 99 EXPOSED
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COUNTRIES MOVING TO SMALLER RIFLE CALIBRES

Country Year of adoption | Calibre Typical kinetic energy
France 1886 8mm 3,364 joules
Austria-Hungary | 1888 8mm 3,037 joules
Britain 1888 .303 (7.7mm) 2,671 joules
Germany 1888 8mm 3,262 joules
Belgium 1889 7.65mm 3,430 joules
Denmark 1889 8mm 2,765 joules
Switzerland 1889 7.5mm 3,444 joules
Turkey 1890 7.65mm 3,430 joules
Russia 1891 7.62mm 3,327 joules
Spain 1891 7.65mm (reducing to 7mm in 1893) | 3,430 joules
USA 1892 .30-40 Krag (7.8mm) 3,200 joules
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Country

COUNTRIES ADOPTING 6.5mm CALIBRE

Year of adoption

Typical kinetic energy

Italy 1891 2,576 joules
Romania 1892 2,840 joules
Norway 1894 2,657 joules

Netherlands

1895

2,840 joules

Sweden 1896 2,657 joules
Japan 1897 2,346 (later 2,615) joules
Portugal 1904 2,960 joules
Greece 1905 2,847 joules
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TYPE 38 PRODUCTION

Rifles produced Dates Carbines produced Dates
Tokyo Arsenal ¢.2,029,000 1906-32 ¢.210,000 1906-31
Nagoya Arsenal 312,500 1932-42 ¢.206,000 1935-42
Kokura Arsenal 494,700 1933-41 ¢.49,500 1938-41
Mukden/Hoten Arsenal | ¢.148,800 1937-44 ¢.52,300 1938-44
Jinsen Arsenal ¢.13,400 1942
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