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INTRODUCTION
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In many ways the Sten gun was the perfect weapon for its time and its place. When the Sten was developed during 1941, Great Britain’s industrial capacity was strained to the limit and the threat of a German invasion remained a reality. A submachine gun that could be manufactured cheaply and quickly using light machinery in small shops offered an alternative to importing the expensive M1928 Thompson from the United States, especially once the US entered the war and needed Thompsons to arm its own forces. Needing only 48 parts in its simplest version, the Mk III, the Sten primarily used stamped components, with only the bolt and barrel having to be machined. Hence, the Sten required less steel and other materials. Compared to the .45 Thompson, the Sten’s chambering in 9mm Parabellum also offered the advantage of requiring less lead, copper and brass in the manufacture of its ammunition. In addition, captured German and Italian 9mm ammunition could be used, although care had to be taken not to mistake Italian 9mm Glisenti for 9mm Parabellum ammunition, as the lighter load of the Glisenti made malfunctions more likely.

The role of the Sten in Britain’s armed forces was not unlike that of the US M1 Carbine. Although the semi-auto M1 Garand rifle had been considered for adoption for British forces in 1939, the bolt-action No. 4 Mk I Lee-Enfield was already in production and it was not deemed feasible to switch to a completely new infantry rifle. As a result, this update of the venerable SMLE remained in service through World War II and into the 1950s. Both the Sten and the M1 Carbine found a role among troops who would not normally need the range and power of a rifle, and among those who valued light weight and firepower. The Sten would prove to be a compact arm that would give engineering, signals and other support troops short-range defensive firepower, was issued to officers and NCOs in infantry units, and was widely used by armoured crews. Much as the M1 Carbine would also be adopted by US airborne troops because it was more compact and offered more firepower than a rifle, so the Sten would serve well in the British airborne forces.

For the European Resistance, the Sten proved a most desirable weapon. It was compact and could fit readily into drop containers, be hidden easily or carried concealed, and fired a round that could be obtained from captured German supplies. So easy to fabricate was the Sten that some resistance units built it themselves in garages and bicycle shops. At least some Stens were also supplied to Filipino guerrillas fighting against the Japanese. Not all Stens served with foreign resistance groups, however. Among the first to receive the Sten were members of the top-secret British Auxiliary Units trained to stay behind and act as guerrilla fighters should the Germans invade the UK.

The Sten’s effectiveness in Israeli hands during the 1948 War of Independence is one of the best examples of the weapon’s simplicity of manufacture, and the ease with which troops could be trained in its use. During the period of the pre-independence British Mandate, Sten guns and 9mm ammunition had been manufactured clandestinely, and the Sten saw wide service during and after 1948. Stens supplied by the British were also used by Arab troops fighting the Israelis. Though superseded by the Uzi from the mid-1950s, the Sten performed an important role in the foundation of Israel.
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A Mk II-armed airborne soldier training in the UK during October 1942. (IWM TR 63)

Although only 300,000 Sten Mk I and Mk I*s were produced, more than two million Sten Mk IIs were manufactured. Among the advantages of the Mk II was that it could be suppressed, making it the first widely used suppressed submachine gun. It would remain in service in the ‘silent killing’ role into the Vietnam War at least and probably longer, with both the US Special Forces and the Australian Special Air Service using the Sten Mk II (S). In British service, the Sten was used at least into the 1960s and saw action in counterinsurgency campaigns in Malaya and Kenya.

The Sten may have been cheap to produce, but it was not always popular with the troops. They found it unreliable and prone to accidental discharge, factors that along with its appearance earned it the nicknames ‘Plumber’s Abortion’, ‘Plumber’s Nightmare’ and ‘Stench Gun’. To a large extent, the reliability problems stemmed from the use of the German MP 28/II submachine-gun magazine as a pattern for the Sten’s. The system of merging cartridges from two columns to one for feeding was especially sensitive to dirt or deformation of the magazine lips.

