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This is not a book by a gun guy. It is not written from any position of authority. I know relatively little about the mechanics of guns, despite a lingering boyhood interest in military hardware. I have no engineering background and have only ever fired a handful of weapons in real life. I can well enough explain in broad terms the working parts of a firearm to people who know even less than I do but would likely be kicked off the firing range trying to do so there. Don't ask me to take a gun apart much less put it together – I have never stripped a weapon. Last time I went target shooting I was roundly bested by an attractive Japanese lady who had never fired a gun before (she lives with me now, so I’ll let it slide). Apart from a handful of range days, my “experience” of firearms comes from video games and movies, especially the corny eighties action flicks I grew up watching. This book will explain some features of firearms and their basic mechanics where necessary, but will not get too deep into the nuts and bolts – refer to the appendix at the end of this book to cover the basic terminology: I had to as well.

There are myths about guns that need to be dispelled, though conflicting accounts of history make this more difficult. An AK-47 is not objectively “better” than an AR-15 or vice versa. A rifle round fired into a car gas tank will rarely result in a massive explosion. Suffice to say much of the way guns are used in movies does not reflect either their designed intent or practical interpretation. Soldiers rarely fire a rifle or submachine gun from the hip, because they are designed to be aimed from the shoulder and any other approach will result in a miss. Even pistols should be aimed with two hands to steady them, though in the old days soldiers and policemen did train to fire them single-handed. Full-sized machine guns are heavy and are best aimed lying prone or propped on bipods. Contrary to what many movies and most games would have you believe, bullets are devastating little projectiles and flesh wounds are rarely superficial. 

In video games in particular, fully automatic weapons confer less damage per hit to compensate for the volume of rounds fired. Any bullet – pistol or rifle sized – will with 100% certainty cause a painful wound; in almost all likelihood a debilitating injury, and quite possibly life-ending trauma. This applies to rifle rounds and pistol rounds alike within their effective ranges. Likewise with recoil, which is rarely depicted in modern media, every shot after the first will be thrown off by the kick of the one before it and even on fully-automatic, a shooter will be lucky to land a single shot on the target at any mentionable distance. As for ammunition counts, forget it: automatic weapons need frequent reloading in combat. With Hollywood guns you can load them on Sunday and they fire all week.

These misconceptions will be touched upon, but of greater interest is the stories behind the guns When looking for more information on a firearm there are plenty of technical manuals out there – rates of fire, muzzle velocities, and exact weights loaded and empty – but very little that explains the colorful history of modern battlefield small arms. In digging these up, scouring the library, internet databases and blogs or YouTube, I learned something a lot of mainstream gun histories miss: most of these stories begin with a bullet. 

Guns are usually designed around the cartridge they fire. Governments or armies either have a bullet they want a new weapon to fire, or they want a new class of bullet and then a weapon to fire it. Engineers, inventors, or design bureaus respond with proposals for a new gun that fires that cartridge. Over time, this becomes standardized as different military establishments within a country start to adopt the same cartridges for ease of distribution, and then different countries that are allied (or sometimes opposed) do the same because that’s what their neighbors have, or because they are easily available on the market. Nowadays there are fewer than a dozen standard rifle calibers and about the same number in pistol bullets for pretty much every firearm used in military or law enforcement over the past seventy years or so.

In the late 19th century a small revolution had taken place as guns transitioned from muskets that fired round lead balls to rifled barrels firing tapered bullets using largely smokeless powder. Likewise, guns evolved from being single-shot weapons, loaded slowly through the muzzle or somewhat more quickly through the breach to revolvers and bolt action rifles (or some lever actions like the famous Winchester of cowboy films) that could fire a shot every few seconds and carry half a dozen cartridges internally. When that happened the infantryman turned from a marcher, moving in ranked formation and firing volleys en masse, to a runner, getting quickly into a position of cover and engaging the enemy with more frequent shots. This defined the later wars of the 19th century such as the Boer war and Imperial entanglements in India, Pakistan and Afghanistan. Less than twenty years later, near the end of the First World War, some soldiers became sprinters, able to fire practically on the run and truly shock the enemy. 

But at the turn of the century, many soldiers still rode into battle on horseback. Armored cars were some years in the future and paratroopers and helicopter-borne insertion beyond fantasy: the first crude airplanes had still not yet flown. Yet these were in reality only a couple of decades away as well and the Blitzkrieg era of modern warfare, with shock troops dropping in on enemy positions from the sky, tanks overrunning defended emplacements and masses of bombers flattening enemy cities were in the grand scheme of things, just around the corner. 

