
By John Marshall
Although it was one of the lesser known mili-

tary rifles produced during the World War II peri-
od, the Model of 1941 Johnson semiautomatic
rifle was not only unique, but became the fore-
runner in design of a number of rifles to come.
Seldom found today, the Johnson has become one
of the most sought-after U.S. military rifles
around. Its history is intriguing and its design was
quite futuristic for its time. This truly classic rifle
deserves a closer look.

In 1934, Melvin Maynard Johnson, Jr., was a
second lieutenant in the Marine Corps Reserve.
He was also a graduate of the Harvard Law
School, a member of the law firm of Johnson and
North, and an instructor at Boston University Law
School. With an extreme interest in military sub-
jects and particularly in military firearms, he was
a frequent contributor to the Marine Corps
Gazette. The new Garand rifle was then under
development. Johnson complained to the editor
that he could not comment on it due to official
secrecy surrounding the project, but “When the
ban is lifted it will be a great pleasure to me to
sound off on this weapon.” Specifically, he ques-
tioned the enbloc clip of only eight rounds, car-
bon accumulation in the early Garand “gas trap”
system, and that the barrel was surrounded by
wood, perhaps leading to overheating. 

The young attorney became affiliated with
United Automatic Rifles, a fledgling firm working
on a new design. He actively contributed to the
design of a semiautomatic modified M1903 rifle.
However, at his father’s urging, he returned to his
law practice and severed relations with that com-
pany. In 1936, the Garand rifle was adopted as
U.S. Rifle, Cal. .30 M1. Johnson still had his
doubts about the weapon. He analyzed the
M1903, and thought that if the barrel could be
made to recoil and the bolt could be replaced
with one with multiple locking lugs, a recoil-oper-
ated semiautomatic might be possible. With no
training as an engineer or drafter, Johnson made
some sketches of his concept. He asked a machine

shop for an estimate on making a prototype firing
system. The sum was $500, a good bit of money in
those days. Johnson approached his father for the
funds, and the elder Johnson assented.

The system was tested and found to work per-
fectly. He utilized his law firm for the legal
details, and with his father and father-in-law pro-
viding funds for development, the company
“Johnson Patent Trust” was formed. Johnson con-
tinued to work at the law firm to support his fami-
ly. By 1937, he had overseen the fabrication of a
prototype rifle utilizing his concepts, and sought
investors. He contracted with Marlin Firearms
Company to make some refined test models, com-
pleted in 1938. These box-magazine-fed rifles
were tested by the Army, but found wanting. John-
son then contracted with the Taft-Pierce Company
in Rhode Island for further development. To make
a long story short, ultimately the rifle was devel-
oped into a rotary magazine version. It could be
charged with M1903 .30-06 stripper clips, giving
a capacity of 10 rounds. It utilized a removable
quick-change barrel assembly that incorporated a
collar with internal lugs designed to lock up with
the rotating bolt. 

In the meanwhile, Johnson had been promoted
to first lieutenant and then captain in the Marine
Reserves. The gun was exhaustively tested at
Aberdeen Proving ground in 1939. In 1940, John-
son refined the rifle further and demonstrated it to
delegations from France, The Netherlands, Great
Britain, Belgium and Romania. In the U.S., con-
troversy was developing over which was the bet-
ter rifle, the newly adopted M1 or the Johnson
contender. Congressional hearings were held, and
a bill was introduced in the Senate to make the
Johnson a standard U.S. military rifle. Members of
Congress shot both rifles in May 1940. In July, the
Netherlands Purchasing Commission reviewed
the rifle and in August, placed an initial contract
for 10,200 Johnson rifles. Universal Windings of
Cranston, Rhode Island, leased its foundry build-
ing to the new Johnson Automatics Manufacturing
Company, and production began.
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40CCLLAASSSSIICC MMIILLIITTAARRYY RRIIFFLLEESS:: TThhee MMooddel of 1941 Johnson Semiautomatic

“The U.S. Army 
Ordnance Department told 

JJoohhnnssoonn tthhaatt tthhee Army would never adopt his rifle.”
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