
I have a special affection for the Thompson, maybe 
because it shares my name. That association is even 
stronger, as my grandfather was an Army colonel 

named John Thompson and a contemporary of John 
T. Thompson who invented the SMG. I’ve done far 
more shooting with the MP5, Uzi, or Sterling, but I 
take every chance offered to shoot a Thompson. For 
example, after the 1986 Miami shootout in which two 
FBI agents were killed and others wounded, while 
deciding on the best weapons to up gun agents, some 
FBI offices took the Thompsons out of the vault and 
onto the streets. A friend of mine was the Bureau fire-
arms instructor in St. Louis and called me one after-
noon to say that he had to take the Thompson to the 
range to check functioning so would I like to come 
along. It sounded like an onerous task, but as a friend 
I felt I had to assist! Shooting the 1921 Thompson was 
a pleasure but so was removing it from the FBI case, 
where it had resided since the gangster era when it was 
acquired, and assembling it was a pleasure as well. To 
save time we didn’t load the drum but stuck with the 
box magazines. I had shot Thompson’s before, but 
this was a real FBI example from the gangster battles 
of the 1930s!

More about shooting the Thompson later but to 
make discussing the Thompson easier I should men-
tion the different models that were used. The Thomp-
son SMG evolved from what its inventor termed the 
“Auto Rifle,” a semi- automatic weapon. Of course, 
later the US Army adopted the M1 Garand, a semi- 
automatic service weapon. Thompson had originally 
hoped to have his invention in production prior to 
the US entering World War I, but this didn’t happen. 
The earliest 1919 Thompsons were, in effect, machine 
pistols as they lacked a stock and were known as the 
“Annihilator.” Later, M1919 weapons had stocks. 
Whereas Auto Ordnance had produced the M1919, 
the Model 1921 was produced by Colt and Auto Ord-
nance. The M1921 was of very high quality, but car-
ried a price tag of $200, quite a sum for the time. In, 
fact, it took almost 20 years to sell the 15,000 M1921 
Thompson SMGs that were manufactured.
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A Colt M1921 in its case with box magazines and drum; note the finned barrel for cooling. (Courtesy of Rock Island 
Auction Service)

A cased 1921/28 Thompson with accessories and manual. (Courtesy of Rock Island Auction Service)

As late as Vietnam, the Thompson, 
often acquired from ARVN troops, 
continued use; this US Marine 
carries an M1 Thompson with 
stock removed during the fighting 
for the city of HUE. (USMC)



PAGE 28 FIREARMS NEWS  -  firearmsnews.com VOLUME 77 - ISSUE 4

THE THOMPSON SMG

Although serious students or collectors of the 
Thompson SMG will designate sub variations, the 
three primary variants are:

Model 1921: Had a finned barrel and a Cutts 
compensator (after 1926) and took a 20- 
round box magazine or a 50-  or 100- round 
drum and had Lyman ladder rear sights
Model 1928A1: Had a non- finned barrel 
and a Cutts compensator and took a 20- 
round box magazine or a 50-  or 100- round 
drum and had Lyman ladder rear sights
Model M1/A1: Had a plain 10.5" barrel and 
took a 20 or 30 round box magazine and 
had a peep rear sight.

The Model 1921 had some interesting users. The 
US Marines used the M1921 to good effect during the 
“Banana Wars” in Latin America. Thompsons were 
also in the hands of  some Marines assigned to guard 
the US Mail from bandits. In fact, some Thompson 
SMGs used by the Marines in Latin America were 
on loan from the Postal Service. Another group who 
appreciated the Thompson were members of  the 
Irish Republican Army. Over 650 M1921 Thomp-
sons were purchased in the USA for the IRA, but 
495 of  them were seized by US Customs. That still 
left around 150 that made it to Ireland. Later, the 

[Cont. to page 30]

Left side view of a 1921 
Thompson SMG. (Courtesy of Rock 
Island Auction Service)

Right side view of a M1928A1 
Thompson; note the lack of the vertical 
fore grip on this model. (Courtesy of 
Rock Island Auction Service)

Left side view of a 
M1928A1 Thompson. 
(Courtesy of Rock Island 
Auction Service)