From 1918 to 1945, there were more bullet sizes than today, a greater variety of standard weapons and a lot of confusion as modern technology such as tanks and aircraft began to dominate the battlefield and left armies scrambling to redefine the utility of the traditional foot soldier. Though most armies entered WWII with the standard infantry rifles they’d had in the previous war twenty years earlier, the speed of modern war now forced commanders and planners to re-evaluate what an infantryman was supposed to do and how he was to achieve it. This need directly spawned the light, rapid-firing assault weapons we know and love today. Some turned out to be failures at their first attempt and others were overnight successes. Some proliferated around the world and others fell out of use. There will be names we have all heard like the M16, the FAL, the Uzi and the venerable AK-47; curious video game mainstays like the FAMAS and movie standbys like the G36 and MP5 will make an appearance. Predecessors and also-rans such as the Sturmgewehr, the Tommy-gun and comeback kids like the M60 and M14 will also have their moment.

These post-war weapons either serve as the platforms, base designs, or stepping stones for their descendants or are themselves still in service around the world today, whether upgraded, re-engineered, or in their original configurations. Their descendants use the same bullets introduced during World War Two, or shortly after, with only a handful of variations. These are the calibers that have commanded the modern battlefield for generations and will likely do so for decades to come. And it is here – not in the nuts and bolts of the factory floor, but in the trenches of the Somme, the jungles of Malaya, the deserts of North Africa or the bombed-out urban hellscape of the modern battlefield – that the story of these calibers lies.

Some readers may ask why only four calibers? In answer, there will be more calibers discussed as the designs and forerunners that were significant in the development of today’s standard weapons will also be mentioned in their proper context. Some calibers were rivals, and others directly influenced their more modern counterparts; some will be later responses and opponents on the battlefield. Others may still be in popular use among civilians or law enforcement, especially in the United States, but have not gained worldwide traction in military circles. This book narrows it down to the four main calibers that have remained in use from the end of the Second World War to today: one large rifle cartridge, two intermediate rifle cartridges and one pistol caliber.

Readers may question why not discuss shotgun calibers, or a significant rival, a pet hate or an upcoming challenger to the status quo? It is impossible to cover everyone’s favorite weapon, and predicting the future with any accuracy is just as hard. Again, this is not a book for gun guys or by a gun guy, so an in-depth analysis, recommendation or comparison of which platform or caliber is ‘better’ for whatever situation would be out of place. Instead, think of it more as a primer for those mildly interested in military hardware, but without the patience or aptitude for complex discussions of the chemistry, physics and mechanics that go into gun design. Think of it as the story of how your favorite replicas, and props from movies, video games or the Airsoft playing field were developed and deployed in real life. It is intended to be a brief summary, but as always, the story may get longer in the telling. 
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The modern infantryman, at least in the well-funded armies of industrialized nations, goes into battle with a staggering array of gear that only three decades ago would have been considered hopelessly futuristic: night vision goggles with infrared pointers that create a beam only the optical device can see; layered Kevlar helmets and vests that can drastically reduce ballistic penetration and increase survivability; handheld mobile devices that can be used to guide little radio-controlled drones with spy cameras or call in large unmanned aerial warplanes to drop precision bombs. Even basic camouflage fatigues are printed in patterns that were expensively computer-modeled to make the best compromise between urban, wooded and desert environments, using dyes imbued with chemicals to baffle the enemy’s night vision devices. Rifle scopes can detect infra-red heat, zoom in at several miles or project the illusion of a red dot for quick aiming in close quarters, without actually producing a beam that would give the shooter away.

Infantry tools in development and nearing deployment at the time of writing include mechanical exoskeletons that allow the wearer to carry heavier loads over longer distances, helmet-mounted targeting displays not unlike those that some fighter pilots already use; six-legged robotic mules that can haul a rack of backpacks for a squad of troopers and light-shifting overcoats that can theoretically render a soldier invisible. Throw in the cool-looking ballistic protection sunglasses, knee and elbow pads and array of pouches and clip-ons, and the modern warfighter looks a lot like the “Space Marines” from the iconic sci-fi action flick Aliens. Some are even starting to look like Arnold Schwarzenegger’s extra-terrestrial nemesis in Predator. But one thing hasn’t changed as much for the foot soldier over the last seventy years since the end of the Second World War. His basic weapon is still a rifle. 

