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Col. Isaac Lewis is credited with
many inventions, both civilian and mili-
tary.  The reputation of his famed Lewis
light machine gun has totally overshad-
owed another of his World War I designs,
his BAR-competing automatic rifle that
resembled World War II’s assault rifles.

Highly distinctive in appearance, the
original Lewis gun has a large, round am-
munition pan on top of the receiver and
its barrel is enclosed in a long, round alu-
minum tube, fluted at one end.

In its day the Lewis gun was a real
innovation, weighing just 26 pounds
against its competition: Benet Mercie (30
pounds); Colt (93 pounds); Vickers (68
pounds); or the bulky Maxim at 153
pounds.

Nicknamed the Belgian Rattlesnake,
the Lewis light machine gun was also an
amazing World War I success story.  By
the spring of 1916, more than 50,000
Lewis guns were in combat use by allied
troops, including late-arriving American
marines.

An American marine officer related
the combat soldier’s love for the Lewis
Gun when he related in 1918, “A single

The Leaner, Meaner Rattlesnake
The Lewis Assault Rifles
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In the animal world, the bigger the brute, the nastier

the bite.  In reptiles, though, sometimes the smallest snake
has nastier venom than its larger cousins, e.g., the pygmy
rattlesnake.  Herein, gun makers constantly trying to put
lethal bite ahead of bulky size.

A standard ground model Lewis Gun.  Credit J. David Truby.

Right: Isaac Lewis at age 42, when
he began work on his concept for an
air-cooled light automatic weapon,
which became the Lewis Gun.
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Lewis in the hands of a good man will
work as much destruction as 50 riflemen.”

A brilliant designer and engineer;
Lewis was a prolific, imaginative inven-
tor and an unselfish, patriotic military
officer.  He not only gave the design of
his light machine gun freely to his coun-
try, he also donated all of his other roy-
alty payments back to the US treasury.

Born in Pennsylvania in 1858, Isaac
Lewis was interested in natural mechan-
ics and studied to be a science teacher,
which he was for two years.  He then en-
tered West Point, graduating in 1884, with
top grades and plaudits for his design
ideas conceived while he was still a ca-
det.

Retired from active duty after 30
years of distinguished service and contri-
bution, Col. Isaac Lewis traveled to Eu-
rope during World War I to oversee the
production and training programs for his
famed light machine gun.

Yet, never content to sit still, the 58-
year-old Lewis was already designing fu-
ture military weapons.  In 1916, he an-
nounced plans “to build a strong small
arms company in the US which will be
fully equipped to meet the inevitable fu-
ture demand for rifles, machine guns,
other small arms and trench weapons.”

Lewis had begun modifying his ex-
isting Lewis gun even as the first produc-
tion models rolled out of the factories in
1915.  Never a shy man when it came to
promoting his weapons, Lewis explained,
“I want to develop an even lighter weapon
for the individual American soldier.”

He said that his basic design was
good, but added, “I need to lighten the
weapon.  What I’ve seen here (Western

Europe in 1916) the need is for a mobile,
one-man automatic gun for trench assault
and other attacks.

“My first mobile design was late in
1915, when I removed the gas cylinder,
radiator and casing, then altered the me-
chanics to operate the piston by blow dis-
charge alone,” Lewis explained.

“The result was a 16-pound weapon
and it worked well, but I knew I’d do bet-
ter.  I could not devote full time to it be-
cause, after all, we were still in the midst
of a serious world war.”

Despite the successful trials, the in-
ventor was not satisfied with his lighter
Lewis gun.  Ironically, the British would
adopt this same stripped-down, modified
Lewis gun for maritime and anti-aircraft

Lewis air-model machine guns were WWI mainstay.  The top model (A JAP
model)  has the aircraft sight.  Both these weapons are Savage Arms guns
produced in .30/06.  Credit: G.B. Jarrett

Right: A copy of the receipt
given to Isaac Lewis when he
turned back over $10,000 to the
U.S. Treasury as a donation.
The amount represented his
royalty payments for the Lewis
Gun.  Credit: J. David Truby.
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use in World War II.
By the end of 1916, Lewis had pro-

duced a 14-pound automatic weapon.  He
said, “I can do better.  This one is still
between and betwixt, not a rifle and not a
machine gun.  I will go back to a design
idea I first had early this year, a light au-
tomatic rifle that can be used in the as-
sault by each soldier.”

Although he did little with that de-
sign, Lewis still contacted US Navy Com-
mander J.P. Jackson, a small arms ord-
nance expert, to show him the plans for
the new weapons.

Lewis’s 1916 design for what he
called his “assault phase rifle” weighed
13 pounds, compared to the BAR’s 81/2
pounds, was magazine-fed, with select-
fire capability.  When he demonstrated his
prototype weapon, he announced, “My
rifle is as accurate as any weapon our ser-

Isaac Lewis’s initial effort at an assault rifle was this top-loading automatic rifle developed in 1917.

vices now use.  But, when switched to
fully automatic firing the new Lewis gun
will give one man the firepower of many
men.”

Obviously, this was Isaac Lewis’s an-
swer to the BAR, and he immediately pat-
ented his design.  At the end of 1917,
Lewis and Cmdr Jackson made the rounds
of the War Department trying to interest
ordnance people in the new weapon.