Left- Side view of the M1 
Thompson; note more basic 
design. (Courtesy of Rock 
Island Auction Service)

Right side view of the M1 
Thompson; note that the M1 
military model has swivels to 
allow use of a sling. (Courtesy of 
Rock Island Auction Service)

A US Marine with a M1928 Thompson during the Latin 
American “Banana Wars.” (USMC)
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During the “Banana Wars” a young girl finds this US Marine’s M1921AC makes a 
good hand rest. The Cutts Compensator is visible above her hand. (USN)

The White Russian Unit in Shanghai, which acted in support of the Shanghai Munici-
pal Police, in an armored car mounting a Thompson SMG. (Leroy Thompson)

A 1928 Navy Thompson. (Courtesy of Rock Island Auction Service)

View of the Cutts Compensator as well as the vertical fore grip and finned barrel of 
a Thompson SMG.

US Cavalrymen on Harley- Davidsons and armed with Colt 1911s and Thompson 
SMGs. (NARA)

IRA managed to acquire more Thompsons. And, 
that reminds me of  a story I heard from a friend in 
the Garda Siochana, the police of  the Irish Repub-
lic. I heard the story 20 years ago or more when it 
seems an elderly lady passed away. When the Garda 
visited her cottage they found an as new M1921 
Thompson along with magazines, ammunition, and 
grenades packed away under her bed. A relative in 
the IRA had asked her to take care of  it until he 
needed it more than a half  century earlier, and she 
had! Reportedly, the IRA was still training mem-
bers on the Thompson into the 1970s at least. The 
M1921 had been sold to US civilians, including the 
security forces for mining companies and others that 
might face violent strikes. Gangsters also purchased 
Thompsons legally. However, after the infamous St. 
Valentine’s Day Massacre civilian sales were cur-
tailed. The FBI used Thompsons as well, acquiring 

[Cont. from page 28]

[Cont. to page 33]
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115 of  them in the special FBI cases that held a dis-
assembled SMG, a drum magazine, and box maga-
zines as well as a cleaning rod.

In 1926, Auto- Ordnance introduced the M1921AC, 
which was equipped with a Cutts Compensator. In 
simple terms, the compensator functioned as a muzzle 
brake to aid in controlling the weapon on full auto 
fire. Without the compensator, which added $25 to 
the price, the SMG was designated the MM1921A. 
Possibly, to compete with the BAR in 1923, a “Mili-
tary Model” Thompson was introduced with a 14.5- 
inch barrel and a bipod; it fired a new cartridge des-
ignated the “Remington- Thompson” and featured a 

[Cont. from page 30]

To give them substantial firepower when dropped 
behind enemy lines, US paratroopers were armed with 
Thompson SMGs, in this case an M1. (NARA)

British Commandos were armed with a pair of .45 acp 
weapons—the Colt 1911/1911A1 and the Thompson 
SMG. (IWM)

Early in the war the British were acquiring whatever 
arms they could. This member of the East Surrey Regi-
ment has a Model 1921AC. (NARA)

A WWII British M1928A1 Thompson. (IWM)

When he commanded the Shanghai Municipal Police 
Reserve Unit, W. E. Fairbairn kept a Thompson SMG 
leaning against the wall in his living room. When Fair-
bairn was in his command observation position aboard 
the” Red Maria,” he also had a swivel mounted Thomp-
son at hand. (Dorothea Fairbairn)

A pair of MPs in China at the end of WWII; the soldier at 
left grasps an M1 Thompson. (NARA)

A member of the 1st Marine Division firing his M1 
Thompson. (NARA)

WWII patriotic posters such as this one often illus-
trated troops with iconic weapons; in this poster is 
what appears to be a 1928 Thompson.

Though the M3 
“Grease Gun” at 
top was meant to 
replacement the 
Thompson, both were 
used until the end of 
WWII and beyond.