Rifles today are lighter, shorter, and quicker to shoot, fire smaller bullets and have modular attachments for scopes, grenade launchers, flashlights and laser pointers. But effectively infantrymen still carry a good old-fashioned gun into battle. These guns still fire bullets, not the lasers so many Hollywood prop designers imagined we would see by now; they still require a basic mechanical action of load, fire, eject, load and fire again, and can still break down if they get too dusty, rusty or clogged with fluid. Along with his toenails, the modern combat soldier still has to clean his weapon every day. It was not always so: the modern rifle also differs significantly from its predecessor. This transformation began over a hundred years ago when the first machine guns debuted on the battlefield and gunsmiths and military procurers started asking how they could get such rapid firepower into the hands of infantrymen.

The age of musketry was barely over when the American gunsmith Richard Gatling’s hand-cranked rotary cannon arrived. During the 1860s most Union and Confederate units faced one another with breach-loading, single-shot rifles firing a somewhat modern bullet compared to the barrel-loaded lead ball and gunpowder combination of muskets, but the weapons were still long and heavy to carry, slow and smoky to fire and awkward to reload. Cannonballs would provide artillery cover while ranks of soldiers would march and shoot, march and shoot, and finally charge and stab, literally, with bayonets and sabers. The Gatling gun was supposed to be a solution to this cumbersome method, at least able to stop a charge by firing level at the enemy ranks in devastating volleys. The shooter would wind the crank, revolving the barrels and engaging the firing mechanism as each barrel reached the top position, spewing rifle bullets out what at the time was a staggering 400 rounds a minute – several a second. The revolving barrels served to cool them as rifled barrels wear out quickly when used heavily: since barrel one got its turn to fire, the weapon could shoot for longer without changing barrels.

But the Gatling was expensive, not especially accurate and not really automatic. In fact due to the hand crank, it was very much manually operated. It was wheeled around on a carriage, and operated by a crew of at least four – one to aim, another to crank and fire, a couple to aid with reloading. The carriage was usually hitched to a horse to tow around. It was certainly impractical to imagine multi-barrelled revolving cannon could be adapted to a portable infantry weapon. Yet the ball was rolling, and Gatling’s innovation inspired a new generation of designers to continue to pursue functional and mobile automatic firepower.

Various copycat rotary cannons were designed and fielded in the coming decades, but the next big step belonged to Hiram Maxim, an American who had emigrated to England and like Gatling sported a ludicrous mustache. Maxim developed the first genuine automatic weapon in the 1880s, a gun that would fire much like a rifle: the bolt pulled back, opening the chamber to allow the next bullet to be fed in, before slamming back with the firing pin striking the percussion cap on the bullet casing, discharging the next round. However, rather than having a soldier manually open the bolt again after each shot, then pull the trigger each time he needed the firing pin to strike, hand cocking would only be needed for the first shot. After that, the gun could take over and perform the loading and shooting action itself until the shooter released the trigger or the gun ran out of ammunition.

This was achieved by utilizing the weapon’s own recoil, the blowback that guns had always produced as a result of the explosion required to fire the projectile up the barrel at hundreds of feet per second. In short, the blowback operation used the spent bullet case as it was blown backward into the bolt again by the explosive discharge of its bullet. After discharging a bolt-action rifle the bolt stays locked in the forward position where the shooter left it until he cocks it back again, ejecting the spent case and forward once more, loading the next. Only the firing pin is released by the trigger pull – the last stage of the firing action. Instead of a trigger the first Maxims had a thumb button, but as Dan Hampton points out in Lords of the Sky, the famous WWII flying ace the “Red Baron” Von Richthofen wisely pointed out anyone used to shooting rifles would prefer a trigger on machine guns as well.

The Maxim gun kept the bolt unlocked and buffered by a spring behind it so that when a bullet was fired, the discharge forced the case to be blown back, moving the bolt back several inches because it was not locked in place. The breach would open, ejecting the case and when the spring reached maximum tension at the end of the bolt’s journey to the rear of the gun, it would slam back forward to load the next round. The shooter only needed to hold the trigger while the gun loaded and fired each round itself in a fraction of a heartbeat, and would only need to reload when the gun had no more bullets to fire. This action was simple enough to be ‘miniaturized’ in the first automatic pistols and is still used in most handguns today. A disadvantage is that to work smoothly, the weight of the bolt has to be somewhat proportionate to the caliber of the bullet fired. This can mean bolts have to be quite big and heavy for a rifle caliber, but at the time that’s what machine guns were expected to be. Fired from a fixed mount, the Maxim Gun even had a fat, water-cooled barrel jacket to stop the barrel overheating (cheaper than Gatling’s revolving barrel solution). The Maxim was sold to many nations and in its many forms (the .303 Vickers gun of Great Britain was a notable version) dominated the WWI battlefield and beyond. 