Despite the Sten’s faults, however, it put small arms into the hands of large numbers of troops who would otherwise have been scrounging for weapons. The Sten’s simplicity of design meant that it could be readily and quickly produced in countries without a heavy industrial base, or with a weapons industry already stretched producing rifles, machine guns and other weapons. As a result, it was widely licensed for production in other countries. The Sten was used by at least 35 countries during World War II and afterwards. This even included the Germans, who employed captured Stens and made their own copies.

Estimates of the total number of Stens built run as high as 4.5 million or even more of all variants. As with other weapons supplied to resistance groups a substantial portion were ‘lost’, although it is amazing to note how many of those lost Stens or other weapons still turn up in France, Italy, the Philippines and elsewhere. Many were hidden away just in case of future need, as those who had been conquered by the Germans or Japanese often decided they would not be unarmed ‘the next time’. Because there were so many Stens made, since World War II they have often turned up in the wrong hands. The IRA, for example, has used Stens and so have insurgents in Cyprus, Kenya, Malaya and elsewhere.

The combat use of the Sten offers striking contrasts as they were issued to two groups with widely differing missions. In many cases, submachine guns were issued to military police, armoured crews, weapons crews, support troops, or others likely to use their weapons only if overrun or in other emergency situations. On the other hand, the Sten has been used by airborne troops, guerrilla fighters and special-operations personnel who were likely to use their weapons up close against the enemy. As a result, experiences of users vary – from the Sten serving as a faithful companion never fired in anger, to recollections of the weapon as an efficient silent killer used to eliminate numerous enemy troops.

Certainly it ranks as an important development in the history of the submachine gun.


DEVELOPMENT

A sheet-metal submachine gun
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At least some World War I tacticians believed that the development of a portable machine gun which troops could fire as they advanced would help break the stalemate on the Western Front. Use of the Bergmann MP 18 by German ‘storm troopers’ during breakthroughs in 1918 seemed to validate the concept. The US Pederson Device, which converted the M1903 Springfield rifle to a semi-automatic weapon that could be fired during the advance, was a related development. The Thompson was another submachine gun that can trace its genesis to the desire to give the World War I infantryman more firepower. Developed by Gen John Thompson, it would not however enter production until 1921. During the period between the wars, other designs of compact, pistol-calibre automatic ‘carbines’ proliferated.

The British Army had shown some interest in the submachine gun during World War I. The twin-barrelled Italian 9mm Villar-Perosa – originally designed for use in aeroplanes, but generally accepted as the first submachine gun – was demonstrated at the School of Musketry (from 1919 called the Small Arms School, then from 1929 called the Small Arms School Corps) in Hythe, Kent, in October 1915. After a trial at Royal Small Arms Factory (RSAF) Enfield in October 1915, the Villar-Perosa was given a favourable report; however, General Headquarters in France saw no advantage to an increase in the number of weapon types in use.

Other submachine guns were tested during the years between the wars, including the .45 ACP US M1921 Thompson in June 1921. Although the Thompson performed well, it was not adopted at that time. In 1926, Birmingham Small Arms (BSA) developed a version of the Thompson chambered for the 9×20mm cartridge (aka 9mm Browning Long). It is interesting that this cartridge was chosen in preference to the standard .45 ACP used in the Thompson or the 9mm Parabellum round. No reason for the choice is given in the sources consulted, but it may be surmised that the 9×20mm may have been chosen because of lower recoil. The BSA version was tested in 1928 with the Cutts compensator, a recoil brake that forced the barrel downward against muzzle rise, but did not generate much interest.