Tom Hanks with his Tommy Gun as Captain John H. Miller in Saving Private Ryan. 
(Movie Stills Database)

250- grain bullet at 1,450 fps. Only a few were pro-
duced. Then, the US Navy officially adopted the 
M1928 Thompson, which no longer had a vertical 
fore grip or a finned barrel. Its rate of fire was reduced 
from 800 RPM to 600 RPM for better control when 
firing bursts. Later, in the 1930s, the US Army cav-
alry adopted the M1928, though in the mechanized 
cavalry, the Thompson- armed cavalryman would be 
more likely be riding a motorcycle than a horse. U.S. 
paratroopers were also armed with Thompson.

World War II proved a boon for sales of the 
Thompson. The British purchased as many Thomp-
sons as they could early in World War II. For example, 

Model 1928AC Thompson 
used for shooting tests.

by 30 April 1942, the total number of British pur-
chased Thompsons (1921s and 1928s) was 514,000. 
However, due to the large number of ships sunk by 
German U- Boats and planes, only about 100,000 of 
those arrived in the UK. Davy Jones has the world’s 
best collection of Thompsons in his locker! The most 
famous British users of the Thompson were the Com-
mandos, who were instructed in its use by W. E. Fair-
bairn, who was familiar with the weapon, which he 
had used during his time with the Shanghai Munici-
pal Police. In fact, his daughter once told me that in 
their quarters at the Reserve Unit barracks, her father 
kept a Thompson propped in the corner of their 
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The M1928AC, one of the finest Thompsons ever made.

Model 1928AC Thompson offering a good view of the 50- round drum and the Cutts Compensator.

Thompson firing a long burst from the Thompson; 
although not a standard firing technique, Thompson 
finds he can get a better grasp lower on the fore grip to 
counter muzzle rise on long bursts. (T.J. Mullin photo)

Thompson firing the 1921/28 Navy Thompson with drum magazine; note that it is 
necessary to put the support hand far forward on the forearm because of the drum. 
(T.J. Mullin photo)

Firing the M1928AC with Cutts Compensator and vertical fore grip; this combination 
made the weapon very controllable. (T.J. Mullin photo)

living room. He was also known to have used to help 
end one barricade incident.

The US Army was an especially large purchaser 
of Thompson SMGs during World War II. Between 
1940 and 1944, U.S. Army Ordnance purchased 
562,511 M1928A1, 285,480, M1, and 539,143 M1A1 
Thompsons.

The M1 and M1A1 are examples of  a military 
weapon that eliminates a lot of  the frills of  a com-
mercial weapon. The “Gun, Submachine, Caliber 
.45, Thompson, M1” was officially adopted in April, 
1942. The guns were produced at Savage and Auto 
Ordnance. One of  the most notable features of  the 
M1 Thompson was the lack of  the compensator. 
The M1A1 was adopted in October, 1942, the “A1” 
primarily to indicate use of  a fixed firing pin. Other 
parts were simplified for faster and cheaper produc-
tion, including the actuator assembly, the M1 using 
a straight blowback system. A fixed sight replaced 

the Lyman ladder sight, and the magazine catch 
was modified so it would only work on box maga-
zines, as drums were not being issued with the M1 
or M1A1. Unlike the M1928, the butt stock was not 
easily attached on the M1 or the M1A1, as troops 
would normally be carrying the weapon ready for 
use. However, M1 or M1A1 weapons might be 
encountered with the earlier latches as parts were 
used up.

Even after the adoption of the M3 “Grease Gun” 
in December, 1942, production of the M1A1 contin-
ued through December, 1943, though a few thousand 
more were assembled from parts on hand in early 1944. 
At least some Thompsons remained in use with U.S. 
troops at least into Vietnam. Thompsons were supplied 
to US allies in WWII who continued to use them after 
the war. In all, more than 40 countries used the Thomp-
son in one form or other: some before the war, some 
during the war, and some after the war. It wouldn’t 

be surprising if Thompsons remain in a few armories 
around the world. In the USA, most law enforcement 
agencies that had Thompsons kept one or two for dis-
play in their museum and got rid of the rest. The St. 
Louis Police Department sold off, if I remember cor-
rectly, 27, most or all of which were transferable, for a 
substantial sum a few years ago ($27,000 each rings a 
bell). I believe the FBI destroyed all but a few of theirs. 
Fortunately, there are some avid Thompson collectors 
who have assured the survival of many rare variants.

