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History Of The Tommy
Gun

The Roar of the
Chicago
Typewriter: An
In-Depth
History of the
Tommy Gun

Few firearms in history have
c a p t u r e d  t h e  p u b l i c
imagination quite like the
Thompson submachine gun.
Instantly recognizable by its
distinctive drum magazine,
vertical foregrip, and iconic
silhouette, the “Tommy Gun”
is more than just a weapon; it
is  a cultural  symbol.  Its
his tory is  a  fascinat ing

tapestry woven from threads
o f  m i l i t a r y  a m b i t i o n ,
organized crime, Hollywood
glamour, and industrial
innovation. To understand the
full story of the Tommy Gun
is to understand a pivotal era
in American history, from the
trenches of World War I to
the streets of Prohibition-era
Chicago and the jungles of
the Pacific theater in World
War II.

The journey of this weapon
begins not in a gangster’s
hideout, but in the mind of a
retired U.S. Army Ordnance
officer with a singular, and for
its time, revolutionary goal: to
create a handheld machine



gun that could change the
nature of close-quarters
combat.

The Visionary
Behind the
Gun: General
John T.
Thompson

The story of the Tommy Gun
is inextricably linked to its
creator, Brigadier General
John Taliaferro Thompson. A
career military officer and
ordnance expert, Thompson
had spent years observing the
evolution of infantry warfare.
He witnessed firsthand the
devastating stalemate of
World War I, where massed
charges were mowed down by
machine-gun and rifle fire
from fixed positions.
Thompson was convinced that
the future of warfare lay in
mobile, aggressive tactics. He

envisioned a new type of
weapon: a “trench broom”
that a single soldier could
car ry  in to  the  enemy ’ s
fortifications, firing a high
volume of pistol-caliber
ammunition to clear out
defenders with overwhelming
firepower. This concept would
eventua l ly  become the
s u b m a c h i n e  g u n ,  a n d
Thompson was determined to
be its pioneer.

After retiring from the Army
in 1914, Thompson took a
position as chief engineer at
t h e  R e m i n g t o n  A r m s
Company. However, the lure
of his “trench broom” project
was too strong. In 1916, he
formed the Auto-Ordnance
Corpora t ion ,  secur ing
financial backing from
Thomas Ryan, a wealthy
inves to r .  Hi s  goa l  was
straightforward: design and
m a n u f a c t u r e  a  f u l l y
automatic, man-portable
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weapon chambered in a
powerful pistol cartridge. The
project was set in motion, but
technical challenges and the
sheer novelty of the concept
would delay its arrival until
well after the war it  was
designed to fight had ended.

The Birth of a
Legend: The
Model 1921

The first production model of
the Thompson submachine
gun, designated the Model
1921, finally arrived on the
m a r k e t .  I t s  d e l a y e d
arrival—too late for the war it
was designed for—meant it
had to find a new purpose.
The M1921 was a marvel of
engineering for its time. It
utilized a then-revolutionary
Blish Lock system, a friction-
locked delayed blowback
action that controlled the rate
of fire. While later deemed

less efficient than simple
blowback actions, it was
innovative and allowed the
gun to fire a powerful .45
ACP round at a manageable,
albeit high, rate of around
800-900 rounds per minute.

The iconic  features  we
associate with the Tommy
Gun—the finned barrel for
heat dissipation, the Cutts
compensator to reduce muzzle
climb, the box magazine, and
the signature 50- or 100-
round drum magazine—were
all present on the M1921. The
w e a p o n  w a s  e x p e r t l y
machined from high-quality
steel and walnut, making it
durable but also heavy and
expensive to produce. A
s ing le  M1921  cos t  the
e q u i v a l e n t  o f  a  s m a l l
automobile, pricing it out of
reach for most  mil i tary
budgets. The Auto-Ordnance
Corporation found itself with
a brilliantly designed weapon



but a very limited market.

The Prohibition
Era: From
Military Tool to
Notorious Icon

With military sales lagging,
the Tommy Gun found an
unexpected and infamous
home on  the  s t ree t s  o f
A m e r i c a  d u r i n g  t h e
Prohibition era (1920-1933).
The illicit market for alcohol
created a  vast  cr iminal
underworld of bootleggers,
gangsters, and mobsters.
These gangs fought  for
territory and control with
unprecedented violence. The
Tommy Gun, with its high
rate of fire, powerful .45
c a l i b e r  r o u n d ,  a n d
intimidating appearance, was
the perfect tool for their turf
wars.

Gangsters like Al Capone,

John Dillinger, and Machine
G u n  K e l l y  m a d e  t h e
Thompson their signature
weapon.  The  s ight  of  a
gangster wielding a Tommy
Gun from a speeding black
sedan became the defining
image of the gangster era. The
term “Chicago Typewriter”
was coined, referring to the
sound of its rapid fire, which
resembled the clacking of a
typewriter. Another moniker,
“The Annihilator,” spoke to
its devastating effectiveness in
close-quarters shootouts. The
most infamous event, the
1929 St. Valentine’s Day
Massacre, cemented the
Tommy Gun’s reputation as a
weapon of organized crime,
though the gun itself was
merely a tool used by the
perpetrators. The public’s
fasc ina t ion  wi th  these
g a n g s t e r s ,  f u e l e d  b y
sensationalist news reports
and early crime films,
inextricably l inked the
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Tommy Gun with lawlessness
and danger.

