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By John Marshall
One of the true classic pistols used during the

World War II period was, quite strangely, one of
the most enigmatic. Even today, the Japanese
Type 14 Nambu pistol is largely unknown in
America, despite having been made in large
numbers and being used widely in the Pacific
theatre of WWII. Perhaps it was because it was
made by a people whose written language is a
mystery to most English-speaking people. Or per-
haps it was because it used a cartridge
not commonly encountered today.
Many servicemen who fought in
the Pacific brought them
home as war trophies, but
lacking proper ammo for
them, never brought them to
American ranges to shoot and
for others to see. In spite of its
being lesser known, the Nambu was a
very interesting design. One of its novel features
has been borrowed and incorporated into some
firearms made today.

The history of the Type 14 goes back to 1902,
when a young Japanese man, Kijiro Nambu,
designed his first pistol. This was the Type A,
Model 1902, or “Grandpa Nambu” as it is called
by today’s collectors. Approximately 2,400 of this
model were manufactured. It had a shape some-
what resembling the Luger, but its internals were
quite different. It used a cam-operated falling-
block locking mechanism and fired a bottlenecked
cartridge known as the 8mm Nambu. It had a
small trigger guard. The bases of the eight-round
magazines were made of horn or wood. The bolt
reciprocated within a tubular receiver after being
unlocked from that recoiling receiver, and empty
cases were ejected vertically from the top. It uti-
lized a spring-loaded striker rather than an internal
hammer. It accepted a shoulder stock that also
doubled as a holster, similar to the Mauser con-
cept. The later Type A Model 1902 Modified
(“Papa Nambu”) was similar, but had a swiveling
lanyard ring, a grip safety, a tangent rear sight and
an aluminum magazine base. There were about
10,300 of this type made. These were issued in
1904. There was also a “Baby Nambu” which was
a scaled-down version firing a small 7mm car-
tridge. About 6,500 of these were made.

The Type 14 was designed in 1925, and was so
called because that was the 14th year of the reign
of Emperor Taisho, the father of Hirohito. He
began his rule in 1911. This pistol was also
designed by then General Kijiro Nambu. It was an
easier-to-manufacture version of the Type A. The
Type 14 Nambu was accepted by the Imperial
Japanese Army as the standard sidearm in 1925,
and served throughout World War II. The grip safe-
ty was eliminated, and a fixed v-notch rear sight

was utilized. A 4.7” barrel was used, and the pistol
utilized twin recoil springs. 

The serrated wood grips were either mahogany
or walnut. Earlier examples are more nicely fin-
ished than late-war pieces. A unique leaf spring
was imbedded in the front of the grip strap. This
bore on the front of the magazine to prevent it
from dropping free when the mag release was
pressed. The thought was that this would prevent
magazine loss in the field. The manual safety was
on the left side of the receiver and had to be rotat-

ed 180 degrees to the rear to engage. An enlarged
trigger guard was used on later production ver-
sions, beginning in 1939. The gun could then be
more easily shot while wearing cold-weather
gloves, a necessity in the winters of the Chinese
and Manchurian theatres. 
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““There is 
considerable
evidence that 
Bill Ruger borrowed the 
principle of a reciprocating 
bolt within a tubular receiver 
to use on his first design, the 
Ruger Standard .22 pistol.”
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