
By John Marshall
The turn of the 20th Century was the dawn of a

new age in firearms. Smokeless powder had revo-
lutionized the industry, and a wave of new firearms
designs had swept the world. The semiautomatic
pocket pistol had become the rage in Europe, and
U.S. manufacturers found themselves scrambling to
enter the market. Smith & Wesson was no excep-
tion. Their very first semiauto pistol was introduced
in 1913. It was a milestone, with a number of
unique and innovative design features. The fact that
it was a flop in the marketplace makes no
difference today – it has become a cult
collector favorite and a classic in
firearms history.

Joe H. Wesson, a son of Daniel
B. Wesson, one of S&W’s founders,
had taken an interest in autoloading
pistols as early as 1890. He was
charged by his father with develop-
ment work, and so he began to
accumulate samples of most of the
new pistols of the day. He was bent
on developing a Smith & Wesson pis-
tol that could favorably compete. After years of
evaluating then-current designs, he was still unde-
cided as to which principles could be incorporated
into a pistol that would be worthy of the Smith &
Wesson logo.

In early 1909, Wesson met with a Belgian
firearms designer, Charles Philibert Clement.
Clement had designed a small .25 caliber semiauto
pistol that featured a barrel axis lying close to the
hand. The recoil spring and its guide rod were situ-
ated over the barrel in a channel in the top rib of
the pistol. The slide was rather small, and a cross-
bar on its top engaged a slot on the recoil spring
guide rod. The recoil spring was a very strong one,
necessitated by the reduced mass of the small
slide. Wesson was intrigued by the promise of the
design, and bought the patents for it. He then
began to improve the features of the Clement pis-
tol, and mold them into a new and somewhat radi-
cal pocket pistol.

Wesson wanted some sort of safety that
would prevent the pistol from being fired unless
it was held properly. His first design was a
thumb bar that had to be held down to enable
the trigger to be pulled. Unfortunately, this was
useable only by right-handed shooters, and so
he went back to the drawing board and came up
with a grip safety located on the front grip strap
under the trigger guard. This was patented on
December 13, 1910. He then turned his atten-
tion to the strong recoil spring, which made the
slide difficult to retract, particularly for women.
He came up with an ingenious solution in the
form of a slide/spring disconnector. It was acti-
vated by an elongated button on the left of the

slide. When depressed, the integral cross-bolt
lock separated the slide from the slot on the
recoil spring guide rod, enabling easy back and
forth movement of the slide for loading and
unloading the chamber. A patent was granted
for this device on July 30, 1912.

As originally designed, Wesson’s pistol was to
utilize the .32 ACP cartridge. However, some
engineers at the factory were concerned that the
cupro-nickel jackets of the bullets would make
for shortened bore life. Working with the Rem-

ington Arms Company, S&W designed a new car-
tridge, just a tiny bit larger than the .32 ACP. It
used a “half & half” bullet in which the nose of
the bullet was jacketed for smooth feeding, but
the bearing surface of the base was lead for less
wear on the barrel. It was christened the .35
S&W Automatic cartridge. Because of its close
similarity to the earlier round, .32 ACP cartridges
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““S&W
made no
further semiauto 
pistols until the 
introduction of the 9mm
Model 39 pistol in 1954.”
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