“The new Lewis gun did as well as
the old Colonel predicted it would,” noted
a NEW YORK TIMES writer in the
spring of 1918.  “He also announced that
at 12 pounds it was a pound under the
design specifications.

Also commenting on the weapon,
Wayne Mellon, a veteran military jour-
nalist of that era, wrote, “Col Lewis has
treated us to another excellently designed
weapon.  He’s proving that his great ma-

chine gun is not his last word in ordnance
design and now has this marvelous new
shoulder weapon for American soldiers.”

Unfortunately for Lewis, the US War
Department didn’t agree.  The Colonel’s
old friend, Gen Leonard Wood, wrote to
him privately early in 1918, “Isaac, they
have many Browning guns (the BAR) and
contracts for more Brownings are com-
ing in.  I don’t think your design will sell
to the Ordnance Board now, though it
seems to be superior to the Browning.”

That response fired the 60-year-old
Lewis with an inventive challenge.  He
developed his “Third Model” assault rifle,
features of which he kept secret from all
but a few of his trusted assistants.  Lewis
did all plans and designs “in-house” per-
sonally and with those few close assis-
tants.

By late August, he ran tests on his
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prototype rifle and issued a report for the
Ordnance Board of the U.S. War Depart-
ment.  In part, it read:

This light shoulder gun is fully auto-
matic or single shot.  It fires as rapidly as
any auto or as accurately as any single
shot.  It has a quick switch combat sight
or a marksman’s long-range sight...The
cooling of the shock-operation piston is
amazing, even in sustained automatic
fire...

Tested the gun fires automatically
about 400 rounds per minute and is very
accurate even at that volume...It weighs
just 12 pounds and is the same length as
the standard service rifle (the ’03 Spring-
field was about 43 inches long)...

This light automatic rifle has very
little recoil...far less than my original
Lewis gun...The balance is best for shoul-
der firing by the individual soldier...It is
perfect for automatic firepower in the as-
sault by every single soldier...I stake my
name that this rifle is more accurate and
stronger than the Browning gun.

The bombastic Lewis estimated that
each rifle could be produced for less than
$25 each in quantities of 10,000 weap-
ons per order.  He urged the War Depart-
ment to consider his “new age, new mili-
tary era automatic rifle.”

But, it was late in 1918, the war was
over, peace had broken out and military
budgets, especially for new weapons,
were not in favor.  Despite several suc-
cessful field trials in which the new Third
Model Lewis rifle matched or outper-
formed the BAR, the sale was never made
and production orders never materialized.

Lewis noted, “When the war ended
there was no pressure for new weapons
or even to replace the old ones.  The
Browning system is in favor and in pro-
duction.  There is political pressure to cut
the (War Department) budget.  It is un-
likely anyone will buy our new rifles.”

Disjointed by Washington politics
and the power of the established small
arms cartel, Isaac Lewis retreated to his
New Jersey home and semi-retirement.
He only tinkered with firearms designs
from that point on.

Isaac Lewis could afford to retire.  At
65, he was wealthy from foreign sales of
his Lewis machine guns and wise stock
investments.  Even though he’d returned
to the US Treasury every cent of money
from the sale of his guns to the American
military, the money from sales to other
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governments had made his fortune.
Meanwhile, in the United Kingdom,

BSA and certain other Lewis-licensed in-
terests, also tried to produce an infantry-
useful Lewis assault rifle, beginning in
1917, ongoing through 1940, long after
Col Lewis’s death. With war looming,
BSA introduced their model 1937 Lewis
gun.  This model used a Bren-type butt
assembly and magazine.  The clock-type
Lewis mainspring was also replaced.

Another Lewis-licensed UK busi-
ness, The Soley Armament Company, also
experimented with converting the issue
.303 aircraft observer’s mark III Lewis
into a modern infantry assault rifle.
Soley’s designers used the Bren style
stock and box magazine, but retained the
Lewis clock spring mechanism in the first
model, then replacing it with a helical
spring for the second prototype.  None of
these designs went beyond prototype
stage.

By 1939, with the Bren gun already
in service, and war both in the Pacific and
Europe   inevitable, most effort on devel-
oping basic Lewis gun conversions for in-
fantry was ceased.  The final attempt was
the BSA model 1940, which had very lim-
ited manufacture in 1941.

Ironically, many of the original Lewis
guns and the lighter, infantry-style con-
versions did see combat in World War II
and beyond.  Several were recovered by
US roops in Vietnam.  Victorious
Sandinistas paraded into Managua in the
summer of 1979. In NEWSWEEK, one

Above: Lewis’s second assault rifle modification of his famed original machine gun was a 14-pound weapon using a
BAR style magazine.  The inventor was still not satisfied and worked to design an even lighter and more effective
military weapon.  Credit: Savage Arms Company.

This prototype Lewis Assault rifle is rated by many ordnance people as
superior to most similar weapons used in WWII.  It never made it into
production.  Credit: Savage Arms Company.

large, color photo shows a rebel soldier
armed with an original old Lewis Gun.
Later and in a currently newsworthy cor-
ner of the world, a converted Lewis Gun
“Lite” was photographed in use by rebel
militia firing at a Soviet helicopter in Af-
ghanistan in the ’80s.

Shortly before his death of a heart at-
tack in 1929, Isaac Lewis had told a
friend, “One of man’s immortal claims is
the pride of his name.  No one can take
that pride away from me, my family or
my guns.”


