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INTRODUCTION

The Luger is among the most famous 20th-century pistols. Its distinctive appearance has been immortalized in countless war movies and books, but its importance goes well beyond this. It evolved from the Borchardt, the first true semi-automatic pistol and the first weapon with a detachable box magazine. It dominated the semi-automatic pistol market for the first decades of the 20th century, and was adopted by countries from Bulgaria to Chile and from Norway to Persia. It is most famous, though, as the German military pistol through both world wars. Captured examples became popular souvenirs and many British servicemen in both wars preferred it to their issue pistols. It soldiered on in unexpected places after World War II, with French soldiers in Indochina and Algeria, and both Portuguese troops and communist-backed guerrillas in Africa in the 1960s. The final examples remained in Norwegian service until the 1980s. The Luger’s iconic status saw it return to production in the 1970s, for sale in the collector’s market.

Tactically, long-barrelled versions served as early submachine-gun equivalents in the trench fighting of World War I, equipped with shoulder stocks and high-capacity drum magazines. Technically, the Luger family spawned two of the most prolific military pistol cartridges of the century, used in almost every Western and Soviet submachine gun.

The Luger story is full of unexpected quirks. The weapon is usually regarded as a quintessentially German pistol, but was actually first adopted by the Swiss, and considered as a potential service pistol by both Britain and the USA. Its users would rarely have called it a ‘Luger’. It was the Pistole 08 (P 08) to German soldiers, while its manufacturer called it the ‘Parabellum’, from the Latin Si vis pacem, para bellum (‘If you want peace, prepare for war’) which formed the company motto and telegraphic address. The Luger name was actually popularized by the US importer, and the pistols produced in the 1970s could not legally be called ‘Lugers’ in the United States, as the importer still held that trademark and was using it to sell pistols of their own design. This book uses ‘Luger’ rather than the more strictly correct ‘Parabellum’, however, as the former is more familiar to English-speaking readers.
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The Luger was the main pistol of the German armed forces for 40 years, in three main variants: the Pistole 08 (1) with 100mm barrel and fixed sights; the Navy’s Pistole 04 (2) with 150mm barrel and two-position rear sights; and the Lange Pistole 08 (3) with 200mm barrel and sights adjustable to 800m. These examples are from the Small Arms School Collection.





The Luger has spawned a significant literature, and a book of this length can only be an introduction. It focuses on the technical development of the pistol and its practical use in combat, rather than on proof marks and manufacturer codes, beloved of collectors but with little practical effect. Its primary emphasis is placed upon German Lugers, which formed the majority of production, but it does discuss significant foreign users. It cannot cover every detail or variation, but those seeking more information will find further sources in the Bibliography.
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Two soldiers with P 08s and stick grenades storm out of a bunker on the Western Front, 1939. The picture is part of a long series of posed propaganda photos in which the photographer made the men rush out of the door over and over until he was satisfied with the result. The man on the right has improvised a lanyard for his pistol. (Bundesarchiv, Bild 101I-048-1119-26 / photo: Schweizer)
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DEVELOPMENT

The first semi-automatic pistols

ORIGINS

The Luger’s immediate ancestor – the Borchardt C93 – was the first semi-automatic pistol to enter production, but numerous other semi-automatics arrived shortly afterwards. These competing designs all appeared at the end of the 19th century due to radical innovation in firearms technology over the previous 50 years.

Typical military pistols in 1840 were single-shot black-powder weapons firing large-calibre lead balls, essentially unchanged from the Napoleonic period. Most were smoothbore muzzle-loaders. The accuracy advantages of rifling were well understood, but loading a ball down the grooves of a rifled barrel took much longer than a smoothbore, and because pistols were short-ranged weapons, the extra cost was rarely seen as worthwhile. Percussion caps – thin metal cases containing fulminate of mercury which detonated when struck – had been available for some time, but were now entering general military use. Initially, they simply replaced the flint in a conventional flintlock pistol – indeed, many existing flintlocks were converted to use caps instead. The caps reduced the frequency of misfires – often around 10 per cent with flintlocks – and improved accuracy by reducing the delay (so-called ‘lock time’) between pulling the trigger and the weapon firing. The full potential of percussion caps was realized when the first practical revolvers appeared in the 1840s. These had cylinders with five or six chambers loaded with powder and ball and with nipples for percussion caps at the rear. A new chamber rotated into line with the barrel for firing each time the hammer was pulled back to cock the weapon.

The new revolvers had rifled barrels, because the charge was loaded into the cylinder directly rather than forced down the barrel, making them more accurate than the old pistols. They gave a single man unprecedented firepower, as their use in the American Civil War (1861–65) showed. Loading each chamber separately with powder, ball and percussion cap made reloading these cap-and-ball revolvers in action unfeasible, however. American cavalrymen often carried several pistols, but there were clearly practical limits to this.

The next improvement was to encase bullet, propellant and percussion cap in a brass cartridge. This had several advantages. First, the rigid metallic cartridge case protected its contents from moisture or damage, allowing cartridges to be held in magazines and withstand handling by the action of repeating weapons. Second, detonation of the propellant expanded the ductile brass case to fill the chamber completely, eliminating the gas-leakage problems that dogged early bolt-action rifles such as the Dreyse. Third, metallic cases prevented overheating as the brass case absorbed most of the heat from the propellant detonating, and expelled it with the spent case. Excessive chamber heating only really became a problem with fully automatic weapons, however, rather than pistols. Metallic cartridges allowed the creation of practical bolt- or lever-action repeaters such as the American Winchester and the German Mauser Gewehr 71/84, while some revolvers introduced swing-out cylinder or break-open designs that allowed faster, easier reloading.
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The 10.6mm black-powder Reichsrevolver 79 (above) and Reichsrevolver 83 (below) were old-fashioned even when adopted, but shortage of more modern weapons would keep them in service with Germany’s artillery and rear-echelon troops until the end of World War I.




