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By John Marshall
During the “roaring

twenties” the one gun that
epitomized that era was vari-
ously known as the “Chicago
typewriter,” the “chopper,” or more
simply, the “Tommy gun.” By whatev-
er name, the Thompson submachine
gun blazed its way into the nation’s
headlines. It found fame in the hands of
outlaws such as John Dillinger, “Machine Gun”
Kelly, and Bonnie and Clyde. In the hands of
policemen and the FBI it was used on the side of
law and order, as the company slogan proclaimed.
During World War II, the Korean War, and even in
the Vietnam War, the stuttering roar of the Thomp-
son was heard constantly on the battlefield. Once
easily available without restriction in the U.S., the
National Firearms Act of 1934 made it subject to a
lot of paperwork, government approval, and a
$200 tax. Today the Thompson is a collector’s relic,
a classic and still highly effective firearm that is
instantly recognizable worldwide.

Army ordnance officer John T. Thompson (see
sidebar) had taken an interest in automatic
weapons before World War One, and had studied
various types of breech mechanisms. In searching
Patent Office files, he found a pending patent that
he found intriguing. It was, essentially, a metal
wedge that prevented opening of the bolt until
chamber pressure had subsided, and then allowed
remaining backpressure to blow the bolt back.
This patent was granted to one John Blish of
Brookline, Massachusetts, in March 1915 and was
called a “breech closure for firearms.” The princi-
ple was called pressure adhesion, and manifested
itself in two surfaces bonding under pressure, but
separating when pressure was relieved. Properly
applied to a firearm, it resulted in delayed blow-
back of the reciprocating bolt. Thompson contact-
ed Blish and convinced him to permit the use of
his patent in return for a block of stock in a new
arms company, which Thompson had not yet
formed pending financing.

Thompson had many friends in both military
and civilian life, and had no trouble getting money
for the project he envisioned, which was a man-
portable weapon that could spray trenches with
automatic fire in combat. A financial angel was
found in the person of financier Thomas Fortune
Ryan, known popularly as the “gray ghost of Wall
Street.” Now having the necessary capital, Thomp-
son formed Auto Ordnance Corporation in 1916
and sought to find a technical team that could
develop his ideas, which were to be carried out in

secret. Thompson engaged Theodore Eickhoff of
Indianapolis as his chief engineer, a man who at
the age of 30 had distinguished himself by prior
service to Thompson as a draftsman in the Army
Ordnance Department. Thompson also hired
George Goll, age 27, whose only noteworthy act
prior to this was driving Thompson’s car! Still,
Thompson saw keen intelligence in Goll and a lot
of mechanical aptitude.

Thompson, Eickhoff and Goll began to experi-
ment with various firearms utilizing the Blish
lock. They also engaged the firm of Warner and
Swasey, a machine tool company in Cleveland,
Ohio, to craft and test various mechanisms. The
first prototypes were in the form of high-powered
rifles, but the Blish lock failed in these applica-
tions. A bronze alloy locking wedge was devel-
oped which helped, but not much. Eichoff con-
ferred with Thompson, who asked if the lock had
worked satisfactorily with the lower-powered .45
ACP cartridge. It had. Thompson then put Eickhoff
in motion to develop a little machine gun – a
“trench broom,” a one-man, hand-held automatic
weapon firing a pistol cartridge. The concept of a
submachine gun was thus born.

Eickhoff assigned Oscar Payne, a 23-year-old
engineer/draftsman, to the actual designing of the
new gun. He had caught Thompson’s eye previous-
ly as a man who was extremely mechanically
adept. Payne went to work and developed what he
dubbed the “Persuader,” a belt-fed mechanically
complex firearm that was soon scrapped. A spring-
loaded box magazine was substituted, the mecha-
nism modified, and the result was the “Annihila-
tor.” This one did work to a degree, but needed a
lot of wrinkles ironed out. Thompson was there to
offer suggestions and instructions on needed modi-
fications. Soon the first submachine gun prototypes
were ready to go – and World War I ended in
1918. The primary market for the guns had gone
away. Thompson suggested that the gun be named
the “Payne submachine gun.” Payne counter-sug-
gested that the gun be named for Thompson, its
“father.” Thomas Ryan agreed. “We’ll call it the
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