Thompson SMGs are fascinating and make won-
derful historical collectibles, but they are also fasci-
nating guns to shoot. I’ve fired the major variants: 
1921, 1928, and M1/M1A1 enough that I can offer 
some comments about the weapon’s pros and cons as 
a combat weapon.

In evaluating the Thompson SMG’s effectiveness 
as a combat weapon, one of the first factors to con-
sider is its weight and length. A M1928A1 Thompson 

Thomson fired three bursts at 10 yards to check con-
trollability of the M1928AC; note aiming point was at 
the belt level to allow for muzzle rise, but other than 
two rounds fired at the end of bursts (which impacted 
the torso higher) the compensator and vertical fore grip 
allowed good control.

Note the small cocking knob, which Thompson had 
found a little difficult to operate, especially with sweaty 
hands.

The Thompson’s magazine release, selector switch, 
and safety are relatively easy to reach. Most later SMGs 
combined the selector and safety as one control.

Thompson has seen numerous photos of USMC dog 
handlers using the Thompson and has speculated on 
how the handler would have operated the weapon 
while controlling the dog. (NARA)

The sights on the M1928 Thompson are precise enough 
that the Thompson can be used for longer range shoot-
ing than most SMGs

Real life WWII hero Audie Murphy, playing himself in To 
Hell and Back, with his M1928A1.

was 33.75 inches overall and weighed 14.75 pounds 
with a loaded drum magazine, or 11.75 pounds with 
a loaded 30- round box magazine. For comparison, a 
loaded M1 Garand was 43.5 inches in overall length 
and 9.5 pounds. Or, the M3 “Grease Gun” was 21.9 
inches with stock collapsed or 29.1 inches with stock 
extended, and weighed 9.7 pounds with a loaded 

30- round magazine. For stowage, the stock of the 
M1928A1 Thompson could be removed making the 
action and barrel 25.25 inches.

The Thompson was heavier than the Garand, which 
was a relatively heavy rifle. However, the Thompson was 
shorter, had greater magazine capacity, and was easier 
to carry due to the pistol grip. When firing on full auto, 
the weight of the Thompson helped dampen recoil and 
muzzle rise. A M1928AC model with a Cutts Compensa-
tor countered muzzle rise even more. The M1 or M1A1 
Thompson is designed to mount a sling, which makes it 
easier to carry. Marine point men or others who wanted 
it ready for action in case of a meeting engagement 
would not carry their Thompson slung. When deployed 
ready for immediate action, the pistol grip was a real 

boon. Even though the Thompson is heavier than the 
Garand, I have always found it handier and better bal-
anced for quickly engaging a target to 50 yards.

I have also found the Thompson’s ergonomics 
good, with a couple of exceptions. First, the design 
of the Thompson’s stock magnifies its tendency to 
slide up on the shoulder during longer bursts. Second, 
I would have preferred the cocking knob to be a bit 
larger, though by using the side of my support hand, 
I can normally operate it quickly and readily. The 
safety may be flicked from safe to fire with the thumb 
of the shooting hand while resting on the pistol grip. 
To use the magazine release, the forefinger or thumb 
of the support hand allows fast and sure manipula-
tion. A selector switch for “single” or “full” fire may 
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The Thompson’s firepower made it a good choice for 
vehicle borne troops who would not have to carry it as 
infantry. Scabbards were available for carrying weap-
ons in jeeps. Presumably this is a posed photo, as this 
MPs M1 Thompson would go tumbling away if he had to 
hit the brakes. (NARA)

1921/28 Thomson with Cutts Compensator. (RI)

An Auto- Ordnance ad geared to the military market.

experienced enough to control short bursts. I remem-
ber talking to one WWII Marine who fought in the 
Pacific who stated he always kept his Thompson on full 
auto ready to fire bursts into trees as they approached 
them to eliminate Japanese snipers. Single fire would 
be the choice for aimed shots at longer range.

