W HILE MANY of the dates and details of the de-
velopment of the M1898 Rifle by the Mauser Com-
pany have been well documented by noted scholars in
the field of German Arms, a distinct silence seems to
surround the origin of the K98k. One authoritative
English language source simply remarks that it was
“in use by 1935.” If the design of this widely made and
used arm, of which millions were manufactured be-
tween 1934 and 1945, had been in response to an
official German Army requirement, then in spite of
the destruction of the end of the war period one could
be certain that we would have definite, documented
dates of that Army requirement and of official adop-
tion. But like so many other important facts of the
early National Socialist regime, we are once again
faced by something we know to have occurred, with-

rate fire to be brought onto close-order infantry for-
mations at ranges up to 2,000 Meters. The supposi-
tion that such sights are impossibly optimistic, de-
signed to hit a single individual at such ranges,
merely indicates that the “supposer” does not under-
stand what such sights were intended to do. Secondly,
the prewar tactical theorist believed the charge of
enemy infantry would be repelled at close quarters,
and then the length of the rifle with bayonet attached
would be of crucial practical and psychological im-
portance in what would be, in effect, a Twentieth
Century duel with spears.

The battles 0f 1914-1918 rapidly changed such con-
cepts. Any army that charged in neat mass forma-
tions left less-neat masses of corpses in profusion,
mowed down with mechanical precision by high vol-
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out easily obtainable details as to how and why it
occurred.

To have any explanation at all, we will have to rely
on the recollections of those who were close observers
of events at the time, in the right vantage points to

make proper observations, and to coordinate their

personal testimony with the more general ordnance
history of the time.

The first fact to remember is the change in func-
tional importance of rifles in the minds of the German
military resulting from the events of the First World
War. At the commencement of that war, the infantry
regiments of the German Army, and all other armies,
primarily relied on rapid mass rifle fire to force their
enemies to break out of close, tightly packed forma-
tion so that the much-feared Napoleonic rapid charge
might be prevented. For this reason, the G98 was
provided with a rear sight which would permit accu-
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ume machine-gun fire before the defenders were even
clearly visible to the attackers, in most cases. The
machine gun became the central weapon of infantry
combat in the German Army; the infantry squad was
organized around it, and all members of that squad
not actively engaged in its use were provided only to
direct it, to assist it, or to carry ammunition for it.
At the same time, the German sweep across France
in 1914, and other circumstances, persuaded the
German general staff that the infantryman march-
ing enormous distances to battle, or in battle, was
now going to be a less-common occurrence in warfare
in central Europe, the German Army’s chief concern.
The Germans observed that both the United States
and Great Britain had adopted so-called “short
rifles,” equivalent to the German K98—a cavalry
carbine with a barrel about 600mm long and a light-
ened, and thus weakened, receiver—in handling



qualities, and with them achieved adequate battle
results. Bayonet fighting became of minor im-
portance; by the time one was close enough to use a
bayonet the enemy had fled, or one was better advised
to employ grenades or pistols, or—in the last days of
1918—the newly-developed machine pistol (subma-
chine gun).

The result was that the soldier needed a shorter,
handier rifle, convenient to riding in a truck or rail-
road car, and its length and fearsomeness for bayonet
combat mattered little. In addition, two problems
with G98 sights had been revealed in battle, and the
German Army worked on both in a new rear sight
design. These were, first, the burning heat of the
sight parts when rapid fire had put many calories into
the chamber area of the barrel where the rear sight
was located. The second was that the sight gradua-
tions were in too coarse increments at the closer
ranges.

Obviously, burned fingers while adjusting sights
improve no army’s effectiveness or morale, but the
second problem is a little less obvious. Trench war-
fare had created its own unique needs. Often
marksmen wanted to accurately hit an aperture in
the enemy’s trench wall from which a particularly
pestiferous and casualty-causing observer was
operating. The Germans discovered, to their dismay,
that 100-meter sight adjustments did not offer suffi-
cient resolution to permit them to hit such small
targets with the older type of G98 sights. Something
better was called for, so the new rear sight should
have 50-meter adjustments.

* However, other than limited production of a rifle
known as K98b (a G98 with turned down bolt handle
and an improved rear sight), none of the above had
resulted in a more modern German army rifle by
1928. The exquisitely skilled “100,000 man army”
created by General von Seekt and his associates car-
ried a rifle not substantially different from that car-
ried in August, 1914, by the Kaiser’s men invading
Belgium. As a matter of fact, it was probably one of
the same rifles, except for the sights. The supply of
G98s left over from the war was more than adequate
for the army Germany was permitted by the Ver-
sailles Treaty. As far as most sources can discover, no
new military rifles were made for army use in the
decade after the war. There was not even a require-
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Two Bolivian army soldiers on jungle patrol armed with
Czech Vz24 short rifles in 7.65mm Mauser caliber, ca.
1935.

ment for one, at least not as a high-priority item.
Much more effort was expended to develop a better
light machine gun to replace the complex and heavy
MG 08/15, which was interdicted by certain provi-
sions of the Versailles Treaty.

The “Machine-Gun Worshippers,” as they were
known in German military circles, demanded a new,
highly maneuverable, belt-fed gun, preferably air-
“cooled, so as not to contravene the Versailles Treaty.
This required the development of quick-change
barrel systems, and imposed severe problems for a
country in which armaments research was supposed
to be largely taboo. But, said General von Seekt, “If
we can’t have a general staff, no one can prevent us
from starting a joint stock company for the same
purposes.”In the same spirit, covert research on small
arms was not abandoned by the Mauser Company,
and as is often the case, the research was the efforts of
a few men, without much official knowledge or en-
couragement.

At this time Otto von Lossnitzer was an officer
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Standard German army Gew 98 rifle of World
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