But the Maxim and the Vickers were still quite hefty monsters. Neither was especially portable and both required a team to operate. Maxims stood on a tripod and needed a crew to lug them around. The next developments were lighter: magazine-fed machine guns such as the American Lewis gun with its “pan” magazine, a flat dish on top holding almost fifty rounds pointing toward the center in a circle. The magazine would rotate as the weapon cycled, stripping each round into the chamber as it lined up with the top of the receiver. Reloading was as quick as letting the assistant attach another preloaded pan when the first ran dry. It was still cumbersome, with a water-cooled barrel jacket, but required a crew of just two (shooter and ammunition bearer) and could accurately disperse bullets at a rate of around 600 rounds per minute, or ten a second. 
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The World War One era Lewis Gun was heavy, but could be carried by one man,

The French Hotchkiss (actually designed by an American) and Danish Madsen guns managed to get even lighter. The Hotchkiss was fed by a stripper clip through the side and the Madsen by a spring-loaded banana magazine out the top. Stripper clips would one day evolve into chain-link belts and the curved box magazine is ubiquitous today but these were cutting-edge ideas at the time. Both guns relied on a quick change barrel and an assistant with a spare, who would rotate them every few hundred rounds fired to stop one overheating and getting damaged – another innovation that is commonplace nowadays. These still could not be fired from the shoulder: they had to be fired from a fixed position on bipod mounts or leaned on a fence or sandbags for improvisation, but they could be moved more easily. Though it could still not be left up to one user/operator, the machine gun at least was now a man-portable infantry weapon and not a virtual artillery piece. 

Yet the machine gun was still very much a battlefield supplement, designed to support the infantryman and to fire the same bullet as the standard rifle of whichever army it served. Cartridge size would eventually be the key to truly portable automatic firepower, but that was the one piece of the puzzle that still truly hindered the idea at the time. Cartridges proved some of the hardest things to change: with some small variations, the world had already settled on the size and power of the ideal rifle round and for the time being, the belligerent nations of the Great War were firmly wedded to these calibers.
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​​The Thirty Caliber Wars

[image: ]


[image: image]

It was established by the turn of the twentieth century that a bolt action rifle shooting out to a distance of almost a mile was the ideal infantry weapon. The cartridge to achieve this was around the length of a ring finger but about half as thick. The projectile alone was more or less the length of the last joint; about a third of an inch thick and up to an inch long. In metrics, the bullet was just under 8mm thick at the base and a length of around 30mm, in a cartridge case of just over 50mm. These create a fairly big bang and still do, as well as a large hole in the victim. The rifle to fire this bullet was typically over a meter long, constructed of wood and steel, weighed around six kilograms or ten pounds and was operated by bolt action. These were the weapons issued to millions of soldiers in the Great War. 

Among the typical .30 caliber rifles of the day, the French-designed Mosin-Nagant of 1891 fired a 7.62x54mm round and was used by the Russians and later Soviets until beyond the end of World War Two. The Lee-Enfield pattern rifle, used for around the same period by British and Commonwealth forces, fired a .303 or 7.7x56mm, bullet and still serves police forces and game wardens from East Africa to Bangladesh. The Americans had the .30-06 caliber, a 7.62x63mm cartridge used from the turn of the century to the end of the Korean War fifty years later; first in the bolt-action  M1903 rifle and later the semi-automatic M1 Garand. The Germans relied on the 7.92x57mm Mauser round fired by the G98 and the shortened K98 rifle that lasted through two world wars and saw a surplus life for decades longer. France issued its men the Lebel Model 1886 with a slightly heftier 8x50mm round. All of these weapons were long, wooden, heavy and produced a good deal of recoil, but in their heyday represented the state of the art. Nobody of any significance had yet seen the need for an automatic rifle and certainly not the kind of quick-firing hybrid that equips today’s armies.