One more improvement was required before semi-automatic pistols became practical weapons. Early metallic cartridges were still loaded with conventional ‘black powder’. This was a ‘low explosive’ of limited power, which produced large amounts of smoke and carbon fouling when fired. This high level of fouling was tolerable – if undesirable – in revolvers, as their actions were manually operated by the firer, and were thus relatively robust. By contrast, a semi-automatic pistol’s more sensitive action quickly became unreliable as fouling built up. The answer came in 1884, when French chemist Paul Vieille invented the first successful smokeless powder. Called poudre blanche or ‘white powder’, to distinguish it from standard ‘black powder’, this was a stabilized form of the high-explosive nitrocellulose. It produced almost three times more power than the same weight of black powder, would burn when wet, and produced little smoke and far less fouling. This cleaner-burning smokeless powder made semi-automatic pistols viable. Its greater power also allowed a change from traditional large-calibre pistol balls, fired at relatively low velocity, to smaller bullets fired at much higher velocity. Higher velocity meant a flatter trajectory, because the shorter flight time to the target meant gravity had less time to act on the bullet, and thus better range and accuracy. Because less of Vieille’s powder was needed to deliver the same energy, the new cartridges could be significantly shorter than their black-powder predecessors. This made putting a magazine in the grip of a pistol possible, though designers were surprisingly slow to take advantage of this.

Smokeless powder made semi-automatic pistols possible, but they still had to be created. The simplest design used expanding propellant gas from the fired cartridge to drive an unlocked breechblock rearwards, compressing a return spring. The spent cartridge was ejected as the breechblock reached the limit of rearward travel. The compressed return spring then sent the breechblock forward again, stripping the next round off the magazine and chambering it. The breechblock’s rearward travel had to take long enough to ensure the bullet left the muzzle before the spent cartridge was ejected, or high-pressure propellant gas trapped in the barrel behind the bullet would vent through the ejection port, endangering the firer. More powerful cartridges pushed the breechblock back faster, while using heavier breechblocks or stronger springs slowed the action down again. Limits on how heavy a pistol breechblock could be, and how powerful a return spring it could use, meant this ‘simple blowback’ mechanism was only suitable for pocket pistols firing low-powered cartridges, however. More powerful military pistol rounds needed locking mechanisms to keep the breech closed until pressure dropped to safe levels, but then unlock the action for the residual pressure to eject the spent case and load a new round.

THE BORCHARDT C93

The first successful semi-automatic pistol design was created by Hugo Borchardt, who was born in Saxony in 1844, but emigrated to the United States as a young man, becoming a naturalized US citizen. Borchardt gained considerable experience of firearms design in the United States, working for Colt and later Winchester and Sharps. He designed several revolver prototypes for Winchester in 1876–77, which survive in the company’s museum. Unfortunately, Winchester seems to have regarded its pistol designs as bargaining chips to keep Colt out of the repeating rifle market – while Colt did not make rifles, Winchester would not make pistols. Borchardt’s revolver designs were thus never exploited. Whether or not Borchardt was disappointed by this, he was back in Europe by 1881, though he returned to the United States later as a consultant to Remington. More importantly, in 1893 he designed a pistol for the German arms manufacturer Ludwig Loewe & Co.
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This Borchardt from the Small Arms School Collection is shown with its wooden stock and attached holster. Note the vertical grip angle and large rear overhang. When the pistol fired, the two pieces of the toggle were in a straight line, and both barrel and toggle initially moved backwards together. At a set distance, an internal roller caused the hinge joint to break upwards, pulling the breechblock away from the rear of the barrel and ejecting the spent case. The spring then sent the breechblock forward again, chambering the next round. The system resembled that of the well-proven Maxim machine gun, except that the Maxim toggle breaks downwards into the body of the gun. Because the pistol lacked sufficient internal space for this to occur, Borchardt inverted the mechanism to break upwards.





The Borchardt pistol used a toggle-locked breech. This had a two-piece linkage, hinged in the middle like a knee joint, and attached to the rear of the breechblock. Although it required high-quality machining, the toggle lock was both strong and reliable, and easily able to handle powerful rounds.

The Borchardt pistol also fed from a detachable box magazine in the pistol grip. This seems an obvious design today, but was revolutionary at the time. Putting the magazine into the grip rather than ahead of it shortened the weapon by several centimetres, improved the balance of the pistol, and – because one hand will always find the other – it made reloading more intuitive in poor light. Despite this, most other designers continued to place pistol magazines ahead of the grip for some time. Other early semi-automatics were charger loaded, requiring the firer to place a charger of rounds into a guide above the open breech and slide the rounds down into a fixed internal magazine, as with a bolt-action rifle. Using box magazines allowed faster reloading and gave better protection to the rounds. Again, however, detachable magazines did not become standard on other pistols until a decade later.

Revolver rounds used a rim around the cartridge base to locate themselves in the cylinder, but did not feed well in a box magazine. The Borchardt used a 7.65×25mm bottleneck cartridge case, with a groove around the base creating a ‘rim’ for the extractor to grip without protruding past the sides of the case itself


THE BORCHARDT-LUGER







[image: images]






SWISS TRIALS















[image: images]










BRITISH TRIALS
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US TRIALS
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GERMAN TRIALS
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CHANGES IN THE P 08 THROUGH TIME




THE LUGER EXPOSED
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DUTCH TRIALS
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UNUSUAL LUGERS

Luger carbines
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Baby Lugers
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Full-automatic Lugers



Odd Lugers
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