Weapons terminology

The terms ‘submachine gun’, ‘machine carbine’ and ‘machine pistol’ are often used interchangeably and can be quite confusing. ‘Submachine gun’ is the most widely used term and applies to weapons from the Thompson to the Sten gun to the HK MP5 in use today. Generally, the term is applied to select-fire or full-automatic weapons with relatively short barrels firing a pistol-calibre cartridge. ‘Machine carbine’ seems to have been the term widely used in World War II British Ordnance circles to describe the submachine gun. However, ‘machine carbine’ has also been used to describe weapons such as the Russian AKSU or German HK53, which are submachine guns chambered for rifle cartridges. The Germans used the term ‘machine pistol’ to describe a submachine gun, but it is more generally used to describe pistols that have a select-fire capability and are often equipped with a shoulder stock. The Russian Stechkin or the select-fire Mauser M1896 pistols are good examples. In this book the term ‘submachine gun’ is used to describe the Sten and comparable weapons.



An improved version of the Villar-Perosa, now with a single barrel, was tested in April 1928, but nothing seems to have come of this. Other submachine guns were tested by the British during the 1930s, including the German 9mm Vollmer (in 1932), Swiss 9mm Solothurn S1-100 (December 1934), Finnish 9mm Konepistooli kp/31 ‘Suomi’ (September 1936), American .45 ACP Hyde Model 1935 (June 1937), Spanish 7.65mm Star (1937), and Japanese 8mm Type 1 Nambu (1938). Evaluations of the Suomi were relatively positive, which is logical as it is generally rated one of the best submachine guns ever produced – well made, hard-wearing and dependable, even in the extreme cold of the Finnish winter. The Small Arms Committee (SAC) report on the Suomi rated it one of the best ‘gangster weapons’ that they had evaluated. The terminology demonstrates the SAC’s preconceived view of the submachine gun!

In March 1938, a gas-operated 7.63mm submachine gun from Brøndby in Denmark was tested and was deemed to ‘show promise’ by the SAC. As a result, trials were planned to test submachine guns firing the .45 ACP, 9mm Parabellum, 7.63mm Mauser and 9mm Mauser rounds to evaluate ammunition for submachine guns. These trials would have included the Hyde, Suomi, Solothurn, Schmeisser MP 28/II, Bergmann and Brøndby. Seemingly, however, the trials never took place.

Also tested in 1938 was the 9mm Biwarip submachine gun, although actually it was more of a machine pistol (see box above). Deemed too light to be used effectively, and apparently having no provision for a shoulder stock, the Biwarip did however incorporate two features which would be used on the Sten – a ventilated barrel shroud and a side-feeding magazine.

The Suomi had left enough of a positive impression that in October 1938 a later version was tested. Its performance was viewed positively and evaluators were particularly impressed with the 50-round ‘coffin’ magazine (so designated because of its shape) – so much so that they looked into the possibility of making a Bren magazine of the same type. However, it was still decided that a ‘machine carbine’ was not needed. The British General Staff continued to prefer the general issue of rifles, which had greater lethality, penetration and range.
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The 9mm kp/31 ‘Suomi’ was viewed very favourably by British Ordnance personnel during the evaluations of different ‘machine carbines’. Although a Finnish design, there were variants such as this shorter-barrelled Swedish one. 35,000 were made under licence by Sweden’s Husqvarna Vapenfabriks AB just before and during World War II; some were also imported from Finland. Designated kpist m/37 (9mm Browning Long calibre) after the year of adaption, in 1939 Sweden decided to switch to 9mm Parabellum and the new weapons were designated kpist m/37-39. (Author)

This attitude continued until the outbreak of World War II, although in May 1939, the Ordnance Board (replacing the SAC in evaluating designs) showed interest in the Hungarian 9mm Kiraly design, which would later become the Hungarian M39 submachine gun. It
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Britain’s first submachine gun: the Lanchester
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THE STEN Mk I AND Mk I*







Sten ammunition






THE STEN Mk II










Changes in stock design


















THE STEN EXPOSED




















































Canadian Stens






THE STEN Mk III










Australia’s submachine guns – Owens and Auste





















THE STEN Mk IV




THE STEN Mk V



New Zealand Stens













Sten accessories











SUPPRESSED STENS







Shooting around corners
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