These guns were somewhat shorter and lighter than weapons of a generation earlier – breach-loaded rifles or muzzle-loaded muskets. They could hold five to ten bullets rather than the single-shot breachloaders that had preceded them, and the user could cock the weapon between shots, loading the next round quickly enough to keep the enemy’s heads down. Usually, the magazine was internal and fed by a pre-loaded stripper clip through the top of the breach, with a spring and plate in the bottom to push bullets up into the chamber one by one as the weapon was discharged and the shooter pulled the bolt back. When he needed to fully reload, the idea was simply to push in the next stripper clip full of bullets, discard the metal strip left over and resume shooting. This was still a fair bit of work as the rifleman needed to cock the next round after every shot, but at least it was a simple pull between shots until he ran out of bullets in the magazine, rather than hand-loading each cartridge into the gun.

When the first proper machine guns were fielded – large, cumbersome, and best suited to firing from fixed or prone positions by a team of men – the current standard issue rifle bullets were a natural choice. It was with these that the stalemate of no man’s land was enforced during the First World War, and by then the problem of how to miniaturize the machinegun’s firepower was beginning to be addressed. Once the stalemate of trench warfare was broken by the introduction of early tanks armored vehicles, the question of how to arm rapid reaction troops to fire quickly on the go and storm enemy positions was answered in several earnest attempts. 

A Chinese general by the name of Liu, though far removed from the western front, was already working on a decent semi-automatic rifle. It was still a typical .30 caliber rifle, but like machine guns, employed spent gases from discharge to drive the bolt back and load the next shot. Unlike machine guns, it didn't have to keep going. The bolt would stop moving after one trigger pull, meaning the soldier would have to fire the next round himself. Because machine guns kicked and chewed through ammo, reducing accuracy and wasting resources, they weren't ideal for the average infantryman. But being able to fire five or ten rounds without the manual cocking action between each shot made him a more efficient killer with the new weapon.

Liu’s rifle arrived too late to gain traction and was deployed on the wrong side of the world, but as major western gun manufacturers like John Browning had been engaged to help development, the West was taking notice. Browning himself had designed an excellent automatic pistol, to be discussed later, and was now working on the Browning Automatic Rifle, a long and heavy infantry weapon, with a twenty-round box magazine that could at last be handled, fired and loaded by a single infantryman. The BAR was meant to be a supplementary weapon, fired on full automatic to support the majority of troops with their bolt-action M1903 rifles and restored a certain mobility to the infantry squad: the user could indeed run and fire, and keep up with the riflemen he was covering, though the heavy 30.06 caliber caused excessive barrel climb when not firing prone on a bipod, kicked like a horse even when it did have a bipod, and thus made it scarier, but inaccurate. The twenty-round magazine was convenient in that it was much like any modern, spring-loaded box fed magazine, but with such a low ammo load, would need reloading every few trigger pulls (Hollywood watchers be warned: at any typical rate of automatic fire, a twenty- or thirty-round magazine runs out in just a few seconds).

Though it came too late to be of much use on the Western Front, the BAR endured through the Second World War and Korea and was still in limited use as late as the Vietnam War. What manufacturers and militaries had finally cottoned on to was that the big rifle caliber of the day was too heavy to be used in a standard infantryman’s weapon. To get the majority of a squad or platoon running and firing in the way the modern battlefield was beginning to shape, they needed a weapon that could be fired on full automatic from the hip or the shoulder; loaded and operated by one man, and not weighing more than a typical rifle. The only way to do that with the calibers available at the time – using the cheek-rocking blowback system as it was – would be to use pistol bullets. It was the first step toward modern assault weapons.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Trench Brooms and Typewriters

[image: ]


[image: image]

On the handgun side, only two or three calibers ever really made the cut in those days. In Europe, stubby-nosed rounds of about 7.65 or 7.62 by 18 millimeters (also known as .32 caliber) were soon to be replaced by the 9mm Parabellum (the .38 gun in Leroy Brown’s pocket for Sinatra fans). The Americans remained committed to the .45 caliber, an 11mm beast that powered the Colt revolvers that had “won the west” and was soon to be adopted in America’s first standard-issue semi-automatic, the M1911. Though fatter than rifle bullets, pistol rounds are shorter, pack less charge in a smaller case, and are fired at slower velocities. This creates less kinetic energy and gives them much less range – typically under a hundred yards. Lighter and easier to handle, in addition to being useful for second-line troops such as artillerymen, pilots and doormen, pistols also provided the officer class something to hold while waving their hands about barking orders in a posh accent. 