Law Enforcement’s
Response

The gangsters’ firepower
forced law enforcement to
adapt. The underpowered .38
caliber revolvers and shotguns
carried by police were no
match for a Tommy Gun.
Police departments across the
country began to acquire their
own Thompsons to level the
playing field. The gun was
also adopted by the U.S.
Border Patrol and, critically,
by the United States Postal
Inspection Service, which
used it to protect valuable
mail shipments from armed
robbers .  This  created a
paradoxical  image:  the
T o m m y  G u n  w a s
simultaneously a symbol of
criminal villainy and the
ultimate tool for law and
order. This dual identity only

added to its mystique.

Military
Adoption:
World War II
and the M1
Variant

The outbreak of World War II
finally provided the military
demand that John Thompson
had originally envisioned. The
U.S. and Allied forces needed
s u b m a c h i n e  g u n s  f o r
special ized troops l ike
paratroopers, Rangers, and
tank crews. The M1928A1
became the standard U.S.
submachine gun, but it still
suffered from being expensive
and t ime-consuming to
manufacture. The finely
machined parts and complex
Blish Lock system were not
s u i t e d  f o r  t h e  m a s s -
production demands of a
global war.



In response, Auto-Ordnance
simplified the design
drastically. The result was the
M1 and later M1A1 variants.
T h e  B l i s h  L o c k  w a s
abandoned for a s imple
blowback action. The finned
barrel and Cutts compensator
were removed. The iconic
drum magazine was all but
phased out in favor of the
more reliable 20- and 30-
round box magazines, as the
drum had a tendency to jam
when not loaded perfectly.
The bolt was simplified, and
the  en t i r e  weapon  was
designed to be stamped and
welded rather than precision-
machined. While less refined
than the M1928, the M1A1
was  cheaper ,  f a s t e r  to
produce, and still incredibly
reliable and powerful.

Service in the European
and Pacific Theaters

The Tommy Gun served with

distinction in every theater of
W o r l d  W a r  I I .  I n  t h e
European theater, it was
pr ized  by  commandos ,
paratroopers, and infantry
squad leaders for its close-
quarters stopping power in the
hedgerows of Normandy and
the ruins of German towns. In
the Pacific theater, the .45
caliber round was devastating
against the dense foliage and
in the brutal close-quarters
fighting of island campaigns
like Guadalcanal, Tarawa, and
Iwo Jima. The Thompsons
high rate of fire provided the
necessary suppressive volume
to assault entrenched Japanese
positions. The weapon’s
psychological effect on the
enemy was also significant;
the distinctive sound of a
Thompson was a clear signal
that a serious firefight had
b e g u n .  D e s p i t e  t h e
introduction of the cheaper
and lighter M3 “Grease Gun,”
the Thompson retained a loyal
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following among troops who
valued its reliability and
stopping power.

Post-War
Decline and the
Dawn of a New
Era

After World War II,  the
heyday of the Tommy Gun
was over. The U.S. military
began a slow transition away
f r o m  t h e  . 4 5  A C P
submachine gun toward
lighter, more compact 9mm
weapons like the M3A1 and,
eventually, the M16 family of
rifles. The heavy, expensive
Thompson was simply out of
step with the needs of a
modern ,  mobi le  a rmy.
Production ceased in the early
1970s ,  but  the  gun  saw
limited use in the Korean War
and the early stages of the
Vietnam War, primarily used

by South Vietnamese forces
and American mi l i tary
advisors.

The gun found a second life,
however, in law enforcement
a n d  p r i v a t e  s e c u r i t y ,
particularly for guarding
critical infrastructure like
banks and nuclear facilities.
Its reputation for reliability
a n d  p o w e r  e n s u r e d  i t
remained in service for
decades. The Tommy Gun
also entered a new phase of
life as a collector’s item and
sports shooting firearm, with
semi-automatic replicas
becoming popular among
enthusiasts who could not
acquire the expensive, legally
restricted automatic versions.

The Cultural
Icon: The
Tommy Gun in



Film and Media

If history made the Tommy
Gun, Hollywood made it
legendary. From the 1930s
onward, the weapon became a
staple of every gangster film.
Actors like James Cagney and
Humphrey Bogart  were
frequently seen wielding a
Tommy Gun, cementing its
i m a g e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c
consciousness. The famous
“cigar box” drum magazine
and forward grip became
visual shorthand for danger
and power.

In more modern times, the
Tommy Gun continues to
appear in films, television
shows, and video games, from
“The Godfather” and “The
Untouchables” to the “Call of
Duty” and “Mafia” video
game franchises. It is often
used to immediately establish
a historical setting (the 1920s
or 1940s) or a character’s

rugged, no-nonsense attitude.
This enduring presence in
popular culture has ensured
that the Tommy Gun remains
one of the most recognizable
firearms in the world, even
decades after it  was last
manufactured for military
service.

Conclusion: A
Multifaceted
Legacy

The history of the Tommy
Gun is a story of ambition,
adaptation, and enduring
symbolism. It was a weapon
born from the crucible of
World War I ,  denied its
intended purpose, and then
resurrected and redefined by
the chaos of Prohibition. It
became the ultimate symbol
of the gangster, the hero of
law enforcement, and the
trusted tool of the soldier in
some of the most intense
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conflicts of the 20th century.

From the visionary designs of
General Thompson to the
gritty hands of a World War
II paratrooper, the Tommy
Gun’s journey reflects a
century of change in warfare,
crime, and culture. While
technology has long since

moved on, the Tommy Gun’s
legacy is secure. It is not
merely a firearm; it is an
artifact of history, a character
in a story, and a powerful
reminder of an era when the
sound of rapid fire, like a
typewriter on a desk, could
rewrite the fate of nations and
the lives of men.