One ergonomics question I’ve had related to the 
Thompson was why it was chosen by USMC dog han-
dlers in the Pacific as I have seen numerous photos of 
handlers armed with Thompsons. If the dog “alerted” 
the handler would at best have one hand to operate 
the Thompson. Presumably, with practice, the handler 

be operated with either hand, though the hand grip-
ping the pistol grip would have to be moved to operate 
it. In combat, where engaging the enemy unexpectedly 
loomed, most Thompson gunners probably kept the 
switch set for full auto fire, especially if  they were 

An interesting early Auto- Ordnance ad indicating the 
Thompson could be used by ranchers to fight off rustlers.

could grasp the pistol grip tightly, and push the stock 
against his body with the elbow to fire a short burst at 
close range. Or, maybe he could just release the dog and 
use both hands on the weapon, but then there would 
be chance of a fired bullet hitting the dog. I have also 
seen photos of dog handlers with Winchester Model 12 
Trench Guns or M1 Carbines. The carbine would seem 
the best choice to me. I have read multiple accounts of 
Thompson gunners who became adept at firing their 
weapon with it tucked under their strong side elbow, 
though, using their support hand on the fore grip, so 
dog handlers may have adapted that technique.
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M1928A1
Operating System: Select Fire, Blish Lock, 

Blowback

Caliber: .45 ACP

Overall Length: 33.75" with stock mounted

Barrel Length: 12.5" with Cutts Compensator

Weight: 11.75 lbs. with loaded 
30- round magazine

Magazine Capacity: 50- round Drum, 20 or 
30- round Box Magazine

Sights: Rear:  Adjustable Ladder 
(Slide) 50- 600 Yards

Front:  Blade

Rate of Fire: 700 RPM

WANT A SEMI- AUTO THOMPSON?
AUTO- ORDNANCE STILL 
MAKES THEM!

Visit Auto- Ordnance.com for more information 
on models and current pricing. 

1927A- 1 / 1928 Style

WWII- Style M1 Thompson

1927A-1 / 1928 Style Pistol Version

Those longer- range aimed shots were another 
advantage of the Thompson. Especially with the 
M1928AC, the ladder sight was accurate enough that 
a skilled Thompson gunner could snipe at enemies to 
200 yards or more.

Because the action of the Thompson is sealed fairly 
well, it does not seem to have major problems with 
maintenance in combat. Marines used Thompsons 
during jungle warfare in the Pacific and I’ve never 
read of the Thompsons being tossed away or traded 
for Garands. Roy Dunlap, who encountered an array 
of weapons as an ordnance specialist in WWII, com-
ments on the Thompson’s ruggedness and durability 
in his classic book Ordnance Went Up Front, which 
would seem to reaffirm that it held up well in combat.

Far more Thompsons saw combat on WWII battle-
fields than on the streets of Chicago, but I think for 
most of us, the image of Thompsons in the hands of 
gangsters or FBI agents is more vivid. A less appeal-
ing, though valid image of the Thompson, might be 
of it in the hands of plant or mine security forces 
facing militant workers during the labor troubles 
of the 1920s and 30s. Collectors justifiably consider 
Thompsons, especially the 1921 and 1928 models, as 
works of art. I agree. Much like the Duesenberg or 
Cord automobile, the Thompson is a high perfor-
mance, mechanical work of art.

When evaluating the Thompson SMG, it is difficult 
to avoid the word “iconic.” It is lethally beautiful, 

much like a jungle cat or a fighter jet. For those of us 
around my age, it also conjures the evenings during 
our youth when we watched Eliot Ness and Untouch-
ables on the black and white TV. The first book I ever 
read about the Thompson was William J. Helmer’s 
The Gun That Made the Twenties Roar. That’s a ter-
rific title that conjures some of the Thompson’s allure. 
Admittedly, many Depression era gangsters preferred 
BARs stolen from National Guard armories, but the 
Thompson has more class. 

Markings on the M1921/1928 U.S. Navy that was actually used in Nicaragua.

Close- up of the forearm and barrel fins of the 1921/28 Navy Thompson.

WWII GI Thompson magazine pouch circa 1942.

WANT A FULL- AUTO 
TRANSFERABLE THOMPSON?

•  Visit DealerNFA.com, or call (305) 271- 3436 
and ask for Rubin Mendiola about his 
current inventory.

•  Visit Midwest Tactical at ATFMachinegun.
com, or call (417) 850- 1649.

•  GunSpot.com has classified machinegun 
ads from around the USA. 
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