Yet as battlefield distances closed later in the war, rather than marching out in the open across machine-gun-swept fields pockmarked with cannon shell craters, shock troops could now run behind tanks and storm enemy trenches at the last minute. In the close-quarters fighting that ensued, they would need quick and ready suppression to force the enemy’s head down, and an increased chance of hits if he dared pop back up. Pistols didn’t have the ammo capacity to see someone through a close-quarters rumble; bolt action rifles were too long and fired slowly to use in confined spaces and bayonets required getting dangerously close. The bulky machine guns of the era couldn’t easily be hauled into an enemy bunker complex and set up in the heat of the action to give covering fire. Something more convenient but almost as noisy was needed in the meantime. Pistol bullets offered an interim, if close-range solution: a little machine gun that fired little bullets, lots of them at a time. 

The early pioneer was the German MP-18, or machine pistol model 1918. This innovation had a wooden stock and could be handled like a rifle but was shorter and stubbier, with a barrel jacket studded with holes for cooling. Chambered for the 9x18mm pistol bullet, it carried a thirty-two round magazine that stuck out the side and curled around like a snail. With a rate of under 500 rounds a minute, it fired slowly enough for the human ear to count each shot as the rounds chugged out, but at close range had something a slow loading rifle didn’t: firepower – the ability to overwhelm the enemy with a greater volume of shots, the way proper machine guns had proven effective in the open field.

The MP-18 was not flawless. It had a workable but complex magazine that was later replaced by a simpler twenty-round box magazine. Variations and copies began popping up around the world. They didn’t all look the same: some had straight magazines out the side, others curved ones out the bottom; some fired faster than others and some broke down more often. But variants served in the Spanish Civil War, in the Far East and examples were still in guerrilla hands as late as the fading British Empire’s Malaya Emergency through the fifties and early sixties. In its original use the MP-18 was a devastating close-quarters weapon, giving trench-raiding storm troopers the upper hand over enemy combatants, but coming too late in the war to stop the Armistice and the subsequent Treaty of Versailles-mandated arms embargo that stripped Germany of the legal right to even keep producing such offensive-sounding small arms as a “machine pistol”. 

The Americans had come to a similar conclusion to the Germans. Under the design tutelage of one Brigadier John Thompson, the design he nicknamed a “Trench Broom” was a fully automatic .45 caliber body-stitcher that started development during WWI but was not finished in time for the end of the war. As a close-quarters weapon to be used inside enemy trenches, the original design did not even have gun sights – it was designed to be sprayed from the shoulder or hip just like it would be used in countless movies in the decades to come. Reality quickly disabused its designers of that notion, and they added sights, but the weapon’s next iteration lived up to the reputation of hip-fired glamour gun.

Though it had enjoyed initial foreign sales – notably to various Chinese warlords who were slugging it out – Thompson sub-machinegun enjoyed a heyday of sorts among the hoodlums and racketeers of America’s prohibition-era crime syndicates. Alcohol was banned for roughly a decade in the 1920s and bootleggers, smugglers and distributors like the infamous Al Capone were cashing in. In the turf wars that ensured, mobsters and police clashed in the streets and illegal ‘speakeasy’ taverns with the new automatics. In need of quick firepower when World War II came along, the US Army adopted a pared-down version of the Thompson suitable for mass production, not least because Nazi Germany had already widely issued the MP40 ‘Schmeisser’ submachine gun. The Thompson saw continued service with law enforcement in the United States, through the Vietnam War with special forces and local paramilitaries, and was still in use amongst insurgents who’d gotten their hands on old stockpiles to fight Americans invading Iraq in the early 2000’s – almost a hundred years after it was developed.

But the German rival to the Thompson had several advantages that would see its legacy live on – or at least its bullet’s legacy. The Thompson’s .45 caliber round was larger, heavier and far more American than the 9mm Parabellum, which was already in popular use around Europe. A wide variety of pistols were also already using the 9mm. The lighter round allowed soldiers to carry more and fire faster with less recoil. It also reduced production and material costs per bullet, an important consideration as various belligerent nations became cash-strapped at various stages of WWII, but a problem that did not affect the United States quite so deeply.

Despite this, the 9mm cartridge has remained the global standard for law enforcement or military pistols and submachine guns for the last century, and most forces have selected this round for their standard sidearm in every upgrade trial from the end of the Second World War well into the twenty-first century. It is certainly not as powerful and sounds less glamorous than the iconic and easily-drawled American forty-five. It has a shorter range and has sometimes been accused of lacking penetration. But as the oldest of our four calibers in most common use today, it seems only right to begin the story of modern arms proliferation here.
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One spring day in 1980, the upmarket London suburb of Princes Gate was rocked by the sound of concussion grenades, broken windows and automatic gunfire. A week earlier the Iranian Embassy had been stormed and occupied by a dissident group opposed to the new Islamic Republic’s regime. Inside were almost two dozen hostages, one of whom had already been killed. Now, amid fears that more civilians would be executed, her majesty’s government, or rather the famously hard-nosed Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, had decided enough was enough. They were sending in the SAS.

This was to be the world’s first made-for-TV hostage rescue. For almost a week, a media circus had surrounded the police cordon around the embassy and cameras had been trained on the white mansion at all hours. Now in broad daylight, the world watched as commandos in black hooded fatigues and gasmasks rappelled down the walls, landed on balconies, kicked in windows and threw stun grenades before diving into the gloom to engage the terrorists. It did not go entirely as planned: one hostage was killed in the shootout, and a soldier wounded; another commando briefly caught fire; another got stuck in his rappelling gear. Yet in the end, all but one hostage was released and all but one of the six offenders was killed. One terrorist had dropped his weapon and tried to pass himself off as one of the hostages until he was fingered by a real one. A rescuer promptly stitched him point-blank in the stomach, either in case he was concealing another weapon or just for being a prick.

And in the hands of the dark knights who calmly walked out of the embassy, stowed their kit and were driven away in unmarked vans, was a stubby black sub machinegun that would come to be the darling of Hollywood action flicks for the next two decades – the Heckler and Koch MP5. Sleek, modern, small and portable, it was the ideal weapon for close-quarter combat operations just like this one. Along with the gun’s newfound celebrity, the siege-breaking tactics of faceless men in black uniforms that everyone had seen on live TV would be replicated in countless movies such as Who Dares Wins, Navy Seals and The Rock. The MP5 was predominantly the weapon used in such scenes as well as – or maybe because of – its popularity among actual special forces around the world. It probably gained the most fame as Bruce Willis’ go-to weapon in the film that launched his action career, Die Hard. 

But the MP5 has turned out to be more or less the last of its kind. It represented the pinnacle of submachine gun development and came into widespread popularity only a couple of decades before the entire class of weapon began to fall out of use. What had started as the ideal close-quarters weapon at the end of the First World War was soon to be eclipsed, not by new technology in weapons, but by body armor that was becoming ever more effective against pistol bullets. SWAT teams and hostage rescue specialists would by the end of the twentieth century be pivoting back to shortened assault rifles as a matter of necessity. Until then, the submachine gun had enjoyed an eight-decade run (with some highs and lows) as a useful tool in the box for shock troops, commando raiders, officers and NCOs as well as pirates, gangsters, close protection details and Hollywood props departments. The 9mm cartridge remains the most common pistol ammunition in service today.

It was however hardly a straight line from the first machine pistols to the sleek modern designs so beloved by Special Forces and the movies in the twenty-first century.
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​​Imperial Storm Troopers
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The trenches of the Western Front were a miserable place. Soldiers would hunker down for months or years in rain-swept, waterlogged bunkers connected by mazes of eight-foot-deep walls that barely protected them from the ‘whiz bangs’ – artillery shells that pounded their positions day and night and exploded overhead showering them with shrapnel. Their feet rotted, they had dysentery and cholera; they were shell-shocked, claustrophobic, malnourished, homesick and battle-fatigued. If they dared stick their heads above the parapets, they risked instant death by sniper fire; when their officers ordered them to attack the enemy they had to march – slog really – across a boggy No Man’s Land, tripping over barbed wire, stepping on land mines and being cut down like lemmings under withering machine gun fire from fixed emplacements.

One innovation The German Empire had to help break this stalemate was not technological, but merely doctrinal: they would train a new class of soldier. He would be lightly equipped, led from the front not by well-fed Prussian noblemen but experienced sergeants empowered to make instant battlefield decisions on the tactical level, without having to wait for commands from on high. The idea had originally come from the French, but in a spate of poor luck that would repeat itself across the two world wars, the French plans had been captured. Thus the sturmtruppen were born.

A young Captain Rohr was in charge of forming such units. He ditched the experimental metal shields that had been issued to an earlier iteration but
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